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Pierre ‘Bourdieu |

PUBLIC OPINION
DOES NOT EXIST

(France, 1972)

“I sy that bo speak &= fo express mm opnion, and
that {upl.pinn canslsts of & explicddy prooounced
discourse." Plat

First of all, I should make clear that my
purpose is mot 10 mechanically and simplistically
denounce pubfic opinion polls, Even if thers is oo
doubd that opledon pells are not whet they would
have us beliave, they ars oot wiat masy would-be
demystifiers have claimed either. The polls can
make a useil contribation ta social science if they
are drasted riporously with ceftaln precawtions.
Meither am 1 aftacking the peaple who carry oul
opanio : are doing a certain job which, if
not mdﬁlﬂm&yﬂu pure and simple sale of

cis, can oot ba completely Sdentifed with
gitimate sclentific researnch either,

THREE IMPLIED POSTULATES

Having I;Ihnspr:fawimyr:mmrs, I would 15ke
by =numerate theee implied sssampibons which must
be challenged in order fo artive at 2 rigorowes amd

eolld analysis of opinion :
: —Lfrst, every r:np.ln?l‘t':’u:li poll supposes  that
cyveryone can have an opinion; or, stated atherwiss,

muli:pmﬂmn-ufnnwmmnuﬂhm
everyone's range of possibility, At the risk of
offending o saively democratie sentiment, 1 comtest
this;

—“J:l:ludl it is.taken for grambed that. all
opinions hawe the same value. I baliewe that It can
[ proven thiat this is far from the truth, and that by
patbering a phorality of opinions which do not bave
the same real imporasos, the resulls are very
seversly distorted; and

—ithikrd, the simple fact of asking everyone the
same question bnglles the hypothesis tet thers i a
consensas about the problem, that is, an agreemenl
about which questions are warth asking.

These thres postulaces imply, it seems to me, a
whole series af distortions whach ean be foand gven
when all the conditions for meshodological rigor are
falfilled in the ;]I;'I'p:rmg:l.lﬂ:.nal}-.luuflh data.

Opinion polls are ofien critclzed on technical
grounds, by challenging the representativity of the
samples, for instancs, Given the methods preseotly
used by the polling instutes thess objectbons bardly

This cext was originally o5 o lectume by the
outhor & Morait, France in January 1972 Tt was frore-
bz by LEpace Fetiot and ]ﬂhh:hndnlﬂfmpr
Moderne (Pasis), 31, January 1573, Publiched by per
misssan of the suthar., Tt was transhated frass the Freach by
Mary C. Axtmann. English translation Copyright Inter-
mational Gensrad 1978 This ks 2 first English publication.

seem valid to me. They are alss ammd of binsing
the questions, of more sesarately, of providing o
biaa im the formulation of the questions. This g
closer to the tmoth, and often an answer is inferred

g harm:njhwhirhmnqunulnuhpmd_mm

B]Htt of the elementary precept behbind (e
:nmpaalrjum of & gquestionnaire, which rs:quim that
one give all possible apswers “a chance”,; omissices
gre frequently made eitber in the guestions
themselves of in the angwers, of lse, the
very samée option @ proposed several thmes in
different ways. Linless one has 1aken & prepamaiony
survey, one is pever sure of having foreseen the
whole range of pﬂmlhl: responses, Ope can I]Ju.-.'
ml‘p;::pqrh: rupd.il.m .CErialn AnsweTs giving

p-aalau{:hmumthmerwttﬂlhﬂ:bm

. proposed more than coce; or else, amoog the

answers anticipated, ons can omil 4 particularly

. important possible question, thus taking away the
likelibeod of 8 csrtain arswer appeaning.

THE INEVITABLE PROBLEMATICS

I therefore think that there are bizses of thi
kind and it would be interesting to investigate the
social conditions underlyzng thair appsarance. The
mqiu}ngist SUppoGes that nothing happens just by
chance and that these biases can bs explained, kst
of the time they are rélated o the work condithons
of the b= who prodoce the goestinomaires.
Howewer, are ather factors as well, The fact
that the problematks devissd by the polling
imstimates are subordinated o a specific kimd af
demand; &by investigation of the genemiting
principiles behind these problematics must ask who
can afford to pay Far an opinios pall.

Focently, ws undertock an analysis of a large
natinnal survey on the French peopls's oploion of
the education system, which was based on a random
umpl,c of answers given in reply to o questiomnaire
poblished and  distributed o the French
newspapers. To control the validity of owr sample,
wo booked through the fles of 2 number of ressanch
institutes, nodpbly IFOF  (Instibat  Franmise
d'Opinion Publigue) apd SOFEES  (Société
Frangaiss des Enquétes par Sondage), for all the
guestions dealing with education, We found that

miore than two busdred questions on the edwcatiog
Eystom wers posed since May 1968, coanpared with
less tham twenty between 1960 and 1963, This
indicates that the problemstics which are mpossd
by this kind af ofganization are clossly liaked o
the mocio-political conjunctere and are dominated
by & gpecifie kind of social demand, In other wonds,
the problems posed are politesl problems, The
qum;u:.u of education, for irstance, cannet be puiﬂ'
by & public opinion imstitute until § becomes &
E,:;:ﬂ probles.  The diffesence can be
dintely poted between  thess  ressarch
ingtitutes and thoss which generate their owm
problemnatics, o not out of & clear blus siy, &t least
nﬂpmnd:p:ﬁ[&ld]ﬂﬂbﬁ[rﬂmnlﬁmdanﬂ
immediate social demand.

