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Summary. This ar  cle examines the online comments wri  en by readers of the ma-
jor Spanish newspapers on the subject of pollu  on and contamina  on in Spain. The 
study off ers a compara  ve analysis of the percep  ons, ideas and discourse of those 
who post comments in the cases of fi sh contaminated with mercury and atmospheric 
pollu  on in the city of Barcelona. The research includes analysis based on some 
methodological principles of Grounded Theory, and reports diff erences between per-
cep  ons of food contamina  on —felt as a severe, imminent and global health pro-
blem— and of air pollu  on —perceived as a social and poli  cal problem. Readers’ com-
ments reveal a signifi cant tendency towards blaming the poli  cal and industrial sectors, 
among others, as well as a profound distrust of the ins  tu  ons responsible for safeguar-
ding public health.
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Introduction

The risks that are faced by ci  zens of Western countries are 
present every day in mass media narra  ves [4,6,54]. In such 
discourse, the food we eat, the water we drink, the air we 
breathe and the everyday products we use are o  en present-
ed with a certain degree of suspicion, in rela  on to both their 
possible eff ects on human health and their environmental 
impact. Such suspicion and uncertainty appears in a context 

in which, almost every week, news are published that are re-
lated to workplace or environmental accidents due to toxic 
substances, to food scares sparked by microbiological or 
chemical agents, to electromagne  c contamina  on, tobacco 
addic  on, road accidents and the like. Consequently, ci  zens 
gradually gain awareness of the risks that confi gure what 
Beck calls “risk society” [6].

According to Beck, current dangers are diff erent from 
those faced by society in the past, par  cularly because they 
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are invisible. The individual ci  zen has no way of knowing 
whether chicken contains high levels of polychlorinated bi-
phenyls; if a vegetable has been treated with poten  ally tox-
ic pes  cides; or how contaminated the sea is, before deciding 
to take a swim. Some pollutants are diffi  cult to detect: they 
are colorless, tasteless and odorless. The risks they pose are 
impercep  ble to our primary senses; senses that once served 
precisely to iden  fy possible health risks. This fact has impor-
tant consequences for how we structure social knowledge of 
risk. Nowadays, to gain knowledge of such risks, we have to 
rely on science and technology; so the ci  zen is dependent on 
that knowledge to remain informed about poten  al health 
risks. There are those who produce and disseminate scien  fi c 
and technical knowledge: experts and public administra  on; 
and those who receive that knowledge: ci  zens. Interac  ng 
with these two spheres we fi nd the mass media, which trans-
mits knowledge on risks to the lay public. 

Without dismissing the role of experience or narra  ves of 
everyday life [8,31,52], analysis of what occurs in the mass 
media is important if we are to examine the ways in which 
knowledge of risk is incorporated into ci  zens’ social dis-
course, into their prac  ces and into their everyday experi-
ences [8]. Discourse, knowledge, facts and narra  ves regard-
ing risk are transmi  ed to the public, to a great extent, 
through the mass media; so social experiences and our inter-
preta  ons of daily life are fundamentally mediated by the 
rela  onship between ci  zens and the mass media [54]. 
Sources of risk, their possible consequences and the causal 
links between them are all defi ned within the fi eld of media 
narra  ve [8]. For this reason, the study of the percep  ons, 
ideas and refl ec  ons of media audiences is important in the 
analysis of the construc  on and representa  on of risk in so-
cial discourse.

The aim of the current work is to analyze qualita  vely the 
comments that readers post on the webpages of the main 
daily newspapers in Spain. Analysis of comments in the digi-
tal press has recently been used to study diff erent subjects 
[10,11,27,47,50], par  cularly from the fi eld of communica-
 on [3,9,12,14,22,28,29,55,57], as a way to harness the po-

ten  al of the Internet [23,26] to analyze lay discourse on im-
portant social issues. Themes related to public health or the 
environment that have previously been analysed using rea-
ders’ comments include climate change [5,25], the system of 
paying people to take their medicine [38], surrogacy [32] and 
tobacco [16]. However, to date, the issue of human contami-
na  on by chemical products and their toxicity has not been 
reported in any learned journal.

Given that the personal informa  on related to those who 
post comments online that can be accessed is minimal or 
non-existent, from the very outset this analysis suff ers from a 
shortcoming: the absence of social profi les or knowledge of 
the cultural context of the people whose narra  ve is being 
analyzed. The only thing we know about them is that they are 
readers of the digital press and that they post comments on 
news related to the environment or health ma  ers. For this 
reason, the considera  ons contained in this paper are not in-
tended in any way to be a representa  ve refl ec  on of majo-
rity opinions within Spanish society, but rather a descrip  on 
of the tendencies that are expressed in comments: a collec-
 on of opinions and feelings. Others have previously explo-

red the concept of public opinion in rela  on to discourse in 
the mass media in order to establish a rela  on between me-
dia discourse and social opinion [1,17,33,56], and have en-
countered various methodological diffi  cul  es along the way 
associated with the aim of presen  ng a defi nite image of the 
opinions of a society as a whole [4].

In contrast, the value of the opinions expressed here is to 
be found precisely in the fact that they are not the result of 
an ethnographic situa  on engineered for the purposes of ob-
taining data. The research method is closer to observa  on of 
discourse that arises in a real social situa  on, as proposed by 
García: saying something, telling somebody something, “is a 
social behavior that can be more revealing than that which is 
actually being explained” [18]. The value of this approach re-
sides precisely in the fact that the comments represent beha-
vior taken directly from a social reality—that of the chat 
rooms and comment forums of digital newspapers—that ari-
ses in the context of collec  ve socializing made possible by 
communica  on technologies. This scenario allows honest 
and forthright opinions to be shared that might not otherwise 
be expressed in the presence of a researcher [24].

This work therefore distances itself both from the analysis 
of risk discourse in journalists’ texts and images in the mass 
media—which has been studied by other authors [4,53]—and 
from a  empts to off er a snapshot of Spanish public opinion as 
a whole. Even so, the refl ec  ons contained in this work may 
provide us with a useful no  on of some of the feelings, con-
cerns, ideas and values that form part of Spanish society. 

