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The concept of “public opinion” first appeared in the eighteenth-century English and French political philosophy of the Enlightenment that gave rise to the development of the liberal bourgeois public. With Jean-Jacques Rousseau and particularly Jeremy Bentham, the idea of the public as a sort of popular tribunal expressing opinions and representing the general will gained prominence in political-philosophical discourses. The notion of public opinion was always associated with the debates of democracy and the rule of law, people’s sovereignty, majority rule, political representation, and formal, constitutionally established ways of participation in the political decision-making processes. Legitimate government in modern liberal democracies was/is believed to ideally represent, reflect, and respond to public opinion.

Early normative theories considered publicness one of the fundamental principles of democratic governance and emphasized the principal role of the public as the fourth power or watchdog maintaining surveillance over the government. The principle of publicness referring to discursive visibility is central to the normative concept of public opinion since its very first conceptualizations. It tends to develop into a universal human right of the public use of reason and personal right to communicate, which includes two complementary rights—to speak and to be heard. In contemporary (deliberative) democracies, the idea of publicness primarily refers to the public sphere, where the “public use of reason” or “public discussion” of free and equal citizens can—or ought to—take place, and where public opinion is formed and expressed.
From the earliest theorizations in the eighteenth century to the contemporary times, conceptualizations of public opinion have undergone many radical transformations and revisions. The concept of the rule of public opinion and its surveillance over political authorities would soon become the object of severe criticism. The period of confidence in public opinion, based on the belief in the moral judgment of the “common man” proclaimed in the age of Enlightenment, would be followed by a period of distrust in his capabilities and competence. 
Early twentieth century introduced the most important neo-classical theoretical works on public opinion, authored by the most prominent representatives of the democratic political-philosophical and sociological tradition, such as Tarde, Tönnies, Park, and Dewey. Their normative ideas were criticized, particularly for the lack of operational reliability, by more empirically minded political scientists and sociologists, such as Lippmann, Ross and later Blumer. 
When in the 1930s most of these intellectual debates abated already, the most important scientific “product” in the field has been created in the U.S. —opinion polling. In Europe (e.g. in France and Germany), this “scientific invention” was first ridiculed but after the World War II, polls experienced some glory days in the old continent, too. Polling has strongly influenced reconceptualizations of “the public” and “public opinion.” The breakthrough of polling was so rapid and all-embracing that Berelson and Janowitz felt in the late 1950s compelled to emphasize that, “Contrary to popular notions and even to the ideas of some practitioners, the study of public opinion did not spring full-panoplied from the brow of George Gallup in the 1930s”.
Nevertheless, polling has significantly influenced conceptions of public opinion, and public opinion’s role in modern economies, polities and societies. It typically divided the academic community in those admiring polling as a tool of making democratic life more efficacious and its critics arguing that it undermined it fatally. 

In the discussion of the nature of public opinion in The American Commonwealth (1888), Bryce distinguished three stages in the evolution of public opinion from its unconscious and passive state into the conscious and active state: (1) the most elementary level comprises public opinion accepting the will of the monarch whom it was accustomed to obey. (2) In the next stage, conflicts appear between the ruling elites and the bourgeois class, which were eventually decided in revolutions. (3) In the third stage, the sovereign multitude expresses its will in certain intervals—in elections—and it is supposed that the general will expressed in that way would be taken into account by the legislative and executive branches of power. Bryce claimed that a higher stage should be possible, provided that “the will of the majority of the citizens were to become ascertainable at all times, and without the need of its passing through a body of representatives, possibly even without the need of voting machinery at all.” Yet he considered such development utopian mainly due to “technical” problems, as “the machinery for weighing or measuring the popular will from week to week or month to month has not been, and is not likely to be, invented.”

