
The Machinery of Consent: How Public Opinion Is Manufactured 

The Invisible Manipulator 
In his 1928 book Propaganda, Edward Bernays made a stunning statement: 

“The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and opinions of the masses is 
an important element in democratic society.” 

In other words: people must be guided. And there are those who know exactly how to do it. 

Bernays wasn’t a conspiracy theorist. He was a professional persuader. He had a plan. And it 
worked. 

How Modern Propaganda Works 

For Bernays, the key is simple—and disturbing: 
You don’t need to convince every individual. 
You just need to create the illusion that everyone thinks a certain way. The rest will follow. 

Here are his main tools: 

 Agenda control: Decide what people talk about. It matters less what is said, and more what 
enters the public conversation. 

 Media manipulation: Newspapers, radio, television—and today, social media—don’t 
inform the public. They shape opinion. 

 Handpicked experts: Use “specialists” to lend credibility to whatever message you want to 
spread. 

 Manufactured events: Create the news, don’t just report it—via fake surveys, funded 
studies, staged press conferences. 

 Emotional triggers: Fear, hope, belonging—the same tools used in marketing, now scaled 
to society as a whole. 

Bernays’ Vision of Democracy 

Bernays didn’t hate democracy. But he believed the masses were too irrational, too easily 
manipulated. So, in his view, it was better for “consent engineers”—people like himself—to steer 
them. 

It sounds dystopian. But it worked. And it still works: 

 He promoted U.S. entry into war. 
 He turned female smoking into an act of feminist liberation (on behalf of Lucky Strike). 
 He ran political, industrial, and public health campaigns. 

The public thought it was making free choices. In reality, it was following a carefully written script. 

From Bernays to Today: Propaganda 2.0 

Today, propaganda is everywhere. We no longer need big speeches or massive posters. 
All it takes is: 



 An algorithm deciding what shows up in your feed; 
 An influencer who “spontaneously” promotes a cause; 
 A popular opinion that seems universal—but isn’t. 

And the cycle repeats: suggestion, contagion, imitation. 
The crowd follows. The machine rolls on. 

Survival Guide – Bernays in a Nutshell 

 The masses don’t think—they react to what appears to be common opinion. 
 Modern propaganda is invisible, subtle, disguised as freedom. 
 Whoever controls the media, controls the conversation. 
 Authority—real or fake—is an incredibly powerful lever. 
 Consent can be manufactured. And often, it is. 

Rewriting the Mind: When Choice No Longer Exists 

The Thin Line Between Conviction and Coercion 
William Sargant was a British psychiatrist—not a skeptic, but a scientist. In his book Battle for the 
Mind, he analyzed something most don’t want to admit: the human mind can be reset. 
And then reprogrammed. 

No microchips needed. No sci-fi hypnosis. 
Just stress, fear, isolation, sleep deprivation, and emotional pressure. 

The mind bends. It becomes receptive. Empty. Open to new ideas—even absurd ones. Even ones 
that contradict everything you once believed. 

How Thought Gets Broken 

Sargant explained that under prolonged stress, the human mind enters a specific state called 
cerebral inhibition. 
It’s a biological defense: the overloaded brain shuts down to protect itself. 
And that’s when the brainwashing begins. 

The stages: 

1. Initial shock – fear, disorientation, crisis. The individual loses their internal compass. 
2. Isolation/deprivation – no social contact, no comfort, just uncertainty and fatigue. 
3. Emotional collapse – the “old self” gives in. The person becomes willing to accept any 

“truth” to regain peace. 
4. Reprogramming – simple, repeated, reassuring messages implant new “certainties.” 
5. Stabilization – positive reinforcement, peer validation, daily repetition. The new thought 

replaces the old. 

It’s Not Just Physical Torture. 
Today, this can happen right in front of a screen. 
With a smartphone. 
In a chat. 



Invisible Brainwashing 

Sargant studied techniques used by totalitarian regimes, extreme religious cults, and prison systems. 
But today, those same mechanisms can be found in: 

 Reality TV shows 
 Online radicalization 
 Social media that amplifies fear and anger 
 Personalized feeds that trap people in echo chambers 

The mind is no longer forced. 
It is gently, gradually guided to change itself. 
And whoever achieves this… has already won. 

From Packard to Sargant: The Circle Closes 

First, your desires are shaped (Packard). 
Then, you’re shown what “everyone” else thinks (Bernays). 
If you resist, you’re isolated and overwhelmed (Sargant). 
Eventually, you surrender—believing it was your decision all along. 

Survival Guide – Sargant in a Nutshell 

 Any mind can be broken if subjected to enough stress. 
 Critical thinking collapses under prolonged emotional pressure. 
 New “truths” are implanted during states of confusion and need. 
 Brainwashing techniques aren’t science fiction—they are reality. 
 Mental independence requires awareness, strength, and knowledge. 

Ecco la traduzione in inglese del capitolo “Riconoscere l’invisibile: il primo passo è vederlo”, con 
stile, tono e formattazione coerenti al libro in preparazione: 

Recognizing the Invisible: The First Step Is to See It 

You don’t notice manipulation… until you learn to recognize it. 
Manipulation is like the air: you live inside it. 
And for that very reason, you don’t notice it. You absorb it. You breathe it. 
Only it’s not oxygen—it’s smoke. And to see it, you need to change the way you look. 

Learning to defend yourself means training your critical eye. 
It means developing what we could call second-level awareness. 
It’s not a magical power. It’s a mental habit. And it starts with one simple question: 

Why are they showing me this, right now, in this way? 

The Golden Rule: Suspend Judgment. Observe the Context. 

Every piece of content you see—news, ads, posts, announcements, talk shows—was: 

 Chosen by someone 



 Built with a specific purpose 
 Sent to a precise audience 

So ask yourself: 

 Who benefits from this message? 
 What emotions does it want me to feel? 
 Is it trying to inform me… or influence me? 

That tiny mental pause is an act of freedom. 
It breaks the automatic response. 
And every time you break an automatic pattern, you reclaim a piece of yourself. 

7 Signs of Emotional Manipulation 

When a piece of content aims more at your emotions than at facts, be suspicious. 
Here are 7 red flags: 

1. Urgent! Breaking! Immediate! – Urgency lowers critical thinking. 
2. Common enemy – Creates group identity, division, hatred. 
3. Over-the-top emotion – If it makes you cry, laugh, or rage too much… beware. 
4. Obsessive repetition – If you hear something everywhere, ask yourself why. 
5. Testimonials and influencers – Watch out for the face: the idea rides through them. 
6. Extreme simplification – If everything is “black or white,” it’s a message, not an analysis. 
7. Magic solutions – If it sounds perfect… it’s propaganda. 

The Mind as a Muscle: It Can Be Trained 

Critical thinking is not innate. It’s a discipline. 
You can train it like this: 

 Read opposing versions of the same news 
 Follow independent sources (even if they disagree) 
 Compare headlines with actual content 
 Learn to spot loaded language (words like “shocking,” “scandal,” “hero,” “traitor” are 

emotional triggers) 

Every time you pause to reflect instead of react—you win. 

Survival Guide – Critical Thinking in a Nutshell 

 Always ask yourself: Who is talking to me? And why? 
 If something hits you emotionally, step back. 
 Manipulation targets emotion, not logic. 
 Mental freedom is trained like a muscle. 
 Be wary of anyone who wants you convinced immediately. 

 