To this end, we consider two themes: the presence of 
mercury in fi sh for human consump  on and environmental 
pollu  on in the city of Barcelona. They are complementary 
topics, in the sense that each type of contamina  on involves 
diff erent sources, and means of exposure and intake of toxic 
elements by humans: via food and air. Contamina  on by 
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toxic substances is a public health issue that raises important 
concerns within the scien  fi c community, both in Spain [41–
43] and interna  onally [37,44,45]. Atmospheric pollu  on is a 
recurring theme in newspapers, which inform the public 
about, for example, the poor quality of the air in Spain and 
plans at the local, regional and na  onal levels to reduce envi-
ronmental pollu  on, which par  cularly results from land tra-
ffi  c. During the course of this research, several issues caused 
controversy in the pages of the Spanish press, including: the 
strategic loca  on of apparatus to measure contamina  on; 
the possibility of off ering tax rebates to the owners of envi-
ronmentally-friendly vehicles; the management of road traffi  c 
in large ci  es; and the reduc  on of the speed limit to 80 km/h 
on some roads in Catalonia. 

The presence of toxic elements in fi sh for human consump-
 on is also par  cularly important in Spain, which is one of Eu-

rope’s largest producers and exporters of fi sh [13,36]. Spain is 
also one of the greatest consumers of fi sh in Europe, with an 
average of 45 kg/person/year compared to a European Union 
average of just 17 kg/person/year [13]. This issue resurfaced in 
the Spanish press on 30th June 2011, due to certain recom-
menda  ons made by the Spanish Agency for Food Safety and 
Nutri  on (AESAN)—which in January 2014 merged with the 
Na  onal Consumers Ins  tute and became the Spanish Agency 
for Consumer Aff airs, Food Safety and Nutri  on. Due to the 
high levels of mercury detected in some types of fi sh, the AE-
SAN recommended that pregnant women or those of child-
bearing age, avoid ea  ng swordfi sh, shark, red tuna and pike; 
and that children aged 3 to 12 reduce their intake to 50 g/week. 
The already sizable reac  on of newspaper readers to this infor-
ma  on increased a day later, when El País [h  p://elpais.com/
diario/2011/07/01/sociedad/1309471203_ 850215.html] pub-
lished that the Spanish government had suppressed a report on 
the presence of mercury in fi sh for 7 years and had not made it 
public un  l it was legally obliged to do so due to legal ac  on 
taken by the Non Governmental Organisa  on Oceana.

Methodology

We present a qualita  ve study of the comments posted by 
readers of the Spanish digital press during 2010 and 2011 on 
the webpages of the following newspapers: ABC, Ara, Diari 
de Balears, Diari de Tarragona, El Mundo, El País, El Periódi-
co, El Punt-Avui, El Segre, La Razón, La Vanguardia, Público 
and Úl  ma Hora. The media included in the research are the 
main na  onal newspapers and those of the regions of Cata-

lonia and Balearic Islands, as one of the themes chosen was 
centred there. Throughout the text we include quotes from 
readers, which are referenced by two or three le  ers that 
represent the name of the newspaper and the date of the 
comment. For example, a comment in El País on 1st July 
2011 is referenced as: “EP1/7/2011”. The codes used are: El 
País=EP, El Periódico=EPD, Público=PU, ABC=ABC, La 
Razón=LR, La Van guar dia=LV, El Punt-Avui=PA, El Mundo=EM, 
Úl  ma Hora=UH, El Segre=ES, Diari de Tarragona=DT, Diari 
de Balears=DB, Ara=ARA.

We searched for news using the search engines provided 
by the digital versions of the newspapers and also via the 
portal My News Hemeroteca [h  p://mynewshemeroteca.
es], an online service to search for news items. The keywords 
for our searches were the equivalents in Spanish of: “mer-
cury”, “fi sh”, “tuna”, “toxic”, “toxicity”, “contamina  on/po-
llu  on”, “water”, “sea,” and “river”, for news on mercury in 
the fi sh; and “air”, “Barcelona”, “contamina  on/pollu  on”, 
“atmospheric” and “environmental”, for news on environ-
mental pollu  on. We also included all possible combina  ons 
of these words. All the texts containing readers’ comments 
were included (news items, le  ers to the Editor and inter-
views). We retrieved a total of 78 hits: 56 on environmental 
pollu  on—with 862 readers’ comments—and 22 on the pre-
sence of mercury in fi sh—with 566 comments. All the 1428 
comments were analyzed. We were not able to gather news 
on environmental pollu  on from the newspaper El País due 
to a change in format of the digital edi  on which led to the 
omission of readers’ comments.

The data were analyzed using some of the main methods 
of Grounded Theory [21,49], through the iden  fi ca  on and 
classifi ca  on of emerging concepts and categories in the 
texts. In our ini  al analysis we iden  fi ed categories and con-
cepts that refer to discourse on contamina  on in Spain. In 
that analysis, carried out independently by several members 
of the group, we iden  fi ed both discourse already present at 
the heart of Spanish society and also some ideas and values 
that were specifi c to the medium in which they were expres-
sed. Based on that ini  al study, we performed a new codifi -
ca  on in terms of thema  c units and we then performed 
successive studies of the material in order to group it accor-
ding to those units. This classifi ca  on was examined to com-
pare the ideas that arose in each specifi c publica  on and 
also to interrelate the diff erent categories and thereby pro-
duce a broad qualita  ve descrip  on of the comments pos-
ted by readers of the Spanish digital press on the two the-
mes studied.
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Results

Criticism and denial: readers’ discourse. The com-
ments posted by the newspaper readers did not form a ho-
mogeneous whole with respect to knowledge and recogni-
 on of food and respiratory risks. In the texts studied, two 

basic types of discourse could be iden  fi ed, in marked op-
posi  on to each other, which ran through the comments on 
all the news in several forms. The fi rst was cri  cal discourse 
with respect to the current contamina  on situa  on; this was 
discourse concerned with certain condi  ons of life that in-
clude contamina  on as an unavoidable component of our 
current way of life. In contrast, the second type of discourse 
claimed that the present condi  ons of life are be  er than 
those of the past and that the problems of our current way of 
life are outweighed by its benefi ts. According to this dis-
course of denial, human habitat and life are suffi  ciently well 
protected by legisla  on and, despite that, there are ecologist 
groups who make exaggerated and alarmist claims. 

