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Abstract 
 
Twilight of the pollsters: A social theory of mass opinion in late modernity 
Marius S. J. Ostrowski, All Souls College, Hilary Term 2017 
DPhil in Politics 
 
This thesis examines how the occupations people hold, and the social classes in which they are situated, 
affect the way in which they form and express opinions. At a theoretical level, it unites the ‘deep-
structure’ macroanalysis of social theory with the individualised microanalysis of how subjects form and 
express opinions in opinion research, reviving an approach that has not been pursued since early-20th-
century social research. At a practical level, it responds to several recent and prominent failures of 
prediction by the opinion polling industry, and asks whether a broader understanding of ‘mass opinion’ 
can help avert such failures in future. The thesis argues that opinions are subjects’ judgments about their 
social conditions, based on mental pictures they have of these conditions that combine the values and 
attitudes they hold with the information they have about their environment. Subjects form opinions 
based on these pictures via three ‘means of thinking’—personality-traits, emotions, and reason—and 
express them using two kinds of ‘means of articulation’—bodily organs and media. The thesis shows 
how the variety of occupations subjects hold, and the extremity of class differentials between them, 
introduce substantial plurality into their values and attitudes, the way they acquire information, how 
they think, and how they articulate themselves. In particular, it highlights the considerable asymmetries 
between higher- and lower-class subjects regarding: which parts of their social conditions they are 
experts about, and how far they are influenced by others; whether they think about their conditions more 
emotionally or with reasoning; and how great a range and quality of opportunities they have to articulate 
their views. The thesis closes by suggesting that these findings offer opinion researchers and social 
theorists clear directions for measuring ‘mass opinion’ in new ways, and potentially emancipating the 
voices of subjects whose opinions are suppressed in late-modern society. 
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For my parents, 
to whom I owe everything. 
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Wer bin ich — und wenn ja, wie viele? 

Who am I — and if so, how many? 

——Richard David Precht 

 

 
pÒll' o„d' ¢lèphx, ¢ll' ™c‹noj žn mšga. 

Multa novit vulpes, verum echinus unum magnum. 

A fox knows many things, but a hedgehog one big thing. 

——Erasmus, after Archilochus 

 

 

We are all experts in our own experiences. 

——modern proverb 

 

 

Ne supra crepidam sutor iudicaret. 

A shoemaker should not judge beyond the shoe. 

——Pliny 

 

 

Are you thinking what we’re thinking? 

——UK Conservative party election slogan, 2005 

 

 

CLAUDIUS: He hath not fail’d to pester us with message. 

——William Shakespeare, Hamlet, I.2 

 

 

“I don’t think—” 

“Then you shouldn’t talk,” said the Hatter. 

——Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 
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Preface 
 

 

Und doch sehr oft, wenn wir uns von dem Beabsichtigten für ewig getrennt sehen, haben wir schon 

auf unserm Wege irgend ein anderes Wünschenswerthe gefunden. 

And yet very often, when we find ourselves forever separated from what we had intended, we 

have already found something else desirable along the way. 

——Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, ‘Maxim 68’1 

 

 

It would be an understatement to say that this thesis has ended up in a very different place to 

where it started. When I first applied to the DPhil, the UK had just gone through one of the most 

turbulent summers in its recent history. On 4 August 2011, a 29-year-old mixed-race Londoner, Mark 

Duggan, was shot and killed by police officers from the Specialist Firearms Command (CO19) of the 

Metropolitan Police as part of an investigation into gun crime within the black community. Police 

mishandling of the aftermath of Duggan’s death led to a peaceful protest outside Tottenham police 

station escalating into a violent pitched battle between members of the local community and riot police. 