A sumimary statistical analysis of the questions ;

-gsked in this survey showed us that the greaf
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majoraty of them were directly linked tothe political
preaccapations of the “mling power.™ If we were to
afnes cursehves ght pow by making a lat, asd if 1
were o ask you o write fhe fve gquestions which
you feel ore most important im the feld of
education, we would surely receive a very differend
list from thoss
The qu.ml!l.n:u:l ‘Should politics be Ptmdu.l:ud mto
the se=condary schoobs?™' (or venations on the
theme) was asked very olien, whesess the question
“Should the curricala be modified?” or *'Shoukd
thers be a chanpe im the way classes are tanght?"
Wil Wery car possd. Ouestions of major
importance, at least from another perspective.

THE FUNCTION OF THE POLLS

The prablematics propassd by the opinion palls
correspond o specific interests, Any problematic
can be aaid to correapond 10 specific lnterests, but in
this particular cace the interests which sappart thess
problematics are political interests, and this fact

governa both the meaning of the respoases and the

significance which is given to their publication. The
opinion poll is, at the present time, an instrument of
poditieal action; s most mmpontant fasctbon B
perhaps bo impogs the fllusion that a poblic opinion
exists, and that it is simply the sum of a number of
mdividual opindons. It lmposes the idea for instance
that n any Ei\!nlmmb]_l.l of people thers can be
found a public opinion, which would be sométhmg
Ekcth.-:amli::nhﬂ the apnml-nrl'henﬂmge
opimion. The “public opinioa’ which is stated on
the front page of the newspapers in terms of
percentages (0% of the French are in favor of....)

is & puare and simple artefoct whoss function = bo -

conceal the fact that the state of opinion at any
ﬂ';:n moment is & system of forees, of tensions, and
there @ nothing more inasdegeate than a
percentage to represent the state of opinion. -
We know that relations of force can never be
reduced o relations of force: any exerciss ol power
15 accompanied by a discowrse aimed at legitimatng
the power of those who exercise it One could even
say that thers js & tendency in the exerclse of power
owards ifs selfcopcsalment as wsoch, aod that
complete power is only realized when it is fully

comcealed. Stated simply, the politiclan she.

vesterday said “God is ca our Sde™ wodey says
“Fublic Opinion is on our side.”

This & the fopdamestal offect of the opinion
podl: it creates the ddea that & unandmous pabdic
opinécn cxists in order to bsgimate 2 policy, and
sirengthen the nelations of foree upon which it is
based or make it possible.

THE “NO REPLIES"

Having stated my purpose at the beginning, [
shall ey to quickly imbicste the operations which
produce this comsensis gffect. The Bt operation,
which bepins with the assumption that everyome
st have an oplnlon, eonslss in ignoring the “po

li=s.” For some time now, instesd of saymg
% of the Fremch are I favor of the
discontinisation of the railrosds,” the newspapsrs say

peked by the opinbon polls.

“50% of the French are for, 40% are agalest, and
10% Bawve no opinkoa.” But that Bn't cocugh
information; for instance, you ask people “_,ﬂ._m}m
favorabla 1o the Pompidou governmest?™ Yoo
register 3046 "o replies, 2% yes, S0% no. You
ua.nsatzlhv:numbu af pesple ualawamble is greater

& number of peopls fivarable and there s &
remainder of 30%; or you can re-calcolate thoss
favorable and those unfavorable, excluding the “no
replies”. Thi simpls choice is & theorstissl
aperation af great impontance about which | would
like to reflect & moment.

Eﬂ.ﬂjnal.i:ug the “npo replies™ & the same &5
what is done in an elzction when there are blank or
nall ballots; the implicit phileaophy of electosal
BI.I.I.'“::]'E-[E Mlmpamlunnpu.mnnpuﬂs On close
examination, bowever, ome finds that the rate of
“no replies™ &5 generally higher in women than i
meca, and that the margn betwean men and woomen
mcreases as the problems posed becoms more
Eﬂlﬁu]]y political, Thia bs true Lo such an axtent

at wa weare sble 1o determine, out of 2 Bt of -
diffarent questions, which omes could best be
consilered political, just by evaloating the margin
between the “‘po replies™ by women and men
Another fador: the more a question concemns
le:ll:msu-fkmtkdg;:. the preater is the margin of

" betwsea more-aducabed and less-
clfrua'-nli pmph Another chservation: when the
nestions  have to do with  edbies] problams
?ﬂ&mph:. “Should children be punishedT) the
margin of *'no " hetween socal classes Is
:h];hl: A.mﬂm observation: the more a question
poses conflictual problems, copcems a “thomy"
contradietion (such as a qsstion on the situation in
Crechoslovakia for Persnns who vote Commuanist)
oT generafes tensions for a particular categary, the
more “mo replies” will be received from that
categary. In other words, a simple statistical
analysss of the “'no replies" offers information abowt
the meanlng of e geestion, 34 well & the categary
of people questioned, the category being defined s
much by the probability of an opiaton & aff
as by the conditomal probabilbly af having a
favarable or anfaverabls coe.