The cri  cal discourse, which was greatly extended among 
the readers of the newspapers studied, implies the existence 
of collec  ve awareness of a social problem and of a need to 
implement solu  ons. As one reader commented, “We are 
le   ng the planet be pushed around: we poison the air, the 
subsoil and the water, and nobody will be able to con  nue 
living here” (EP1/7/2011). The problems of contamina  on 
were seen as being diffi  cult to resolve at the personal level, 
although it was recognized that everybody should change 
their individual pa  erns of consump  on. Therefore, respon-
sibility was placed within the poli  cal arena. According to this 
line of thought, it was the responsibility of poli  cs and poli  -
cians to deal with the social problem of contamina  on, 
whether atmospheric or of food. Specifi cally, comments 
characteris  c of the cri  cal discourse referred to three types 
of social actors who interact in the processes of the crea  on 
and solu  on of the problem of contamina  on. On the one 
hand, industry was seen as the source of contamina  on, 
whether of food or airborne pollu  on. Industry was per-
ceived as a collec  on of en   es at the service of economic 
profi t, largely unaware of the damage they cause and uncon-
cerned for ci  zens’ welfare. For this reason, the poli  cal 
sphere—the second actor—should apply policies that are 
more eff ec  ve to safeguard public health. However, the mea-
sures actually adopted were the object of cri  cism on the 
part of the newspaper readers, who argued that government 
and offi  cial ins  tu  ons do not enact eff ec  ve policies and, in 
addi  on, that they hide important informa  on concerning 

public health from the ci  zen. This poli  cal sphere was seen 
to include healthcare ins  tu  ons, which the readers did not 
trust due to their lack of independence from both poli  cians 
and industry. 

A third social actor, “people” or “humanity,” was men-
 oned in order to refer to the prac  ces of human beings: “we 

are destroying our health with our way of life,” “everything is 
a result of the behavior of people. We are destroying the 
planet and we are star  ng to suff er the consequences” 
(PU30/6/2011). These and other comments were infused 
with a sensa  on of distrust, both towards industry and to-
wards poli  cal, economic and social interests. They also con-
tained a certain sensa  on of sadness when faced with a 
world in decline. “We are a human plague, we devour every-
thing, we destroy everything” (EP1/7/2011).

Precisely that a   tude caused some readers, a minority, 
to take off ence from such cri  cal discourse, which they con-
sidered to be “discourse of fear” whose result would be to 
keep people scared and, therefore, easy to control and ma-
nipulate: “Enough of all this ecologist nonsense with poli  cal 
undertones. There have always been high levels of pollu  on 
when there is high atmospheric pressure in winter” 
(EM9/2/2011). “What they want to do is keep the public out 
of it; send us out of our minds becoming hypochondriacs and 
sick” (LV30/6/2011).

This discourse of denial was more conserva  ve than the 
cri  cal discourse; it off ered a vision in which the present is a 
coherent consequence of a past that it is not very diff erent 
from. The readers commented, for example, that we have al-
ways eaten all kinds of food without any problems: “Indecent 
nutri  onal alarmism with no founda  on. Nothing is wrong, 
and even if we had hundreds of  mes more mercury there 
would s  ll be nothing wrong” (PU15/4/2011). In fact, this 
idea is in sharp contrast to the current scien  fi c evidence on 
the damage of exposure to pollutants such as mercury [2,51]. 
These readers also defended climate change as something 
natural, a phenomenon that has always happened since the 
start of planet Earth. With respect to climate change, it is in-
teres  ng to note that while similar studies carried out on the 
press in the United States [5,25] fi nd that discourse of denial 
is the most common among newspaper readers, here it is a 
minority posi  on.

In addi  on to climate change and nutri  on, the discourse 
of denial argued that life expectancy in the Western world is 
greater than in the past and that it is s  ll increasing. “Why 
won’t the ecologists get off  our backs? Pollu  on will disap-
pear due to the eff ects of technological development!” 
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(EM1/10/2011). This technocentric perspec  ve [5] estab-
lished a line that ran from the past—an unspecifi c past—and 
con  nued towards the future in a linear and coherent way. In 
contrast, defenders of the cri  cal discourse expressed their 
despair at the imminence of large-scale changes caused by 
the current model of progress. Some judged progress posi-
 vely; others considered that it was diffi  cult for the posi  ve 

consequences of progress to compensate against the nega-
 ve ones. Of course, other readers occupied the middle 

ground, siding with neither one nor the other point of view 
consistently.

Although there were comments that staunchly defended 
one of these posi  ons, par  cularly those of the denial type, 
others used the refl ec  ons and arguments of both types of 
discourse in an inclusive and interrelated way; albeit some-
 mes contradictorily. However, it is par  cularly notable that 

both types of argument were found in all the newspapers 
studied, whatever poli  cal leaning they have. The two a   -
tudes towards the problem of contamina  on were repro-
duced in all the newspaper, along with the diff erences of per-
cep  on between food contamina  on and atmospheric pollu-
 on.

Food and air. Comparison of the comments regarding air 
and food contamina  on revealed a much more pressing con-
cern in the case of mercury in fi sh than in that of environ-
mental pollu  on. “I don’t know what to eat anymore”, “We 
are poisoning ourselves”, “We are digging our own graves, 
this is the beginning of the end for the human race” 
(EP30/6/2011). Food contamina  on was seen as more dan-
gerous than atmospheric pollu  on, as if it had a more impor-
tant eff ect on health, was more immediate and aff ected the 
en  re popula  on. In this case, the public’s percep  on coin-
cides with the scien  fi c evidence [19,40]. The readers’ com-
ments showed open concern with respect to the news they 
discussed, while they also expressed considerable indigna-
 on at the way the government had acted or suppressed the 

report men  oned above. “It is terrible the way we are ge   ng 
used to our food being poisoned” (ABC1/7/11). This men  on 
of poisoning, which was repeated very o  en by readers, at-
tests to their concern.

That concern also became apparent in the type of com-
parisons that people drew between risk associated with food 
and other types of hazard. In the comments on mercury in 
fi sh, the readers employed a wide range of arguments that 
included, among others, refl ec  ons on the nuclear accident 
at Fukushima—which occurred during our fi eld work—and 

industrial spills in general, pes  cides, mass urbaniza  on, to-
bacco, climate change, food addi  ves, the pharmaceu  cal 
industry, gene  cally modifi ed food, electromagne  c pollu-
 on, terrorism, economic recession, overpopula  on of the 

planet, “mad cows” and chemical products. In the readers’ 
discourse, especially in the cri  cal discourse, the presence of 
certain levels of mercury in fi sh seemed to form part of a situ-
a  on of global hazard, which would fi t in with Beck’s descrip-
 on of a “risk society” [6]. The concern expressed in the com-

ments regarding food was extended to issues concerning 
energy, poli  cs, economics and demographics.

