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Abstract 

In an era where competition between businesses to achieve much narrower goals and 

establishing a two-way relationship with customers is much more difficult, 

understanding the position of public relations in organizations has a significant 

impact on their success and failure rates. The history of public relations is a vast 

repository of models and methods that attempt to help businesses achieve this. At 

the forefront of this field is Edward Bernays, who is often referred to as the father of 

public relations. His approaches in the 1920s not only changed the way companies 

interacted with their audiences, but also changed social norms. This article examines 

and evaluates Bernays's "Engineering of Consent" theory and tries to contribute to a 

better understanding of this theory with the help of integrated critique method 

including content, methodological and historical critiques. The results show that the 

urgent need of companies to sell their mass-produced products after the First World 

War forced Bernays to go for new methods in the field of audience persuasion. 

Using the principles of psychology, he was able to create a new approach in 

advertising and public relations; Although some find his methods deceptive. 
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Extended Abstract 

In today’s hyper-competitive and media-saturated business environment, the role of 

public relations (PR) has become pivotal in shaping public perception and driving 

strategic organizational outcomes. Among the seminal contributors to this field is 

Edward L. Bernays, a figure widely regarded as the father of modern public 

relations. His concept of the "The Engineering of Consent" —originally introduced 

in the early 20th century—continues to influence communication strategies in 

marketing, politics, and social movements. This paper offers a comprehensive 

critique of Bernays’ theory through a tripartite lens: content analysis, 

methodological review, and historical context. The study begins with a detailed 

account of Bernays’ biography, including his familial connections to Sigmund Freud 

and his formative experiences during World War I. Bernays’ professional journey 

reveals a transition from journalism to pioneering PR campaigns, where he applied 

psychological principles to manipulate public behavior subtly. Notably, his “Torches 

of Freedom” campaign reframed cigarette smoking as a symbol of women's 

liberation, exemplifying how media events could redefine societal norms. Bernays’ 

theory, most clearly articulated in his 1947 article "The Engineering of Consent" 

posits that consent among the public can and should be shaped using systematic, 

scientific approaches akin to engineering disciplines. He proposed an eight-step 

model for this process, which includes setting objectives, identifying target 

audiences, modifying goals based on resources, choosing strategies, selecting 

themes and symbols, organizing logistical resources, implementing structured 

timelines, and executing planned actions. From a content perspective, the theory 

emphasizes the power of mass media and elite influence in shaping public opinion. 

It integrates Freudian psychology to target unconscious desires, thereby creating 

artificial needs and reshaping consumer behavior. The strengths of the theory lie in 

its strategic planning framework, applicability across sectors, and its recognition of 

the psychological dimensions of public influence. It highlights how organizations 

can proactively shape their image and narrative by understanding and manipulating 

human motivation. However, the theory is not without critical weaknesses. 

Ethically, the theory faces severe criticisms for advocating manipulative and 

potentially deceptive practices. It presumes a passive, uninformed public susceptible 
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to control, a perspective that many scholars argue undermines democratic 

engagement and critical thinking. Critics assert that Bernays’ methods reduce the 

public to mere instruments for elite agendas, rather than active participants in the 

public discourse. Furthermore, the theory overlooks cultural variability and assumes 

universal applicability, which is problematic in today’s globalized and diverse media 

landscape.  
From a methodological standpoint, the theory lacks empirical rigor. Bernays 

relied largely on anecdotal evidence and personal experience, with no clear use of 

scientific data collection, analysis, or validation processes. This lack of 

methodological transparency challenges the theory’s generalizability and academic 

robustness. While the model’s effectiveness has been retrospectively supported by 

its success in various PR campaigns, the absence of replicable procedures or 

measurable outcomes reduces its scientific credibility. Thus, the theory, although 

operationally impactful, remains philosophically and empirically underdeveloped. 
The historical analysis situates the theory within the sociopolitical context of early 

20th-century America, marked by industrialization, mass production, and the rise of 

consumer capitalism. Bernays’ ideas emerged in response to the need for managing 

public opinion during wartime propaganda and peacetime consumption. His 

approach directly aligned with the interests of corporations and governments seeking 

to mold public sentiment and behavior for economic or political gains. The model, 

therefore, can be seen as a byproduct of an era where manipulation of public 

perception was not only acceptable but encouraged in pursuit of national and 

commercial objectives. In the context of organizational theory, Bernays’ model 

shares features with classical theories that emphasize rational planning, 

predictability, and control. However, the theory’s behavioral underpinnings, 

influenced by psychoanalysis and mass psychology, also link it to early behaviorist 

models. The theory fails to anticipate later developments in PR, especially the 

emergence of dialogic models that prioritize transparency, mutual respect, and 

audience agency—elements vital in the age of social media and digital 

communication. Additionally, the normative critique of the theory is significant. In 

contemporary PR practice, ethical considerations are paramount. The theory’s 

foundational reliance on subconscious influence and symbolic manipulation invites 

ethical dilemmas, particularly around informed consent, authenticity, and 

manipulation. In this regard, Bernays’ model appears outdated and incompatible 

with modern democratic values and communication ethics. The study also 
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incorporates secondary critiques using frameworks from scholars such as Bacharach, 

Whetten, Klimoski, and Thomas & Tymon, evaluating the theory on criteria like 

logical consistency, empirical utility, conceptual clarity, and operational 

applicability. While Bernays’ model adds strategic value to public relations theory 

and provides a systematic view of influence, its theoretical shortcomings and ethical 

limitations call for cautious application and contextual adaptation. In conclusion, the 

paper acknowledges that Edward Bernays’ "The Engineering of Consent" remains a 

landmark theory in the evolution of public relations, offering a structured approach 

to influence. However, the theory’s shortcomings—especially its lack of 

methodological rigor and ethical ambiguity—highlight the need for updated models 

that align with modern values of transparency, inclusivity, and participatory 

communication. As media and society continue to evolve, future research should 

seek to reinterpret Bernays’ legacy in light of current challenges, such as digital 

misinformation, ethical marketing, and responsible persuasion. 
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