THE IMPOSITION OF THE PROBLEMATIC

The scieatific anabysis of opinion polls shows
that thers exists ically no eateh-all problem: no
question which & pot relmerpreted = funchon of
the interesis or non-interests of the peaple to whom
the guestion i posed. Thus the first Enperative in
evalunting & poll is to ask what guestion tbe
different categories of people thought they were
answearing. Chne of the most pemiciows sffects of the

inion surveys is to put people in @ poaltion whers

¥ miEsl answer a gueston they have never
thought about, or mxtakenly answer o differsnt
question  from  that which was asked, the
interpretation  only being & record of the
migumderstanding.

I stated earlier that the opinlon polls could be
re-used  scientifieally; bowever, this supposes
cortaln precautbons which are excluded becanss of
the zocial conditions wnder which the research
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nrgu.ﬂli‘.ﬁ.liuﬂﬁ oparafe. Jourmal=ee whe want things
to b ﬂmp]:, further simplify the already simplified
data which they have been given, and when it reaches

the public, it is fikely o read & follows: “50% of the
" Freach are for the uslion of the railroads, ™
hw:mnnnnnfﬂ:u opinion polls would
require an epistemplogical cxamination of each of
the guestions ssked, plus, concerning the system of
the guestions, 2n analysis of the whols system of
answers, which together would be the only way io
kncw what were the questions ibe people teally
thought they wess answerng.

Cruestions. baving to do with maral issues, for
cxample, the punishment of children, relsibons
betmecn l.nd:r.cg and students, and so on, are
problems which are preceived as ethical problems
&5 one descends the social hierarehy, bat which can
be political problems for twe upper classes, One of
the dhstorimg effects of surveys & the
tramsformation of ethical responses mto political
mﬁtzﬁ? the almple impagition of & particulsr

m

THE TWO PRINCIPLES IN THE
FRODUCTION OF OPINIONS

In foct, there are severl prmmpha which can
b aped to mtcnrﬁpnm.l-'u'::ﬂ-u, there is
what could be called “political compatence,”™ a
ootion which cormesponds 10 2 definition of pelitics
which is both arbittary apd legitimate, both
dominant snd copesaled a8 swch, This “polticl
competenes” 18 nol Eniversally distriburted . ILvaries
with the level of education. In other words, the
probubility of having an apindon on all the guestioss
which presuppose a certain politicz] knowledge can
b compared to the probahility of going to a
mussum; it is 8 function of & person's level of
education. Some ssfousding variations can be
observed: whenss astsdent mvalved in 2 far-lefi
movement perceives forty-five different divisions 1o
the left of the Part Socialiste Unifit, a middle-level
execublve sees none at all. In an elsction, cne thinks
in terms of the political gradations far beft, l=ft,
center lefi, center, center rght, tight, far right, s
Cme of thee fmpartant facts we found o o result af a
tesl we developed was that difference  socal
citegories woukl use this seale in 2 very different
way from that taken for pramted by “political
seience” investigations. Cartain social cateporiss
use wery imbensely a small ssction of the far lefi;
athers nse only the cemer, while still others uss the
whole range; an elecbon toms out to be the
agrepation of totally different spaces; those people
who meagure in centimesers are added together
with those who meaturs in kilsmeters, or to mse a
better image, those who usz a scale of I to 20 with
thosa who uss 9 o 11. Competence s
measured, among other things, by the degree of
finssse of ome's perceptiom (the same is tmee of
aesthetics, whens some peaple can Oweor
six stages in the development of & painter). This
mm‘um can be pusbsed esen ferther. Just as in
a £ peresplion, there 5 a Eites Ty
st first think of the work ﬂﬂmwk%
and onee they have done &, they misl creste

perceptoal categories 10 construst and structuse i,
el

Let us suppose a question formubated i the
followis g way: “Are you fora stroctured educating

of & n-:-n-amb:.ruﬂ:d education?” It can be
comstitoted = political uesstion,  the
represcntation of 1&5 teacher-child relationess

being integrated into a systematic vision of scety,
can be considered &5 & polideal goestion by some
people;for others it is strictly a moral queston, In
d::guc:ﬂimnuh: which I mentbooed earlier, we
asked peopls “For you, i it political or not fo po oa
strike, wear long hair, participats in a rock festival,
ete?™ We wanted to see just how peopls use this
dichotomy; obwvlously ome fnds very  grear
differemces acording to social class.

The first condition for the production of

'npa.udnmuﬂzmmbcahhmpm:mm:qmmmm

heing political; the second, once having esfablshed
it s being political, is 10 be able to apply politica)
categories 10 it, categories which may be more or
less adegquate, more o less refined, ste. Thess are
the specific conditions for the predocton of
opinions which the opinbon surveys asume o be
Ln::".lmall_'.l arel uniformly fulfilled when they firsi
paostulate that evesyone can produce &n l!lp:l.l:l.lm:l.
The szcond principh: sceordi 1nw]unh

E:uh;:annpmmuﬂwhallmll

confused with “class sthic™), I:jwh:rr_'h.'l':rnn-_lnl
system of implicit wvaloes which people bave
imterorized from childheod and from which they
penerate  snswers to very  different types of
questions. An example: I think the opiniens whids
people exchange st the end of & soccer game
between Roubaix and Valendennes owe 5 great desl
of their coherence and logic fo a clas ethos
Judgements like “It was a beautiful game, bat oo
rough' or “It was well-plaved, bat not very beautif
to watch,™ which appear to be arbitrary, like tases
and ecolors, are probably genersisd by a wvery
sysematic principle, a clas ethos,