This, in turn, exploded into several nights of rioting and looting across London, with ‘copycat violence’ 

flaring up in other towns and cities throughout England, ultimately causing five deaths, 202 police and 

civilian injuries, and more than £200m of damage. As the country entered a state of flux for nearly a 

week, public discourse in its many forms erupted into rancorous debate about the personal, social, and 

political reasons for this pervasive breakdown of order. Whether through opinion pieces in the press, 

interviews and discussion programmes on radio and television, posts and comments on blogs and social 

media, or in their responses to surveys and opinion polls, vast swathes of the population from all walks 

of life seized the opportunity to document their reactions to the events of those few days. Across all of 

them, mass opinion covered various combinations of possible factors that caused the riots, ranging from 

consumerism, youth culture, endemic criminality, and family breakdown to police racism, poor 

education, lack of opportunities, and a society-wide values crisis. For each one, mass opinion rapidly 

                                                   
1 Goethe 1833, vol.49. 
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crystallised into an almost stereotypical division between ‘right-wing’ and ‘left-wing’ views—a fault-line 

that persisted to a greater or lesser extent across all of the ways in which it was expressed. 

It was out of my attempts to make sense of this problem that my DPhil project gradually took 

shape. As those closest to me would doubtless attest, I have never tired of recounting the story of when, 

and how, I first came to choose my doctoral topic: drinking with an old undergraduate friend in the 

Marquis of Granby after a somewhat nondescript day in the office interning at a thinktank. The 

Marquis—typically packed with researchers, civil servants, journalists, and other politics junkies jostling 

for space and spilling out onto the street—was unusually deserted for a balmy summer’s evening. It was 

the third day of the riots, and across the city many companies had sent their employees home absurdly 

early in order to avoid any accidental run-ins with marauding rioters. The Westminster bubble was 

apparently no exception. As my friend and I sat nursing our drinks and quietly discussing the recent 

events, alone except for a somewhat antsy-looking bartender, it struck us quite how deeply unnecessary 

and ironic the panic in London’s political workforce was. Unnecessary because the whole London 

political quarter sits in the more-or-less literal shadow of the Palace of Westminster and New Scotland 

Yard power nexus. It would be difficult to think of a place less at risk from the violence of the precariat 

in the whole of London, possibly excluding the soulless wasteland of Canary Wharf. (Needless to say, 

this triumphant logic was a little lost on worried friends and family, who were aghast that we had not 

joined the bourgeois exodus earlier in the day.) And it was ironic since it meant that even the people 

tasked with operating and influencing the bureaucratic machinery of government had briskly abandoned 

their faith in the state’s ability to ‘do its job’ in the most basic conceivable way. 

But there was a deeper, and far more serious, aspect to this outbreak of mass panic among the 

residents and workers of London and elsewhere in the UK. In effect, over the course of the first few 

days of rioting, popular confidence, or trust, in the government’s authority was drastically eroded. In the 

absence of a meaningful state response, members of a variety of faith, ethnic, and other communities—

the Sikh community in Southall, the Turkish and Kurdish communities in Dalston, Hackney, and 

Haringey, the Bengali community in Whitechapel, and the fans of Millwall and Charlton football clubs 

in Eltham—organised patrols and protective cordons to prevent rioters looting and destroying property 

in their localities. Likewise, social network users across London organised clean-up squads, colloquially 

termed ‘Riot Wombles’, in Ealing, Clapham, and elsewhere on Twitter via the hashtags #riotcleanup 

and #riotwombles, and on Facebook via a series of ‘groups’ and ‘events’. These and other movements 

were merrily endorsed and strategically co-opted by a variety of political figures—often in a warped 
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attempt to buttress the incumbent Coalition government’s flagging (and now defunct) ‘Big Society’ 

agenda for greater voluntarism in public policy. But the problem remained that once the immediate 

societal rupture of the riots was resolved, the authority of state apparatuses would need to be re-

established. (As mass rioting turned into mass looting it became fairly evident that the UK was not in 

the throes of any form of revolutionary conjuncture, nor were there many demands in evidence for a 

serious reconfiguration of the UK’s political institutions.) At the same time, there would have to be some 

tangible change in the terms on which such a re-establishment of authority would need to take place. 

Neither the UK government, nor British society as a whole, could afford to simply pretend that the riots 

had not happened, or that they were a mere aberration that should not prevent the continuation of 

‘business as usual’. Yet, as my friend and I observed, the transparent schism within the UK population’s 

views about what had caused the rupture—and hence what any ‘new settlement’ for governmental 

authority would need to address directly—made finding a common basis for these terms of re-

establishment all the more challenging, and for the same reason all the more urgent. 