Bryce clearly underestimated the power of changes and innovations. A “machinery” that seemed utopian in Bryce’s time has been invented only a few decades later in the form of public opinion polls. Fifty years later, Gallup proudly announced, “With the development of the science of measuring public opinion, it can be stated with but few qualifications, that this stage (the Bryce’s third stage) in our democracy is rapidly being reached.” 
Gallup also referred to Bryce when arguing for specific methodological solutions. Thirty-five years after the first polling experiment, his institute presented a new procedure for “measuring public opinion on issues of the day”—the “public opinion referendum technique”—as a materialization of an old Bryce’s idea. The main advantage of the new procedure was, according to Gallup, its close resemblance of the election process, which ought to make it also more easily understandable to citizens. The new procedure differed from the traditional surveys in that counties rather than individuals were used as sampling units, within which each household ought to be polled by self-administered ballots, rather than interviewers. Gallup believed that “this approach can reveal more dramatically the relationship between the way people live and the way they vote.” Another methodological issue, which should have convinced even the most enthusiastic doubters of polling, was its reliability and predictive validity. 
Beyond any doubt, opinion polls play an important role in the political process, particular in democratic societies. Modern, especially popular perceptions of public opinion are apparently closely associated with it. Polling was often considered not only a research technique (a scientific instrument) to “measure popular will” but also a political artifact—a new institution of (political) democracy. Before the advent of polling, social sciences were rather unsuccessful in operationalizing the normative concept of public opinion. With polling, however, it seemed that a satisfactory degree of operational validity has been achieved, as its prophets and pollsters believed. 
However, while pollsters hailed polling as a part of solution for the growing democratic deficit, its opponents saw a serious threat to democracy in it. One particular issue raised by polling was privatization and anonymization of public opinion. How can public opinion emerge out of individuals’ “opinion” anonymously expressed in the private sphere? 
Another issue was replacement of the public as the subject of public opinion with a mass or a simple aggregate of individuals. Allport (1937) eliminated the public from the definition of public opinion as “superfluous for the purpose of research” and reduced public opinion to a multi-individual situation, as earlier suggested by Bryce. Helmut Bauer (1965) radicalized this understanding by suggesting that, “if the concept of public opinion is meaningful at all,” it should be conceived of as “the sum of all relevant individual opinions, as a cut through the peoples’ opinions. It is thus nothing but summing of equal or at least similar opinion expressions of citizens inquired by ballot or opinion polls.” 
In that perspective, the emergence of polling industry seemed to be a major scientific achievement. It was even suggested that the phenomenon of public opinion was created by social sciences: “the term ‘public opinion’ implies as its necessary technical part the public opinion poll” (Osborne & Rose 1999). In their criticism of the critical theory (e.g., Habermas, Bourdieu), Osborne and Rose argue that “public opinion is created by the procedures that are established to ‘discover’ it. The phenomenon of opinion is an artefact of the technical procedures that are designed to capture it.” 

On the other hand, however, they claim that “the existence of questionnaires and surveys themselves promote the idea that there is a public opinion ‘out there’ to be had and measured.” In other words, these procedures ought to suggest that public opinion exists ‘out there’ independently of the procedures. If a procedure is aimed at ‘capturing’ a phenomenon, it is implied that the phenomenon exists prior to and independently of measurement.

The suggestion that there could be no knowledge of public opinion without gathering interview response data implies two invalid assumptions. Firstly, it implies that the presentation of interview response data is public opinion, but the description of an empirical procedure is at best its operational definition. Secondly, it suggests that there was no observable manifestation of public opinion at all (and thus public opinion was non-existing in empirical terms, or at least nobody was able to comprehend it) prior to the invention of polling, which is obviously untrue. Let me just repeat that not only critical researchers but also main-stream researchers like Berelson and Janowitz emphasized that, “Contrary to popular notions and even to the ideas of some practitioners, the study of public opinion did not spring full-panoplied from the brow of George Gallup in the 1930s”.
Even Bryce to whom Gallup frequently referred in order to vindicate his judgments identified four main organs of public opinion: (1) the press, (2) public meetings, primarily during election campaigns, (3) elections, and (4) citizen associations. The idea of “organs” of public opinion goes back at least to Bentham, and was further elaborated by authors such as Tarde, Tönnies, and many others. They believed that although none of these diverse instruments or organs can provide a constant, instant, and reliable estimation of public opinion, elites act as if such instruments existed: they “look incessantly for manifestations of current popular opinion, and […] shape their course in accordance with their reading of those manifestations” (Bryce). “Monitoring” of public opinion and its operational reliability became later the critical point in conceptualizations of public opinion. 

We may consider polling a great (scientific) invention but we should not leave out other public opinion “technologies” invented earlier in history. The idea that “the notion of opinion is the product of the particular procedure by which opinion is elicited” omits the fact that opining—as a specific form of “holding for true” which differs from believing and knowing—exists independently of any external “elicitation,” and so are created personal opinions. People “know how to create that phenomenon called opinion” and they validate their opinions in communication even if they are not asked questions by pollsters. They have known it for thousands of years, and they invented other “technologies to ensure that public opinion existed,” most notably the newspaper.
In other words, it is not the measuring instrument that “establishes the objective field called public opinion,” but the process of communication in which individuals express and validate their opinions. Arguing that public opinion can only exist with the technology of polling also implies that public opinion is merely a sum of individual opinions expressed privately to pollsters. Such a privatized conception of public opinion makes political relations, institutions, processes, and outcomes of democratic systems irrelevant to public opinion (research); what it counts is only the ways that individual citizens (pretend to) make sense of them. 
It is true, however, that such a conception is methodologically very convenient, which is probably the main reason why the privatized conception of public opinion became so popular among many researchers.