THE DISTORTION OF MEAMING

Many answers which are consldered politheal
angwers are in reality produced by & clas ethos and
can be given & totally different meaning when they
are interpreted an political grounds. [ shall (Hustrate
this and you will see that what T have said i far from
abatrset and uwnreal, Here | must refer to o specilie
socinlogical tradition, prevalent ﬁpmlall? EmOng
pofitical sociologists in the United Seates, whe
commonly apeak of e coosermtism  and
authoritarianizm of the popular classes, These jdeas
arz based on o comparison of the meernaticonal
results of sarveys or elections which tend fo.shaow
that e=ch time the popular classes are asked, in any
country, aboot problems conceming relatioss of
authority, individual Hberty, freedom of the press,
i, they give answers which ars more authoritasidn
than the other classes; so the glohel copclugion &
made that. there &5 & conflict between democratic
valses and the asthoriteran and repressive valwes
which have been intariormeed by the popular classes
(the author T have in mind, Lipsst, refem o
Mmerican. democratic values). . Thas the following

- o s Em =

=y
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gechatalogical vision is arrived at: i we rase the
i[mwdnfh\mmﬂ}:uﬂnfedmm we will
yeduce the propensity to represshon and autharitar-
Imum.m,wmmﬁntndmhwmmd
low level sducation, =tc., and e will thus pradocs

citlzens of American democracy and will do

gway with Commumiel parties like they have in’

France or Ttaly, Tt appears to me that the crux of the
problem i the meaning of the answers to certain
questions. Imsgine a group of questions like the
folbowing: “'Are you for the sexual ndependence of
ma.mudmulu:‘f" SAre you in faver of & non-
repressive education?™ “Are you In favor of the
new S0 " Mow imagine another ype of
question, : “Should professors po om strike
when their jnbs ars threatened 1™, “Should feachers
act in solidarity with other civil servics employees
during periods of social conflict? These two groaps
of questions receive peplics struetared inversely in
relation to social class. The Grsd group of questions,
which deal with a certain kind of changs in social
pelntians, or dhall we say, in the symholic form of
socin]l relations, provokess resposses which ars
incressingly favorable a5 one ascends the social
hierarchy and the histarchy [n the l=vel of
edincation; inversely, the questions which deal with
real . transformation . of  the. rilationg of  force
betwean classes provoke meresingly unfavorable
answers a5 one ascends the social hisarchy,

Thus the statement "The popular claswes s .

essive™ |8 neither tnse por false, Tt is trus to the
extent that the popular classss tend io bave a much
more rigid end authoritarion ides aboul moral
probleams conceming relations betwesn parenots and
children or befween the sexes. Copcemning
problems of political structurs, which brings into
play e maintenanee or fransformation of the social
prder, and not  juEt  the conservation  or
tiansformation of ' the modes of . relationships
between individuals, the popular classes are much
more favorable wowards a wansformation of the
social . strocturs. We bave seen how  certain
probleme posed in May 1968, and aflan poosdy
posed, in the coallct berween the Communist party
and the leftists, is intimately linked to the cemtral
problem which 1 have just tried to prsscol;
eoncerning the mainee of the answers people give m
reply to the guestions asked, that s, the principle
upon which they produce their answers. “The
uppqmunnlmadaheﬂmﬂ:mtwpmpuj
questions _actually amounts o the opposition
between the teo i in the produsction of
opmions: an authentically political principle and an
ethical one, and the prablem of e conservatism of
the popular classes i5 produced because this
differesice is jgnored. Thus, what T have called tha
effect of imposition of the problematic, an effect
atifized by all opimion paolls asd  political
investigations (beginning with elections), resals
fram the fact that the questions asked In an opinicn
survey are nof the jons which are & nesl
copcerny for the poople questioned, and the
respomses are ool intespietid in function of the
problematic used by diffecent categories
tespondents in thelr actisal reply. Thiss (e dowinas
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probiemarie, whoss image s
quuﬂn:-m posed during the last two years by the
institules, & the problematic which
essentially interests the people who hald power and
who consider themselves to be well Informed abaus
the means of orpanizing tbelr poliicsl action. This
problematic & wvery umeqoally overcome by the
different social classes and it is important to note
thiae the diffesent social classes are more or less
to produce a couoter-problematic. Concerning

ravided by the st of

reaction to a television debate betwesn Servan-

Schreiber and Giscard d'Esfaing, & polling instihate
posedd questions like “I5 success afunction of talant,
i:u_tu:'lljmp:, waork, personal worth?™ The answers
received revealed nothing about objective truth, bt
did, in fact, reply to the question “To what extent
are the different socinl classes conscious of the
objective laws governing the transmission of cultural
capatal™® It couldd be saxd penerally that the lack of
conscioasness of thess laws increaies 28 oo
descends the social hierarchy, snd in the present
state af eoctaly, the popular classes are particobarly
mystified by the school system. One can understand
why the attachment to the myth of talent, of rising
through the school system, of the impartiality of the
schonl system, afthe equity n thedistribubonof jobs
peecading ta skills, ete. , is very stromg in the popalar
classes. There & nowcoanter-problematie; it can. exist
for o few intellectuals but it does not have social
force even though it has been taken up by a fow
parties-and groups. The lar classes ary thus nat
conscious of the tmatk of the mechanizms and they
mdoce & n:lnu'hshpm'b]:m.lﬁ: the whola
umumE of soclal conditions ibits it. being
diffussd. We might add that it is not enowgh for a
Emylnputhmiu'pm]:nm the struggle ngainst tha
BT . transmission  of . cultural . capital;
“seiontifie ruth™ is subject o the same laws of
diffusion as idealogy. A scentific proposition such
ap “cultural capital is transmitted by the schoal and
by the family™ & like a papal bull on birth control:
ome is only preaching to the converted. It is diffused
according to cernin laws; the probability that it will
be apcepted by some &nd sejected by others can be
determined sockadogically.