In the comments that the news of atmospheric pollu  on 
prompted, in contrast, the danger for human health was 
men  oned to a lesser degree, while most space was taken up 
by arguments concerning poli  cal responsibility to solve the 
problem of contamina  on caused by vehicles in ci  es: “Ordi-
nary people keep being terrorized at every turn with a new 
danger. But people aren’t babies and the majority of us know 
that this is no more than another manoeuvre to distract our 
a  en  on from the only danger that is really threatening us: 
poli  cians” (ABC1/7/2011). “What we need are brave poli  -
cians who are prepared to penalize those who pollute” 
(PA12/10/2010). These comments also men  oned dangers 
associated with environmental pollu  on, such as tobacco, 
traffi  c accidents, climate change and chemtrails; that is, dan-
ger associated with the air and cars. These types of compari-
son were made through their similarity with the subject re-
ferred to and were much more limited than those made in 
the case of food hazards.

The diff erences in percep  on in terms of severity be-
tween one type of contamina  on and the other were consid-
erable. While the ques  on of toxic substances in fi sh was 
conceived as very serious, intolerable and extremely danger-
ous for health, atmospheric pollu  on was seen as a more so-
cial and poli  cal problem that was awai  ng resolu  on. How-
ever, and although food contamina  on was perceived as very 
serious, some readers also considered that it could be man-
aged by the individual in a more straigh  orward way than 
atmospheric pollu  on could. If provided with the appropri-
ate informa  on, the ci  zen could avoid food contamina  on 
through not consuming certain food. In the case of environ-
mental pollu  on, individuals have no capacity to act and con-
trol what enters their bodies by breathing. So, the comments 
on the news referring to fi sh included many references to the 
possibili  es that individuals have to control and manage 
their own health; while the comments on environmental pol-
lu  on called on poli  cians to fi nd solu  ons. This dialec  c be-
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tween personal decisions and collec  ve measures is also 
central to many debates on public health. In this case, the 
idea that food contamina  on is more easily managed than 
air pollu  on is in contrast with current scien  fi c evidence, 
which brings to light the need for eff ec  ve health policies in 
the case of food as well [19,39].

Readers and mass media. It is commonly believed that 
the mass media is aligned with certain economic powers, po-
li  cal par  es and ideologies. For that reason, the similarity of 
the discourse encountered in the comments of the readers of 
all the diff erent newspapers is relevant to our analysis which, 
once this had been established, was carried out as if we were 
dealing with just one single text, in the semio  c sense. 

The two posi  ons adopted with regard to the problem of 
contamina  on were present in all the newspapers studied, as 
too were the diff erences between the cases of food and atmo-
spheric contamina  on. In the same way, comments that cri  -
cized or praised poli  cal par  es were spread equally among all 
the newspapers. A newspaper such as ABC, for example, tradi-
 onally conserva  ve and aligned with the major party in 

Spain, the Par  do Popular (PP), received both comments 
praising that party and comments cri  cizing it. Readers of La 
Vanguardia cri  cized both the ousted le  -wing coali  on that 
had governed Catalonia and also, on occasions, the new coali-
 on of Convergència and Unió. Although it is true that some of 

the comments in each newspaper matched the ideology that 
the paper is supposed to have, it is also the case that such 
comments were not unanimous. In this way, they refl ected at-
 tudes and public opinion that cut across conven  onal poli  -

cal ideological divides.
However, the way in which the informa  on was present-

ed and placed in context, and the subjects dealt with in the 
news did infl uence the readers’ comments, in the sense that 
they laid out the route for the comments to follow. In news 
that presented the recommenda  ons of the AESAN, the gen-
eral tendency in the comments was to show alarm and to re-
fl ect on the situa  on in terms of human food consump  on. In 
contrast, in news on how this informa  on had been sup-
pressed by the Spanish government, the readers cri  cized 
this fact, which led to surprise and indigna  on. When another 
news item treated the eff ects of toxic substances on human 
health in a general way, the readers’ comments tended to 
propose solu  ons. In this way, although the informa  on con-
tained in the news “does not have the power to tell people 
how to think, it does manage to impose an agenda of what 
the public is to think about” [46].

Some journalist texts, a minority, a  empted to explain 
the process of the forma  on of atmospheric pollu  on. In 
such cases, we found readers’ comments that examined the 
data contained in the news and provided new informa  on or 
cited scien  fi c studies. This generated debate and refl ec  on 
which led to discussion of the adequateness of the data pro-
vided by the newspapers and the diff erent scien  fi c theories 
regarding the forma  on of pollu  on, the hole in the ozone 
layer or climate change.

It is true that readers entered into dialogue and nego  a-
 on over the informa  on that was off ered to them, they con-

tested it, they supported it or they refuted it; that is, they did 
not simply accept the informa  on passively [35,48]. Never-
theless, the themes of the discussion were set beforehand by 
the subjects presented in the news items, the selec  on—and 
ruling out—of certain themes and the way in which they 
were presented; all of which infl uenced the comments in one 
way or another [46]. The content of news items infl uences 
the comments that they provoke, so that the social relevance 
of risk and of the dangers associated with contamina  on are 
constantly constructed and reinforced in this way [54]. This is 
how a complex interrela  on is established between the emit-
ter of a message and those who receive it, which contributes 
to the construc  on and representa  on of social reality.

Risk and blame. A large number of comments on news 
that referred to contamina  on, whether of food or air, dealt 
with the causes and who was to blame for the situa  on. The 
news on the presence of mercury in fi sh and on the sup-
pressed report generated a fl ood of comments that were 
seething with indigna  on, calling for resigna  ons within the 
government and denouncing how unfair it was not to inform 
the public in addi  on to the poli  cians being responsible not 
having adopted more eff ec  ve measures to resolve the issue 
of contaminated fi sh. Industries that contaminate the seas 
and rivers were also cri  cized, together with the food indus-
try, whose economic mo  va  on prevented it from correctly 
informing consumers of the contents of products. 