This DPhil thus began life as a project to see what public policy (in the UK and possibly further 

afield) could learn from the events of the UK’s very own recent ‘state of exception’—and mass opinion 

about them—in order for effective governmental authority to be re-established in a ‘post-riots’ society. 

Needless to say, it did not settle there for long. After about two years of research, which also saw some 

of the most profound personal and professional changes in my life so far—including my first positions 

as a graduate tutor and policy researcher, as well as my unexpected promotion from my old home in 

Magdalen to the mystical halls of All Souls—it became clear that a full structural analysis of the sort I 

had hoped to deliver was well beyond the maximum possible scope of my DPhil research. Specifically, 

it had become apparent that both the events of the riots themselves, and the understanding of mass 

opinion I was using to evaluate discourse about them, were vastly more complex than I had anticipated. 

In order to do them full justice, I found that I would have to address them within the parameters of 

separate projects. I was consequently faced with the choice of which ‘half’ of my initial enquiry to pursue 

for my DPhil submission. As entertaining as it surely would have been to spend another year or two 

doing close textual analysis of the avalanches of apoplexy in the tabloid coverage of the riots and their 

aftermath, I eventually decided on the more novel and abstract option of exploring the concept of ‘mass 

opinion’ instead. I still harbour hopes of using my two years of work on the riots in a future project, once 

this DPhil is complete. (After all, I would hate to think that I spent a summer reading the Daily Mail 

for nothing.) 
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Of course, in reality, the fundamental motivation of this enquiry is not so far removed from the 

core assumption of my original project. I still cleave to the view—endorsed by many social and political 

theorists throughout history, not least David Hume and Walter Lippmann—that the legitimacy and 

success of political authority depends strongly on how political institutions respond to, and incorporate, 

the substantive views of the populations they seek to govern. The difference between this enquiry and 

my initial project on the riots lies in the fact that, rather than analysing a particular parochial instance 

of societal crisis to illuminate what the substantive content of mass opinion is in a given polity (the UK), 

I have chosen instead to focus on the diversity of the forms that mass opinion in general takes in late 

modernity to illuminate what it is (what social object or behaviour) that political institutions are 

supposed to be responding to, and incorporating. Insofar as there is an identifiable crisis to which I can 

pin this project, it takes the form not of a societal rupture, but of a stark, and highly visible, failure of 

research methodology. The failure in question is the major disaster that the opinion polling industry 

collectively experienced at the 2015 UK general election, where the statistical dead heat between the 

Conservative and Labour parties in the final polls before the day of the election completely failed to 

materialise, with the results instead showing a huge victory for the Conservatives by well over 6%. This 

watershed moment—which I fancifully called a ‘Pollsterdämmerung’ in an online article for the New 

Statesman—was the first of its kind since the well-known débâcle in 1992, and prompted extensive 

methodological soul-searching within the industry, and even a full investigation and report by the British 

Polling Council.2 The fruits of this introspection have been rather less than impressive, and singularly 

failed to prevent a second (albeit less well publicised) failure of prediction for the 2016 referendum on 

UK membership of the EU. Rather than a breakdown in social order, then, it is this apparent impasse 

in the validity of opinion research towards which this enquiry is now oriented. In other words, my project 

has become more general, abstract, and interpretative, and less contingent, concrete, and prescriptive, 

since I began it in autumn 2012. It has been a highly enjoyable and informative change in tack, but one 

that has come at the cost of a year’s delay to my original completion schedule. I leave it to the reader to 

decide whether my shift away from the riots as an anchor for my research was ultimately ‘worth it’. 