MOBILIZED OPINION -

The wdea of objectivity enters loto an opinkon
srvey by asking questions in the most neatral terms
50 25 o give equal chance to all peasible mmewers. In
peality oms could ask if the most perfectly rigosous
apiniaa sarvey 18 ot oo in which the mperatives of
peutrality and scentific objectivity are averridden
entirely. Rather than asking “Some people are in
favor of birth contred, others against; how sbout

L0 i would a series of explicit
ﬁ:m taken by grmup&mmd 1o esiahial and
diffuse opinions, 50 that people cculd place them-
selves nol in felathon b a questson to which they must
iovent both an answer as well as a problematic, but in
relation to problematics and respomses which have

.. lready besn Enpn-ai In ather words, the opinion

survey woubd be closer o reality i it totally viplnted
thie rulas af objectivity and gave peopbs the means to



B. Bourgeois ldeclogy: Public Cpinicn

sitante themachves as they really do ia peal practice,
in relation o already formulated opimons. AS &
imagine al a given moment a problem
like teaching whers all the coursss are known in
advance. A content analyals of the gensral press,
the frade union peess, the poliical press,
ate. , would be the basis for a sort of map which woald
contain all the kmown positions. Anyone who
PIOpOsEs 2 'n"l'uc'hurl:tn:l:l.ﬂlnmapm:lu]libﬂ
considered eclectic or mcoherent, Every opinion &
ohjectivity situated in relation 10 a series of known
positlons. One commonly speaks of “taking a
position™; the expression must be understood in it
stromgest sense; the positions ars there before os
and we faks them, Bul we do aot take them bap-
hazardly. We take the positions which we ane pre-
dispased to take in fonction of our position in a cer-
tgin domain, For example, in the miellectual
domain, at & given moment, we can sy that an in-
dividmal, given the particular elrcumstances, has 2
cerain pmhahd:l::.- of taking one posilion rather
than snother, Ohwvionshy there & o small margin af
fresdom, but there ase pesitons which are pased
with greater immediscy and force. A rigoross
analysis of ideclogiss shoubd seek to explain the
relation barween the stmchure of positions fo be
taken and the stoscture of the range of positions
ahtad:.r objectively occupied.
- D arrive now at theproblem of the Eummm
of opinion surveys. We know that opinlon surveys,
for certain accidents, have & very high
forecast rate regarding :h:-nms. but they seem 1o
fail when one compiares an eiily result with s later
ome, whenever there has besn &n inlervening erlsis.
In other words, the opinion surveys capure guite
well the structure of opiniens at & given moment, in
a stable situation, but they do not capiure the poten-
tial state of opinion, and more exactly, the move-
ment of opinion. This ocoars becouss they caplure
apinions in & situation which ks not the real situation
in which opinions are formed, amd because they
percelve the opinions themselves and oot the
ongoing cosditions which producs them, There is a
pomeiderable difference between the opmicn which
people produce in an artificial sitoation such as &
survey and the oplnben they produce in o sifustion
cloger o the daily-tife siuaton in which opinions
are confronted and confirmed, such = conversatices
amaag people of the same milieu, etc, Thus, ina
psychological experiment, we asked ten people ta
gtate their opinion on the leogth of two pisces of
meetal, which wers in fact the same length. Alles-
wards, we book olee of the people sside and asked
them to say that the two pestes of metal wers not
exscily the same kength, Then we asked all the ten
the same question p second time, and foend
that the temh parson now seys thet at flest be
thoughit that the two pisces were 1he same leagth,
but now It seems to him that they'ne not exactly the
pame l=ngth, edc. The situation in which opimon
are formed, in particular i times of crisly, is of this
type; people ang faced with slready formed opinions,
opinions upheld by csrtain groops and ey most
choose between opiniong bacnse they must choode
between groups. This is the principle behind the
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Pg!&f:.[ziug .g_ﬂ’g.n'p'rnl:lul:ud by a crisis: ooe Mg
chooss between proups who define themsehvey
1r|:|nlJ_-.l and who inereasingly define thelr pasition
m functiom ninq:i-l:iﬂ.}'_l:uiii-:] priociples. The .
portant :hu]‘ it that the opimion survey treats puahlic
opina lke the simple sum of ndividual opinsans,
gothered in &n Solated silusticn where the
individual fartively expressst an bolated opinion,
In real situations, opinsoas gre forces and relatong
ﬁfﬂIﬂ]]il}'l].ﬁ are conflicts of forces. Taking a position
on any particular problem means choosing between
renl groups, beads o to se6 that the secand
postulate, the assumption that all opinions are equal,
18 botally nnfounded.
Another aw can b dodiscied from our analyss:
the more one is involved in a certain problem, the