Western socie  es are “almost ready to treat each death 
as chargeable to someone’s account, every accident as 
caused by someone’s criminal negligence, and every sickness 
a threatened prosecu  on. Whose fault? Is the fi rst ques  on” 
[15:15-16]. The comments posted on atmospheric pollu  on 
in Barcelona cri  cized the authori  es for allowing ci  es to 
become polluted. Those who were poli  cally responsible 
were cri  cized for not having developed plans to reduce the 
city’s traffi  c. They were cri  cized for implemen  ng projects 
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whose sole aim was to generate more income for the city’s 
coff ers but which did not solve the problem of poor air qual-
ity. The search for who was to blame monopolized these 
comments, which focused indigna  on on the poli  cal arena 
more than on the other actors involved.

According to some readers’ comments, the diff erent pub-
lic administra  ons are responsible for adop  ng measures to 
mi  gate the problems caused by pollu  on. Although it was 
recognized that individuals should change their transport 
and consump  on habits, it was also men  oned that these 
changes could not be carried out without a series of poli  cal 
measures to accompany and promote them. In the case of 
food contamina  on, the main thing standing in the way of 
such changes was the ac  ons of the industry, whose pollut-
ing prac  ces were not suffi  ciently pursued or sanc  oned by 
the administra  on. In the case of atmospheric pollu  on, in 
contrast, the car industry was hardly cri  cized at all; in con-
trast, emphasis was placed on the ineff ec  veness of the po-
li  cal management of the issue. Mary Douglas argued in Risk 
and Blame [15] that the issue of contamina  on is par  cularly 
useful when it comes to assigning social responsibili  es and 
establishing blame. Although Douglas was referring to exter-
nal contamina  on and specifi cally from the point of view of 
American society, our analysis of comments on two specifi c 
themes showed that the controversy regarding risk is also a 
poli  cal and cultural issue in our context; it prompted a hunt 
for where to place responsibility and blame, wherever that 
might be. We were surprised by the scarcity of comments 
that referred to the possibility of social organiza  on and po-
li  cal mobiliza  on of ci  zens; those that were concerned 
with the search for solu  ons le   them up to the ac  ons of 
poli  cians and industry, with no call for civil ac  on to force 
those sectors to change their ways. So we can see that soci-
ety looks for somebody to blame for every phenomenon, as 
a way to organize and protect itself. 

The current meaning of “risk” is not neutral; it has a cul-
tural, moral and poli  cal meaning, since it serves to propor-
 on responsibility to certain social groups and posi  ons, while 

denying other sources of responsibility. Through the specifi c 
elec  on of what is dangerous and what is not, the concept of 
“risk” helps to create and maintain a certain vision of the 
world and in this way establish what is morally acceptable and 
what is not [15]; just as could be seen from the comments 
posted by newspaper readers. The texts on the contamina  on 
of fi sh expressed resounding disapproval of the situa  on, 
which was deemed unthinkable and morally unacceptable. 
Readers showed their moral condemna  on of the fact that 

food for human consump  on could contain substances that 
are poten  al health risks. Meanwhile, they reiterated their 
place within a system in which poli  cal and healthcare ins  tu-
 ons are responsible for ensuring compliance with these mor-

al values. In this way, the ques  on of contamina  on serves to 
uphold a specifi c vision of the world; a moral community that 
legi  mates or condemns certain policies [15]. 

Some of the comments within the discourse of denial 
dealt with the interests of ecologist groups: “My humble 
opinion is that behind this there is no other explana  on than 
to decrease na  onal demand for these products so that in 
this way a much more lucra  ve export market can be con-
solidated, as is the case of the Japanese market” 
(ABC1/7/2011). And even: “These catastrophe hunters are 
devoted to scaring us in order to jus  fy biased publicity in 
favor of other products. Who is paying them?” (ABC1/7/2011) 
Although these accusa  ons were not backed up by facts, the 
comments suggested that the so-called environmentalist 
lobby was masking other objec  ves that were related to the 
poli  cal or economic interests of the environmentalist 
groups. In this way, the discourse of denial also used the no-
 on of risk to construct a certain moral vision of the environ-

mentalist movement.
The no  on of contamina  on and its diff erent meanings 

can also serve certain groups in their fi ght against ins  tu-
 ons, abuses of power and poli  cal fraud. In addi  on, given 

that the no  on of “individual” is central to our society, cer-
tain concepts of risk also serve to protect it [15]. In this way, 
the comments of readers aligned with the cri  cal discourse 
expressed indigna  on at the viola  on of individual and col-
lec  ve rights to healthcare and informa  on, and also at the 
way in which responsibility is deposited in the hands of the 
ci  zen: “We live in a country in which no poli  cian or public 
body takes any responsibility. It is be  er to comment on it, 
delegate the decision to the consumer and if anyone be-
comes ill a  er consuming it [...], to say that they had been 
warned. It is intolerable” (EP30/6/2011). The no  on of con-
tamina  on serves to call for a social order in which the indi-
vidual is at the center of the system and is the focus of social 
and moral priori  es. Thus, the no  ons of risk deal with the 
rela  on between the individual and “otherness”; that is, with 
how the rela  onship between the individual and the sur-
rounding world is established [30].

Some readers’ comments, par  cularly those dealing with 
food, went further than to lay blame in the poli  cal arena 
and referred to “humanity” as being responsible for the 
problem of contamina  on. They referred to “we”, to “hu-
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mans”, who, through our way of life, are poisoning the planet 
and destroying the life forms on it. Referring to humanity as 
this generic being in who risk is constructed and unfolds 
would respond to an integral vision of a globalized world 
which no longer pays much a  en  on to local contexts of risk, 
but which centers its a  en  on on global and transna  onal 
phenomena, just as Anthony Giddens also no  ced [30]. 
These comments would, in part, be along the argumenta  ve 
line followed by those who think that progress is bringing 
about the destruc  on of the planet; that modern life destabi-
lizes the social system on which it is based; and that scien  fi c 
development has outstripped the limits of nature in the 
wrong direc  on [7]. This type of argument reinforces the 
idea that the no  on of risk is associated with moral defects 
and that it can be used to denounce and cri  cize them [15]. 
In some comments that adopted cri  cal discourse, scorn was 
directed at progress and its moral implica  ons. 

