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The Spiral of Silence (German: Schweigespirale),
formulated by Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann in the 1960s and 1970s,
proposes that individuals often withhold their opinions when they
perceive those views are socially unacceptable, while people who
perceive their views as the majority are more likely to express
them. At the heart of Noelle-Neumann’s thesis lies a profound
fear of social isolation, ostracism or marginalisation: the prospect
of exclusion frequently outweighs the impulse to articulate
dissenting positions. The theory, therefore, explains how apparent
consensus may conceal substantial pluralities of belief and how
social pressures shape public expression.

Although the spiral of silence is most visible under
dictatorial, one-party or otherwise repressive regimes, it operates
in democratic contexts as well. Media professionals in
democracies can be subject to professional incentives, editorial
constraints or social pressures that undermine independent
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reporting. Without an ingrained commitment to truth, freedom
and dignity, no organisation can reliably instil the moral courage
required to resist conformity; these virtues must originate in
individuals whose professional ethos and personal conviction
compel them to speak despite potential costs. Where such
commitment is absent or weak, self-censorship and conformity
spread, narrowing public debate.

This article examines cases in which the spiral of silence
has been confronted within the media spheres of Georgia, the
United States and Russia, focusing on salient episodes of the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Through comparative case
studies, it seeks to identify the mechanisms that maintain silence,
the triggers that break it, and the institutional and civic measures
that can protect and amplify dissenting voices.

In Georgia, the post-Soviet transition and the aftermath of
the Rose Revolution reveal both the vulnerability and resilience of
media pluralism. Georgian journalists and activists have
repeatedly contested official narratives, demonstrating how
collective mobilisation, civic networks and public pressure can
cultivate a culture that tolerates and even prizes dissent. The 2006
resignation of Eka Khoperia from the talk show Free Opinion —
chosen rather than comply with government interference —
exemplifies principled resistance; by contrast, the tragic fate of
Nazi Shamanauri in 1981, who sought to publish a critical article
and subsequently lost her life, embodies the mortal risks
historically faced by dissenters. These contrasting cases show
how courage and repression coexist in an unsteady balance.

In the United States, examples of journalistic resistance
against political pressure illustrate different dynamics. Figures
such as Lisa Howard, who challenged official narratives and paid
professional costs, demonstrate how individual determination,

28

BRAMS 2023 Nov ISSN 2667-9299 (print)
Volume 4, Issue 9 ISSN 2960-9348 (online)



supported by institutional protections and a relatively robust civil
society, can mitigate the spiral of silence. Yet even in democratic
systems, commercial pressures, partisan polarisation and social
ostracism can deter reporters and commentators from confronting
powerful actors.

Russia presents a more coercive environment, where state
tools — legal designations such as ‘foreign agent’ labels, economic
leverage, regulatory controls, and occasional direct intimidation —
are used to constrict independent media space. Nevertheless,
courageous journalists and activists continue to contest the official
line, often at grave personal risk. The international recognition of
Dmitry Muratov with the Nobel Peace Prize in 2021, despite
government branding and pressure, symbolises both the
socio-political costs borne by dissenters and the enduring moral
force of journalistic defiance.

Breaking the spiral of silence requires a combination of
individual bravery, institutional safeguards and broader civic
support. The cases analysed here indicate that effective resistance
typically involves legal protections for press freedom, sustainable
funding models for independent media, strong professional
norms, media literacy among the public and international
solidarity. Such measures lower the social and material costs of
dissent, enabling journalists and citizens to voice unpopular
opinions without fearing exclusion. Ultimately, a plural public
sphere in which diverse voices can be expressed without threat of
marginalisation is indispensable to truth, dignity, and democratic
health. The Spiral of Silence framework remains a vital analytical
tool for understanding why people stay silent and how, through
deliberate institutional and civic action, that silence can be
broken.
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