- more one will be interssted in it and the more

opinipns one will have abowt it Going back to the
emample of the sdocation system, we fiod that the
rate of response is wery closely related to one's
persemal proximiny o the eduwestion syetem, either
A5 An :mph].u:. pridessor, pareal or former student,
and the pru'bﬂlﬂir_l,r-nfune': having power over the
Esue in queston. Mobilized opinion & the opinisn
of influsntial people. I the Minisler of Edocation
acted in fanction.of an opinia pall{or even &supes-
ficial reading of a poll}, he wouold not do what he
does when be acts really a3 a politlelan, [0 response
to the telephone calls, the viit from the directar off
the Ecole Monmals Supérieure, or from a dean, séc.
In realiy he acts much more o foncion of forees of
actually formed opimion, which enter his field of

vishon omly to the extent that they have power, be-.

causs they keve already besn mobdlized,

INCLINATIONS AND OPINIONS

o order io forecast, for example, what will
happen to ibe oniversity system o the next ten
years, I thionk that the understanding of mobiliped
opbiles i3 essentinl, However, at the same time A
reading of the opinlon sureey can also help us o
discover something which does not yet exist 0 the
siate of an n]]ml;ln-wud which can suddenly emergs
in & me of crisis. By opinion I mean propositions
which are formulsted in a coherest discoarsn:, Do
those people whe do not answer or who say they
have no opimion really have no opimion? 1 think that
taking the *'o replies” sericusly means that the incline-
tons of certain catepories of people canpod attsin
the giatus of opinion, that is, the stans of & formu-
lated disconrs= which aims at coh=rencs, znd mtends
o e hesard, imposed, te. In crisis sitaaticms, when:
formulated opinfons are sxpressed, peopls who had
o opinion will not choose one haphazardly. I they
perczive the problem as beiog political [for
workers, quegtions of salary or of work cadences),

lh:.-}' will chooss in terms of political competencs; 13

the problem is cme which they do n-ulsmﬂ'# =
being politieal for them(repressive relationsaips
within the sompany) of il the prablem iz oot yel
clearly peresived, they will choose by whit iz call=d
class Lsﬂm:t. but which has nothing fo do with in-
stinct: it is a system of desply uncomscious inelin-
ations which is the principle behind innumesrable
chodess in extremely differ=nt areas manging [nom

.
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geathetics to everydey econoemlbe dectsions. The Lra-
ditional opinion surveys produce the bizarre sffect
of destroying simultanecusly both the study of
pressure groups and opinion, and the study of dis-
pasitions which cannot be expressed in the form of
m&:‘p]lﬂﬂd.lﬁhﬁltﬂThlun‘hy tha apmion survey,
in its present e, is incapable of genemting any
kind of ressonable predietion about whet would
kapgen in a crizis suatson,

OPINION POLLS AND ELECTIONS

Let us imagine a problem like the education
W could agk: “What do you think of the
palicies of [the Mmister of Education] Edgar
Faure™" This type of question is very moch like an
glectoral survey in that the amswer doesn’t tel os
very much, We could then go om and ask: "Are you
in favor of bringing polites into the lgh schools™™
Here we find a very clear division; but even so,
within the upper classes, 1t mose complicated; the
imtellectual fractions of these classes tend o be in
favar, bt with ressrvations, IF we @ollow with
apother question: "Can feachers go on strike?",
wi find a sharp division in the aeawers, Among the
papular classes there is a kind of transfer of specific
political competence and peopl: know exacily what
. We could slis aik “Sheuld the éwrriculs ba

¥ “Shoukl grades ba based om fnal

exams?" “Should parests be repoesented om
teachers’ coumcils?” Should competitive sxams be
done away with?", and 50 on. Behind the guestion
“What do you think al the polices of Edgar
Faore?” there were all these other questions, and
peopls immediately ook 2 position bassd on

samething which a good questionnaire could only -

gresp If it wsed at lesst sixty guestioms, whose
variations  in every direction could then be
observed, In the case of ane type of queston, the
apinicns would be related positively to the position
in the soclal hisrarchy, and i anathes, they would
be related negatively, or perhaps just a hit, or up to
a certain point, or even not &t all, Thes, when one
aake 3 geosral question Bke the ons about Faore
ane acamulates phenomena which are related in
very different ways o social class, What s
interesting is that specalisis b polieal. sociology
have moticed that the relationship between social
cliss, and practices and opimicns, ete, which is
usually observed in almost every area of social
practice, is very weak when it comes to el=ctorl
phenomena, to the degree thet some of them do not
heaitate 1o conclude that there is oo relation whatse-
ever hetwesn soclal class and the fact of vorlng foo
the raght ar for the left,