In the past there was also fear of the destruc  on of na-
ture and humanity, but its origin was placed in en   es such 
as God or fate. At present, these fears are related to the per-
cep  on that human ac  vity has made catastrophe imminent 
[30]. The readers’ comments were clear: “The only solu  on 
involves radically changing human beings and our way of life 
and that is really very diffi  cult” (EM10/11/2010). The com-
ments o  en cri  cized the Western system of social life, which 
was seen as being based on mistaken moral values, and 
whose ins  tu  ons are not worthy of trust. In that way, hu-
manity would be to blame for its own self-destruc  on: “The 
year is 2020: a  er several decades of consumerist rampage, 
capitalism explodes and takes with it an extremely beau  ful 
planet that had been carved with infi nite pa  ence for mil-
lions of years. Up un  l the very last minute, one species (the 
most intelligent, it presumed) reveled in its own magnifi cent 
achievements” (EP30/6/2011).

Uncertainty and mistrust. Both those who favored 
cri  cal discourse and those who aligned themselves with the 
discourse of denial demonstrated open mistrust not only of 
the ins  tu  ons whose job it is to manage the problem of con-
tamina  on, but also towards the narra  ve that surrounded 
that management.

Readers’ comments iden  fi ed four basic areas on which 
they centered their cri  cism: industry, poli  cs, communica-
 ons and science. Contamina  ng industries—and some  mes 

by extension, all industrial  ac  vity—were seen as the main 
obstacle to overcome in order to eff ec  vely protect the envi-
ronment and public health. Readers perceived that economic 

profi t is the top priority of these companies and that this is 
valued above all else. “We are trapped between mafi as that 
get rich at the expense of our ignorance. What ma  ers is the 
lowest cost and greatest presence of the product, not the 
quality or the nutri  onal value; and the last on the list is the 
health of those who eat it” (EP30/6/2011). The cri  cism was 
extended to the en  re food industry: “We have had enough 
of them toying with our health in rela  on to what we eat, 
you cannot trust anyone. For years I have been watching 
what I eat because I don’t trust what I am sold; it is ro  en to 
the core, business is more important than our health!” 
(EP30/6/2011).

Along similar lines, some of those who made comments 
considered that poli  cians, who should take responsibility 
for the regula  on of business ac  vity, are as a whole corrupt 
and ineffi  cient; at the service of the interests of industry and 
of their own profi ts. “In this country, nothing that aff ects 
businessmen can be touched. The businessman is sacred” 
(PU15/4/2011), one reader said. “Do we need any further 
evidence to make it absolutely clear that governments do not 
serve the people but businesses; the mul  na  onals that de-
vour everything, including the planet?” (EP30/6/2011). 
Readers expressed the opinion that poli  cians take decisions 
in accordance with the benefi ts they stood to make, whether 
monetary profi t or poli  cal gain, without taking into account 
the consequences for the environment. The readers asked 
ques  ons related to jus  ce and social equality when they ar-
gued that poli  cians are major contaminators of the environ-
ment while at the same  me they pass laws in favor of the 
environment. According to those readers, poli  cians are pro-
tected by an economic situa  on that allows them to pay the 
fi nes that they themselves are imposing: “It is totally clear 
that the poli  cal classes are deeply condi  oned by capital, 
given that many poli  cians end up on some board of direc-
tors once their poli  cal career is over” (EP1/7/2011).

Among the poli  cal ins  tu  ons cri  cized we also fi nd 
those that are specifi cally in charge of public health. In addi-
 on to the AESAN, those who posted comments also cri  -

cized suprana  onal organiza  ons such as the World Health 
Organiza  on or the European Union, whose roles in the 
swine fl u crisis some readers refl ected on as decisive in caus-
ing social alarm which ended up benefi  ng the pharmaceu  -
cal industries. The feeling of mistrust was patent: “The only 
thing I had not yet seen in this life! That the ins  tu  ons which 
are trusted to safeguard public health recommend moderate 
consump  on of a toxic product!” (PU1/7/2011).

The concept of trust is central to the work of Giddens on 
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risk [20]. In a situa  on in which ci  zens must trust scien  fi c 
knowledge and ins  tu  onal risk management, trust becomes 
a vital requirement [30]. However, that trust is tainted with 
uncertainty, partly due to the contradic  ons expressed with-
in the scien  fi c community and within the poli  cal fi eld. In 
this sense, readers’ comments expressed profound suspicion 
towards the ins  tu  ons that govern society.

Skep  cism also aff ected areas devoted to science and 
communica  on. Faced with the contradictory data and infor-
ma  on that frequently appears in the mass media, readers 
commented that scien  fi c studies can be poli  cally manipu-
lated and, therefore, they are not worthy of much confi -
dence. In fact, some readers off ered external studies that 
showed mistakes in the informa  on off ered by the newspa-
pers. It was also said that the mass media is at the service of 
both its own interests and other people’s, and that in this 
way it fails in its duty to inform the ci  zens impar  ally. Those 
who adopted a more cri  cal discourse expressed the opinion 
that the mass media provides li  le informa  on on the prob-
lems of contamina  on, and that it does so too late: “And by 
the way, dear journalists, could you inform the public of this, 
as it is your job to do so?!” (ABC10/2/2011). Those who 
leaned towards the discourse of denial also cri  cized the 
newspapers for publishing alarmist news with the supposed 
inten  on of selling more papers: “Watch out for the mass 
media and their terrible responsibility in handling this type of 
informa  on, ... They almost always let themselves be dragged 
into sensa  onalism” (EP30/6/2011). According to these voic-
es, the scien  fi c discourse, mediated through the newspa-
pers, off ered the perfect arguments for alarming the public, 
manipula  ng them and feeding them the government line.

The case of tobacco—the laws regula  ng which were 
made more restric  ve in Spain during this research (Act 
42/2010)—exemplifi es the way in which the scien  fi c dis-
course was ques  oned by a large sec  on of the readership, 
who highlighted the paradox between implemen  ng bans on 
the consump  on of tobacco, but failing to implement eff ec-
 ve measures against the contamina  on generated by pri-

vate vehicles. In this way they denounced the use of scien  fi c 
reports to legi  mize measures in accordance with poli  cal 
aims: “It is an axiom these days that when somebody backed 
up by the false image of being scien  fi c issues a judgment 
sanc  oning something, we have to discover the other side of 
things and fi nd out where the money is going. Who are they 
trying to benefi t?” (EP30/6/2011), one reader commented. 
Others, along similar lines, indicated the poli  cal and eco-
nomic use of scien  fi c studies: “A poli  cian, whose name I 

can’t remember right now, once said: never trust any survey 
or any study that you have not manipulated yourself” 
(EPD15/10/2010), “What criterion do they follow? There was 
a  me when olive oil was bad for you, now it’s the best there 
is. Nobody can understand that” (EP30/6/2011).