Over the last four or so years of doctoral research, as well as the five years of university education 

before that, I have accumulated more professional and personal debts of gratitude than I can ever hope 

to repay. As any of my students will testify—and as I argue in this enquiry—I view social thought as a 

                                                   
2 Ostrowski 2015. 



11 
 

fundamentally collaborative and intersubjective enterprise. A truly exhaustive list of acknowledgments 

would thus take up as much space as the rest of this thesis, if not more, and even then I could not hope 

to express the full extent of my thankfulness to everybody on it. So I shall have to restrict myself to 

saying only a few words of deep appreciation here. First, to my academic colleagues and mentors. My 

highest personal and intellectual debt is to my supervisor Michael Freeden, whose incomparable 

kindness, patience, and generosity has helped me through even the most difficult moments of my 

project’s evolution over the last four years. I do not think it would have been possible for me to pursue 

this DPhil in the way that I have done with anyone else at Oxford, and I will be forever grateful to him 

for showing me that ‘another political theory is possible’—both in our discipline as a whole, and at our 

institution in particular. Many warm thanks also go to my academic advisor Cécile Fabre, whose keen-

eyed criticism has helped me prune some of the more outlandish turns of phrase in my verbal arboretum 

(verboretum?), and uncover some of the more glaring faux-pas resulting from my methodological 

commitments. I am also extremely grateful to Simon Caney and Jeremy Waldron for their support in 

the early years of my DPhil project, and to my Confirmation of Status examiners, Michael Biggs and 

Daniel Butt, for helping me clarify the scope of my project. 

I have been extremely fortunate to study with, and now work alongside, the outstandingly brilliant 

and engaging faculty members at the Department of Politics and International Relations since I started 

as a graduate student at Oxford in 2010, and I am especially grateful to Teresa Bejan, Gideon Elford, 

Liz Frazer, Lois McNay, Karma Nabulsi, Mark Philp, Marc Stears, and Stuart White for their help and 
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Crabbe, Amy Creese, James Cross, Simon Cuff, Ellen Doster, Robert Goode, Maya Graffy, Mary 
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A brief comment to close: My shift in research focus has led to a somewhat drastic increase in the 

density and intricacy of my prose style. I cannot claim ever to have written in a simplistic way—and I 

make no apologies for treating readers as intelligent adults capable of entertaining complex thought and 

expression—but I do recognise that a certain native Teutonic idiom may occasionally obscure the clarity 

of my writing. For this, I ask a certain measure of indulgence. I have had more than my fair share of 

insults directed at my writing style in the past, with pieces of my research described variously as “turgid”, 

“wearing”, “distant”, “donnish”, and (my personal favourite) “rebarbative”. I am not really in the mood 

for any more. In my experience, the academic fetish for clarity of expression is all too often a cipher for 

economy of thought, and the drive for parsimony symptomatic of a refusal to consider nuance and 

ambiguity of meaning. Social life is complex, and social theorising should have the latitude to embrace 

this complexity both in its content and its delivery. So to those who look askance at my diction below, I 

say only this: 

O voi ch’avete li ’ntelletti sani, 

mirate la dottrina che s’asconde 

sotto ’l velame de li versi strani. 

(“O all of you whose intellects are sound, 

look now and see the meaning that is hidden 

beneath the veil that covers my strange verses.”)3 

 

M.S.J.O. 

Oxford 

April 2017 

  

                                                   
3 Dante 2003, Canto IX.61-3. 
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Introduction: Twilight of the Pollsters 
 

 

IAN HISLOP: There’s no point in listening to anybody, I’ve decided this after reading 

newsprint for the last two years. Everyone was wrong about absolutely everything. … Nearly 

all political punditry, nearly all political analysis turned out to be completely wrong. So that 

means you just don’t have to read this stuff, you just guess! Everything they said would 

happen, didn’t happen. Everybody said Trump couldn’t possibly win, at every point, and it 

was all rubbish. No one knew anything! 

MAUREEN LIPMAN: Is that one good thing, that perhaps there’ll be no more polls, because 

they’re always wrong? 

CHARLIE BROOKER: What will they do instead of polls? They could just cut to a jazz band 

for five minutes… 

IAN HISLOP: I think we should do entrails! 

——Have I Got News For You, 11 November 20164 

 

 

MIKA BRZEZINSKI: Who are you consulting with consistently, so that you’re ready on day 

one? 

DONALD J. TRUMP: I’m speaking with myself, number one, because I have a very good 

brain and I’ve said a lot of things. … I know what I’m doing and I listen to a lot of people, 

I talk to a lot of people and at the appropriate time I’ll tell you who the people are. But my 

primary consultant is myself and I have a good instinct for this stuff. 