In reality, if we keep in mind thet an election
poEes in a ginghs syecoelic quastion what cin anly bs
reasomably undetstood in two hundred questions,
and that some peopls medsure in céntlmeters and
other in kilometers, along with so many other
variables, ome will realize that the &ct of votng is &
question of chance, Perhaps the baditional question
of the relationship betwesn voting and social class
should be posed io the opposlic way: why is there in
Epuﬂufgnqﬂﬁti,ardul:imﬁi.pulﬂ]. BVED A

waﬂﬂ-ﬂ:?ﬁyh:d:uunmﬂmpjy follow a digisiba-
hon curee e 15 4 Very preak (1]
chectoral opinboas: msnpm:umpmmd&ﬁ?mhe
15 defined in an essentially nepative way; there are
points beyend which one cannot pass, yet withis
these defined limits, there & a cenain leewsy. This
is all the more true when the strategy of electoral
campaigns 5 to obscure the questions and conceal
the differences between candidaties in arder Lo win
undecaded vodes. All this leads cne to a5k what &
the uocton of both the electoral system and the
opinion sarveys, whoss properiies ars so similiac,

- T put things in very gross terms, 1 believe that the

electoral system is an Instrument whose very logie
temids 1o attenuate conflices and differences, and
thus naturally tends to e comsprvative. Wa can ask
oursalves what we are really doing when we use this
instrument. One coold drsw the cosclusion,
perhaps, that it is really bettar than we think and we
should continuee @0 wse it A revolutionary party
which wants to istreass il strenpth in the existing
relations of force, based on this snalysis, can
develop counter-problemsties s it main strabagy,
systematically wsing the procedure - lnstinetively
wied far ganarations {lb: counter-sgrategy of s
the same difference™ a5 & refusal af the problematic).
The -problem of a party- which has defined its
objectives ls not o provide answers but to provide
people with the means af being the prodocers, not
al their smgesers, bt of their r.sfmm,]_u.d in doibg
0 producs their means of dafanse against questions
H.lthﬁ.rﬂmpumdn‘p:u'lﬁmrlmpl}lbﬂma:m
do not have amy others,

In ansther parspective, it coald be comchaded
that just as people must be tsught certain things in
schoal before they can go to 2 musenm, if electoral
contests are o be less sheurd, the differcoce
between the implicat postulates of the electoral
system and reality must be as small as possible, In
other words, people must hsve the means -of
producing clplm:-m. they must therefore have the
M=l o appropriate them. What this means is that
from primary schoal on, people mast have a real pol-
itical edwcation.

Ome might alss be Jed to say: 1 do not want o
play the elecoral game becauss io the existing

- structare of sociery, with the present distribution af

ciltwral capital being ooe of the factors which

defines m:cﬁfmy far producing opinicns, it & an

buzion to belicve that eguality can be achieved iz
the wotlsg booth. It could be concleded that cnly
ctive minorities are capable of mohilizing opinion.
Thess very different conclusions could be drawa,
ameng otbers, What is siere is that by stodying the
operation of opinion poll one gets an kea of the
way this particular type of poll, the electoral survey,
fomctions, a.l:ld the effect i produces,

In brief, in g that public oplsoa does not
ﬂm;Imﬁ.nrtmmgm:mﬂmﬂmwm
wama people, whome existence depends on this
illasicn, woold have us belisve. At present, there
i2, an the oae hasd, mobilized opinion, farmulated

imion, pressure groups mobdlized around & system
g?ln::rﬁmmdnnthcudlu,mlnhﬂuﬁum,
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opinions in an implicit state which, by definition are
not really opinions, if by opinion we mean a
formulated discourse with a pretention to
coherence. What I have been considering here is the
definition. of opinion ‘which is. implicitly used in- the
public opinion survey. It is not my opinion on
opinion itself. It is only an explicit definition of
opinion as it is employed by the people -who
produce the opinion polls when they ask people to
formulate opinions or to take positions on already
formulated opinions. This is what I mean when I say
that opinion, the sense of the social definition
implicitly accepted by those who prepare or
analyze or use opinion polls, simply does not exist.

Revolutionary Left Movement
(MIR)

ON JOURNALISM
AND OBJECTIVITY

(Chile, 1971)

In capitalist society, the mass communication
media serve the dominant classes. This is'generally

accomplished by an attempt fo impose the supposed-

ly eternal universality and validity of the bourgeois
ideological worldview. The techniques developed
by each of the communication media have been
conditioned by mechanisms which assure the fulfill-
ment of this ideological function. Furthermore, the
communication media—especially iIn urban
centers—have acquired a decisive importance in the
coercive action of the dominant classes.

These observations have all become near-plati-
tudes; nevertheless, any mass media discussion

today must take them into consideration. As pre- .

carious and undeveloped as they may be, these con-

siderations are important, since they not only chal- -

lenge a particular form of action of the dominant
ideology and the bourgeois media, but also directly
concern the action and ideology of the media
workers themselves. Furthermore, such a discussion
poses the general problem of ideology, its nature
and development and the techniques by which it is
transmitted. The discussion is important, therefore,
since it not only concerns the specific field of the
newspaper worker, but because, in order to be ade-
quately posed, presented and developed, it must
also incorporate a more general problematic, one
which transcends the area of journalism and con-
fronts the framework of society as a whole, under-
stood as the manifestation of human practices
conditioned by the mechanisms of production.
Although this discussion of the media, the role
of its workers and the sense of their possible trans-
formation is in its first stages, certain basic concepts
can be noted. To the extent that these concepts ar¢
introduced into the discussion in a concrete and
creative way, a critical self-consciousness in journal-
istic practice may be furthered. Moreover, they
hold the keys to an active and fruitful incorporation
of the media and their workers into the political
tasks which are advancing the struggle waged by the
oppressed sectors of society for the achievement of
economic, political and cultural liberation.