In today’s society, ci  zens are obliged to trust science 
when making choices and assessing the risks they are faced 
with. “People now cannot simply rely on local knowledge, 
tradi  on, religious precepts, habits or observa  on of others’ 
prac  ces to conduct their everyday lives, as they did in pre-
modern and early modern  mes. Rather, they must look prin-
cipally to experts they do not personally know and are un-
likely ever to meet to supply them with guidelines” [30:75]. 
However, this scien  fi c knowledge is also subject to doubt 
and cri  cism. “The fact that experts frequently disagree be-
comes familiar terrain for almost everyone” [20]. Thus, mo-
dernity creates a universe in which knowledge is constantly 
shi  ing and the individual adapts to this by choosing be-
tween an ever increasing series of op  ons. This situa  on, as 
can be seen from the opinions studied for this research, 
seems to contribute to crea  ng a collec  ve feeling of mis-
trust, insecurity and anxiety. The readers expressed their 
skep  cism towards the ins  tu  ons that govern them, to-
wards the informa  on off ered by newspapers and towards 
the scien  fi c data that all of them rely on. The vision of sci-
ence expressed by the readers is similar to that presented by 
Beck in Ecological poli  cs in an age of risk [7]. According to 
Beck’s perspec  ve, modern science has a monopoly on the 
defi ni  on of danger, that is, not only is it the cause of danger 
but it is also responsible for concealing it. Central compo-
nents of modern scien  fi c discourse contribute to legi  miz-
ing and, on occasions, minimizing the risks that the public are 
subjected to [7,34]. One reader commented: “It seems that 
these days science has to be devoted to resolving the prob-
lems that science itself has caused. You mustn’t eat spinach 
because it contains too much of what they give to it to pro-
duce lots of it. Fascina  ng!” (EP30/6/ 2011).

One of the concerns of readers was related to the open-
ness and the truthfulness of the informa  on that they re-
ceive via the newspapers. Frequently, those pos  ng com-
ments expressed the convic  on that both those who are po-
li  cally responsible and industry suppress informa  on that 
would be valuable to safeguard public health. In the texts on 
food, readers commented: “They tell us now because the risk 
is real but how long have they known? What are they hiding 
from us?”, “They don’t want to tell us the truth and they re-
lease the news to us one snippet at a  me and all dressed up” 
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and “economic and poli  cal interests are hiding the truth 
with decep  ve measures” (EP30/6/2011). Many comments 
suggested that the real cause of the recommenda  ons not to 
consume fi sh was to be found in the (then) recent Fukushima 
nuclear accident; the eff ect of the resultant radia  on on the 
fi sh would be the real reason to recommend that the public 
do not consume much of it: “They are not telling us the truth, 
just as they didn’t tell us the truth about Chernobyl, since the 
nuclear lobby made sure the truth was hidden” 
(PU15/4/2011). In this way, ins  tu  ons would be devoted to 
covering up the real consequences of the Fukushima acci-
dent in order to protect the interests of the energy industry 
and of the poli  cal groups that fund and protect it. These 
comments do not take into account the fact that the report 
on mercury in fi sh was already in the government’s hands 7 
years before the Fukushima accident, as the informa  on was 
only published in El País. According to the comments, people 
were being deceived, just as they were over the swine fl u 
crisis, depriving people of the real informa  on about the 
risks they faced.

Those who posted comments on the newspaper stories 
displayed an important sensa  on of vulnerability and anxi-
ety, par  cularly regarding the news on the presence of mer-
cury in fi sh. Without vital informa  on or the necessary tools 
to fi ght the danger they faced, they could not trust the ins  -
tu  ons that govern society either. So they expressed the im-
possibility of taking ac  on personally to control what they 
were exposed to. “From vegetables to the air we breathe, 
where will all this lead? We cannot be sure about anything” 
(EP30/6/2011), “My God, how I worry for my daughter!” 
(PA12/10/2010), “Is there anything le   in this world of greed 
that is not contaminated??? Can we be sure about what we 
are ea  ng???” (EP30/6/2011).

Past and future. Refl ec  on on the risks society faces is, 
in part, implicit refl ec  on on what the future will be like. 
However, the readers’ comments focused more on the past 
and on considering the diff erences between the past and 
the present. 

Comments within the cri  cal discourse established a di-
chotomy between an idealized past and a future that is un-
desirable for human welfare. This dichotomy was related, in 
addi  on, to two further dichotomies: rural–urban duality, 
which came up in rela  on to the news on environmental 
pollu  on; and the natural–ar  fi cial division, which was 
evoked in the news about food. The countryside was seen 

as a less polluted place than the city and as a healthier 
place to live; although some news items explained how con-
tamina  on also builds in the outskirts of ci  es. The readers 
considered that living in the city brought with it the accep-
tance of a lower quality of life than living in the countryside; 
understanding by countryside everything outside the met-
ropolitan limits. So, this countryside was related with the 
natural, healthy and less polluted. Paradoxically, some city 
resident complained that those who live in the countryside 
pollute the ci  es when they drive into them by car to work, 
without taking into account that they surely also pollute the 
places they come from.

The countryside was also related with the past; a past 
that was linked to a simpler and slower way of life than the 
present, and that used local resources. So it was said that 
the fi sh that people ate in the past was fi sh that they caught 
themselves or that their neighbors caught. Individuals exer-
cised control over their immediate surroundings and they 
were not mediated by today’s technology: “Years ago, ev-
erything our grandparents ate was from their fi elds or their 
farm, they drank freshly collected milk, … And they were 
healthy!” (PU4/7/2011). The most natural food, linked with 
the countryside and with the past, was fresh food; that is, 
food that has not been processed by the food industry: 
“People used to eat meat from their livestock, vegetables 
from their land, milk, cheese, bread, ... did not undergo 
chemical treatments, it was more natural, ... and it s  ll had 
all its vitamins and nutrients” (EP1/7/2011). In contrast, 
packaged food was seen as ar  fi cial, poten  ally manipulat-
ed and possibly containing addi  ves. This associa  on is par-
 cularly interes  ng because of the paradox it throws up in 

the case of fi sh, given that fi sh is fresh food that has not 
been processed by the food industry but which, nonethe-
less, is suspected of being toxic.