——‘Morning Joe’, MSNBC, 16 March 20165 

 

 

“I think the people in this country have had enough of experts from organisations with acronyms 

saying that they know what is best and getting it consistently wrong.”6 With these words, spoken during 

a Sky News interview on 3 June 2016, Michael Gove, then-Secretary of State for Justice and Lord High 

Chancellor of Great Britain, calmly staked out the dividing lines for the upcoming referendum on the 

UK’s membership of the European Union. Not, allegedly, left versus right, London versus the regions, 

                                                   
4 Brooker 2016. 
5 Trump 2016. 
6 Gove 2016. 



17 
 

rich versus poor, or young versus old—but expertise versus ‘common sense’. The monstrous irony that 

this casual indictment of the unanimous professional view of government, healthcare, academic, military, 

business, and labour sectors and associations came from a senior Conservative cabinet member was not 

lost on Gove’s interviewer, Faisal Islam. “Why should the public trust you over them?” Gove’s response 

simply sharpened the divide further. “I’m not asking the public to trust me, I’m asking the public to trust 

themselves. One of the striking things about this debate is that those who are arguing that we should 

remain have a vested financial interest in the operation of the European Union.” Not just experts versus 

the laity, then, but elites versus the people. “A faith in the British people to make the right decision.” 

Islam’s incredulity was palpable. “A blind faith! You’re treating the public as fools!” Gove’s retort was 

uncompromisingly populist. “You’re on the side of the elites, I’m on the side of the people.” 

Barely three weeks later, the UK voted 51.9% to 48.1% to leave the EU.7 This victory for ‘Leave’, 

won by the tightest of margins on a turnout of just over 72%, ignited debate in all corners of society 

about what the result of the referendum—only the third such nationwide expression of popular 

sovereignty in the UK’s history—actually meant for the country’s future. Even the notionally obvious 

meaning of the referendum, a narrow endorsement of ‘Brexit’, was called into doubt, with the narrowness 

of the result prompting shocked ‘Remainers’ (“the 48%”) to question how such a small majority could 

claim to speak for the whole UK, much to the defiant fury of the ‘Leavers’.8 This disunity in the popular 

mind was exacerbated by the stark regional divides across the UK, as Scotland, London, and Northern 

Ireland clearly voted ‘Remain’, but Wales and the rest of England tipped the balance towards ‘Leave’. A 

stream of public figures queried whether the vote was even binding, or merely advisory for parliamentary 

legislators who—as the people’s elected representatives, acting on their behalf in the ‘national interest’—

could appropriately refuse to pass the legislation needed to formalise the outcome. Questions over the 

decisiveness of the vote only increased with the emergence of a sizeable number of ‘Bregretters’—

‘Leavers’ who claimed to have changed their mind as the initial adverse effects of ‘Brexit’ became clear, 

or not to have ‘really meant it’, or to have misunderstood what their vote would entail, or who felt that 

they had been systematically misled by the leaders of the ‘Leave’ campaign, several of whom beat a hasty 

and undignified retreat from public life within the first fortnight after the referendum.9 Ultimately, the 

prolonged period of discord and uncertainty culminated in the relatively new Prime Minister Theresa 

                                                   
7 Electoral Commission 2016. 
8 Vulliamy 2016. 
9 Dearden 2016. 
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May calling a snap election for 8 June 2017, which de facto became something of a single-issue campaign, 

with various parties coalescing around support for ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ Brexit variants, as well as a few that 

defended ‘continuity Remain’.10 For a procedure intended to establish conclusively the public’s view on 

EU membership, the referendum seemingly created far more uncertainty than it helped to dispel. 