Deliberative polling experiments suggest that polling could be considered intrinsically similar and functionally equivalent to some other institutionalized political processes, such as elections and referenda. Participating in a survey, either as investigator, interviewer, or respondent, is no less natural than voting, meeting in a town hall, serving on a jury, or any other political practice. Public opinion polling resembles (but not represents!) participation in political processes and institutions. The technologies of elections and referenda differ from polling on party preferences and/or political attitudes in only two respects: (1) Polling has no direct political/legal consequences in contrast to elections and referenda, which have significant immediate consequences for the competing parties and candidates. (2) Polling is often but not necessarily based on random sampling in contrast to self-selection in elections. Yet both election and polling are based on the same normative idea of representation: the results of parliamentary elections and results of polling are assumed to represent fairly the general will of constituency. As Gallup (1971) suggested, the main advantage of polling was exactly its similarity to the election process.
Elections define the composition of parliaments and other (political) institutions; results of legislative referenda have direct legislative effects (enacting or suppressing a law). In contrast, consequences of polls in society are indirect, mediated by political institutions or other institutions participating in the governance. In polls, preferences are measured in a random sample of the electorate (with corrections related to the expressed intention of respondents to vote or not to vote); random sampling “demonstrates” their scientific character. In the genuine election, “respondents” (i.e. voters) are self-selected (and thus less valid or even invalid in scientific terms because they are not necessarily representative of the entire population), their preferences are decisive, and this process is considered political participation.

Nevertheless, the idea that polls are epistemologically and ontologically comparable to elections and referenda rather than substantiating public opinion is hardly getting any support in the scholarly (and even less in professional) literature. Elections and referenda are commonly considered parts of the political process rather than a form of research whereas polls are considered a form of “research” rather than a form of political institutionalization of public opinion. Yet why the division between commonly accepted forms of political process and a (declared) form of research should be taken up as a matter of course? In a dissenting perspective, general (or, indeed, any) political elections and referenda on important (controversial) social issues may be conceived of as a kind of poll on party preferences and/or political attitudes with direct political/legal consequences.
The most obvious argument for the thesis that polls are part of the political process is the case of pre-election and exit polls. They measure exactly the same as elections do (i.e., citizens’ preferences for political parties and individual candidates for political positions) with exactly the same instrument (secret ballot), but with slightly different procedures and degrees of reliability and, for sure, different (but still always political) consequences. Polls are also similar to other political processes in that they are legally regulated. 

In practice, the general utility of polls for political democracy and their efficacy in influencing behavior of politicians seem to be widely recognized despite dissenting opinions, whereas much more skepticism is expressed regarding the genuineness of representation of public opinion by polls, their impact on journalists’ credibility and voting behavior of citizens. This leaves us with a rather frustrating dilemma: The founding fathers of polling as a means of “monitoring of the elusive pulse of democracy” (Moore) persistently grounded the efficacy of polls in “accurate appraisal of public opinion” (Gallup). How can polls be “good for democracy” if they do not “represent the true public opinion”? Who actually “affects politicians’ standing” if polls are believed to misrepresent public opinion?

Conversely, these controversies indicate that opinion polls are a political rather than scientific phenomenon, and they should be clearly distinguished from scientific methods of gathering interview response data and public opinion research. The fact that polls were invented as a form of research rather than a form of political institutionalization of public opinion, whereas elections and referenda were invented as parts of the institutionalized political process and clearly not as a kind of research, is quite irrelevant. Specific functions of polls are not their intrinsic characteristics but depend on, and are defined by, users and observers; they do not exist in a phenomenon as “natural facts” irrespective of the human context but are always relative to observer and context. In short, functions in the sense of the performance of a social phenomenon to attain an effect congruent with the defined goal are social constructs and thus culturally specific. It may well be that polls had been designed by Gallup and others with the goal to develop a research procedure to “measure public opinion.” However, the embeddedness of polls in political system results in specific political functions assigned to polls irrespective of their scientific functions (e.g., “illuminating the state of public opinion for the benefit of the representatives of the people,” according to Gallup). The conceptualizations of “public opinion” as “a tool of collective system control” (Allport 1940) makes polls hardly compatible with any—let alone critical—scientific enterprise. 

Many questions of the kind still need to be addressed. Theodor Adorno once criticized the misunderstanding of public opinion research, which undermines the very assumptions about the public/ness on which that research should rest. Adorno reproached the German term ‘opinion research’ (Meinungsforschung) for dropping, “for the sake of brevity, a key adjective, which alone identifies its concern: research on public opinion [and] refers to the idea of the public.” Technically speaking, dropping the term ‘publicness’ and swapping the term ‘public opinion’ with mere ‘opinion’ may ‘solve’ all the problems related to ‘publicness’ – without articulating the theory of public opinion. Of course, that was not Adorno’s solution. Rather, he suggested that public opinion research should “not be a mere technique, but just as much an object of sociology as a science that inquires into the objective structural laws of society […] [to] show how much it manipulates the opinions of the population, to what extent actual public opinion is a reflex of usurpation.” Answers to those kinds of questions would lead us beyond the “reliable” description of reality and shed light on the potential limits of manipulation brought about by the supremacy of empirical sociological and psychological research over political-philosophical critique, which postulates publicness as the fundamental principle of democratic governance and condition of maintaining surveillance over the authorities, and the public/s as the social foundation of public opinion.
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