The future was generally men  oned in a nega  ve way, 
with references to a contaminated planet with sick inhabit-
ants: “If the human race survives in the future, historians 
will be horrifi ed by our contamina  on and poisoning of our-
selves” (PU15/4/2011). The cri  cal discourse tended to 
consider that the future would see major changes com-
pared to the present. Food, for example, would be ar  fi cial 
food: energy pills or cocktails of synthe  c products. In con-
trast, adherents to the discourse of denial saw a much 
greater degree of con  nuity over  me and did not establish 
a dichotomy between past and future, but rather con  nuity 
through scien  fi c and social progress. That progress, ac-
cording to them, would allow an ever be  er quality of life, 
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greater life expectancy and increased availability of food 
products.

Nevertheless, there were more opinions within the cri  -
cal discourse. Their no  ons regarding the past referred to a 
simpler way of life than our current system, one in which lo-
cal resources were managed by the individual. In contrast, 
packaged food and the use of cars forms part of a complex 
system in which individuals do not control the important 
things in their lives or their health, and in which technology 
acts as a mediator of many of the processes that individuals 
performed themselves in the past. In this sense, those who 
posted comments were aware that the problem of contami-
na  on forms part of the poli  cal system and that this issue is 
related to the complex social and economic discourse of the 
state and of Western capitalism.

The feelings of mistrust and vulnerability expressed by 
readers could be related, in part, to this percep  on of a lack of 
control, as well as to the no  on of a complex structure of social 
ins  tu  ons to which the ci  zen has no direct access. However, 
such a basic idea of the individual caught up in an overly com-
plex social system was complemented with the belief that the 
real solu  ons to the problem of contamina  on will involve 
global and public measures; that is, collec  ve management of 
social life. Although ci  zens can and must adopt environmen-
tally-friendly individual prac  ces, such as ge   ng around by 
bicycle or ea  ng organic food, the real solu  ons to pollu  on 
require public and collec  ve management from the poli  cal 
arena, which is responsible for implemen  ng systems of regu-
la  on and eradica  ng contamina  ng prac  ces. So, the social 
community structure and its ins  tu  ons, which some readers 
seem to mistrust, are also seen as absolutely necessary for so-
cial change to tackle the problems of contamina  on.

Conclusions

This study deals with the ideas, values and concerns of part 
of the Spanish public with respect to the subject of contami-
na  on. Our fi ndings unveiled some issues that are relevant 
for refl ec  on and for proposing public and private policies 
that will safeguard public health and the environment.

Our analysis of the comments in this study shows that at-
mospheric pollu  on and food contamina  on are perceived 
symbolically in very diff erent ways. Two thema  c axes thus 
emerge.

On the one hand, environmental pollu  on is perceived as 
a social and poli  cal problem, not as serious for health as 

food contamina  on, but more diffi  cult to solve. The rural–ur-
ban dichotomy emerges as a paradigm of the ambigui  es in 
this fi eld. Our analysis indicates the existence of a paradox 
that forms part of the dialec  cs between the individual and 
the collec  ve. Although readers appeal to the need for chan-
ges in individuals’ conduct, they display a clear convic  on 
that the only effi  cient solu  ons and ul  mate responsibility 
for safeguarding public health must come from collec  ve pu-
blic ins  tu  ons. However, those ins  tu  ons—together with 
industry, science and the mass media—are cri  cized for their 
lack of eff ec  ve ac  on in safeguarding public health. The stu-
dy shows, in addi  on, a scarcity of comments that call for the 
use of collec  ve poli  cal ac  on or public pressure to be 
brought on the ins  tu  ons. In short, these convic  ons 
highlight the central role of the welfare state in the values of 
Spanish society; as well as a signifi cant distrust of the current 
model of public management and of the possibility of collec-
 ve ac  on by ci  zens to change that model. Trapped in this 

paradox between the individual and the collec  ve, we fi nd a 
ci  zen who feels vulnerable, scep  cal and disenchanted.

On the other hand, the cri  cal discourse seems to be 
more focused on food contamina  on, which is perceived as 
more serious, more imminent, more global and, paradoxica-
lly, more easily managed by the ci  zen than atmospheric po-
llu  on is. The dichotomy natural–ar  fi cial emerges in the 
collec  ve thinking and it is also related with the idea of poi-
soning, which those who posted comments allude to both in 
terms of the individual and with reference to the planet. The 
fi nding that the concept of poisoning is adopted as a meta-
phor for food contamina  on is important for our understan-
ding of the collec  ve percep  on of the issue of human conta-
mina  on. This no  on within popular thought—historically 
associated with the opposite idea, that of an an  dote—once 
again appeals to the possibili  es of personal management of 
one’s own contamina  on which, as we have seen, is related 
in a highly complex way with the idea of collec  ve manage-
ment of the problem. In addi  on, this fi nding opens up new 
lines of research that could examine in greater depth the mo-
des in which the idea of human contamina  on is perceived in 
ci  zens’ discourse and how scien  fi c knowledge can be rela-
ted to this lay discourse in our society.
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Resum. Aquest ar  cle analitza els comentaris en línia que escriuen els lectors dels principals 
diaris espanyols sobre la contaminació a Espanya. L’estudi realitza una anàlisi compara  va de 
les percepcions, idees i discurs dels comentaristes en el cas de peix contaminat amb mercuri 
i en el de contaminació atmosfèrica a la ciutat de Barcelona. A par  r d’una anàlisi basada en 
principis metodològics de la Teoria Fonamentada, es descriuen les diferències entre la per-
cepció de la contaminació alimentària —sen  da com un problema de salut pública greu, 
imminent i global— i la contaminació atmosfèrica —percebuda com un problema social i 
polí  c. Els comentaris dels lectors revelen una tendència signifi ca  va cap a la culpabilització 
del camp polí  c i industrial, entre d’altres, així com una profunda desconfi ança cap a les ins-
 tucions encarregades de vetllar per la salut pública.

Paraules clau: contaminació atmosfèrica · contaminació alimentària · contaminació interna 
· premsa digital · comentaris dels lectors · percepció social del risc 
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