This text was a working document presented at the
First Conference of Left Journalists held in Santiago de
Chile in April 1971: (For another contribution to the con”
ference, see the inaugural address of President Salvador
Allende to be published in Volume 2 of this work.) Trans
lated from the Spanish by Mary C. Axtmann and Arturc L

Torrecilla. - English translation Copyright International -

General 1978. This is its first publication.
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.~ Every social practice in bourgeois society has
been invested with an ideological framework which
justifies it, gives it meaning and tends to maintain its
status in function of its position in the ensemble of
social activities. Just as the concrete action of a
ngchjatrist, a writer or a politician have their
nature and meaning assigned to them in bourgeois
society, the practice of the workers in the communi-
cation media has been given its ideological basis, its
particular social role and its general significance and
direction.

One of the pillars of the bourgeois conception
of journalism is what has been called “objectivity”,
a notion which has practical as well as moral im-
plications. Throughout the history of journalism,

- the requisite of objectivity has been elaborated and

proposed as a way of approaching reality, as a
mechanism for transmitting this approach, and as a
desideratum, the ultimate moral goal of the pro-
fession. Thus objectivity is not only a formal requis-
ite for the isolated journalist: the journalist himself
has come to accept his activity as a synonym for so-
called objectivity.

Now, what is the nature of this objectivity?

First of all, it supposes the existence of an ex-
terior reality which must be described “such as it is”
by someone possessing the adequate skill.

Second, it implies that the viewpoint of the
person responsible for the description is capable of
selectively penetrating reality, discemning between
what is important and what is in contingent, what is
worthy of being described and what is not.

Third, it demands that the description be self-
contained, in other words, that judgements between
good and bad, for instance, not enter explicitly
into the description. Any judgement would thus
belong to the world of effects, the result of the
reader’s interaction with the description: journalism,
therefore would be a practice of effects, and the ob-
jective description, rather than being responsible
for the judgement would simply be the source of the
individual reader’s reflexion. According to this
theory, the description of reality “‘such as it is”
would act upon the individual consciousness which
would be responsible for giving meaning to the des-
cription, lending it political value and interpreting it
in terms of a particular conception of the world.

Fourth, regarding the technical aspects them™

selves, objectivity presupposes the elimination of
the journalist’s subjectivity, reserved exclusively for
the process of selecting material and for his “intel-
ligence™ in discerning between what is important,
what is ““news”, and what isn't. “Objectivity” also
influences the practice of news production, and the
norms determining how news is to be transmitted: a
news item must be clearly writien, detailed, stating
the “*how, where and why” of the event. The “how”
and “where” imply the description of a particular
event and a particular place. The “why”, according
to the demands of objectivity, must be presented
only in terms of the opinions given by the event’s
Protagonists and witnesses.

Fifth and lastly, objectivity responds to a

notion.of the reader.which is peculiar-to a society-in
which the roles of individuals and groups are strictly
assigned, and in which the division between manual
and intellectual labor implies that only a select few
are capable of generating ideas and communicating.
them while the majority can only receive the com-
munication, even if these communications are alien
to the events in which the receivers were actually
the protagonists. Insum, it is a conception of passive
readers, who are suited only to take in the news
each new day so as to better forget the news of yes-
terday.

Why must we criticize this so-called object-
ivity? Because by analysing this notion point by
point, it will lead us to some very concrete con-
clusions.

1. Does there exist an exterior reality which can
be described “‘such as it is"”? The only reality which
men know is one which is modified by their con-
sciousness, since the act of knowing corresponds to
the arrangement-of observable. data by means.of a
highly complex, but thoroughly human and historical
mechanism, present in every individual and corres-
ponding to the society in which this individual lives
and to his particular place in that society. The idea
that there exists an exterior reality whose facade can
be perceived without any distortion or falsity is a con-
ceptual error, but one which is a part of the ideology
of class society, the ideology of the dominant class.
What exists is not an exterior reality, but a certain
knowledge, a humanization of reality, produced by
individual action and conditioned by the totality of
society. Therefore no description, even the most

* strictly scientific and seemingly free from subjectivity

can escape an ideological connotation. Since the
ideology of the bourgeoisie, the dominant ideology
in capitalist society, is a false consciousness, the
bourgeoisic believes that it knows reality when it
actually knows only the apparent reality of and for
capitalist society. Likewise, the concepts of
freedom, or nationality, or labor and capital are
rationalized, ideologized by the bourgoeisie’s need
for domination: freedom means freedom of property,
which is at the same time slavery for those who
are not property-owners; nationality is the national-
ity of the economic and political interests of the
national bourgeoisies, which simultaneously.implies

~ a negation of nationality whenever those interests

transcend the national arena and become imperialist;
labor is'what. capital makes possible, what.the
owners of the means of production allow the
workers, even though, paradoxically, it is the labor
of the worker which actually creates the existence of
capital. Thus, as we said, the concept of objectivity
is part of the ideological framework of the bour-
geoisie. In opposition to this exterior reality, des-
cribed “such as it is”, there is a different reality, one
in which the oppressed classes are the protagonists,
a society in which they are excluded from power. In
their search for their rightful hegemony, in the
search to bring together their fundamental action
and their mastery over society, they generate a new
ideology, a new conception of the world, which is
not objective, and does not want to be. It is the
ideology of a world in transformation, in which the
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