The referendum result was profoundly earth-shattering, not least because it went against the ‘run 

of play’ in the opinion polls leading up to the vote. Although the economic and political fallout from the 

vote—including a sterling crash on the currency markets, and leadership changes and challenges in 

several political parties—rather drowned this out, 23 June 2016 was a minor disaster for the opinion 

polling industry, which on the eve of the referendum had confidently predicted a ‘Remain’ victory by a 

margin of between 3 and 10%.11 This failure came hot on the heels of the ‘Pollsterdämmerung’ (‘twilight 

of the pollsters’) of 7 May 2015, where the final polls before the UK general election declared a statistical 

tie between the Conservative and Labour parties, and predicted a hung parliament favouring a left-wing 

‘rainbow coalition’, while the actual vote produced a Conservative lead of 6.3%, and a Conservative 

government with a working majority of 16.12 In fact, 2015 and 2016 were something of a biennium 

horribile for the opinion polling industry the world over. In the Israeli and Danish general elections, the 

opinion polls up to the eve of voting also noticeably underestimated the performance of right-wing 

parties (Likud and the Dansk Folkeparti) relative to the actual results, and spectacularly failed to predict 

the overall outcomes.13 Then, in the U.S. presidential election, Donald Trump won a shock Electoral 

College victory over Hillary Clinton in spite of the latter’s 2.1% lead in the nationwide popular vote, in 

contrast to the consistent lead of up to 7% (and commanding overall victory) Clinton had been predicted 

to achieve in opinion polls and poll aggregators for several months before the vote.14 Despite several 

high-profile attempts to discover and remedy the inadequacies and inaccuracies in polling methodology 

that led to these repeated mistakes, the polling industry’s credibility has been comprehensively 

undermined. Moreover, the hegemonic status of opinion polls themselves, as purportedly the best (or 

the only valid) mechanism to ‘take the temperature’ of the public’s prevailing mood in the interstices 

between elections and referendums, has been profoundly called into question. 

  

                                                   
10 BBC News 2017. 
11 Cooper 2016; Ipsos MORI 2016. 
12 BBC News 2015; Ostrowski 2015. 
13 Central Election Committee of the 20th Knesset 2015; Danmarks Statistik 2015. 
14 Federal Election Commission 2017; NBC News 2016. 
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§1. The fractured field of opinion research 

 

The effect of these (and other) moments of shock and uncertainty has been to throw into sharp 

relief several latent but unresolved questions about the concept and status of ‘mass opinion’ as a social 

phenomenon. Mass opinion—i.e., judgments formed and expressed by members of the masses of people 

living in society—has, of course, existed in various forms throughout the course of human history. But 

it is in the transition to late modernity that mass opinion has gained a position of truly central societal 

importance. With surging population growth, intensifying information and communication networks, 

and the steady proliferation of political accountability and participation (e.g., elections, referendums) 

and global economic expansion (e.g., trade, stock and commodity markets), a significant and ever-

increasing number of the areas of social life have become subject to mass insight and (to a lesser extent) 

influence. This, in turn, has brought about far-reaching social transformations—especially, but not 

exclusively, in the democratic polities and capitalist economies of the global North. Laws, policies, and 

institutions, as well as the figures in charge of them, strive and compete for broad popular support as a 

major criterion to measure their value and legitimacy. Similarly, the actions of state and other large 

organisations are frequently cast in terms of achieving some ‘common good’, defined as furthering the 

collated interests of at least a majority of the wider population. As a result, mass opinion has come under 

ever more careful scrutiny, with the emergence of a vast array of sophisticated methods of observation, 

including opinion polls, as well as attitudes surveys, gauges of consumer and investor sentiment, &c. At 

the same time, a growing number of mechanisms have developed whose sole purpose is to understand 

and shape mass opinion—to sway the hearts and minds of the people—on an ever-larger scale, through 

public information, propaganda, advertising, nudging, and other forms of social messaging.15 

The questions about mass opinion that have been brought to the fore by these recent events 

concern its definition—i.e., ‘what it is’—and its social function—i.e., ‘what to do with it’. The continued 

inadequacy of current ways of measuring mass opinion, and the enduring tension between plebiscitary 

and representative modes of democratic authorisation, have created something of a vacancy for new 

responses to these questions. From the standpoint of socially-engaged academic research, there is thus 

a clear and urgent theoretical imperative to better understand the concept of mass opinion, and offer 

such a new response. Yet historically, the importance of mass opinion in social practice has only been 

                                                   
15 Bernays 2005; Bernays 2011; Thaler and Sunstein 2008. 
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captured from time to time by trends in social research. In fact, it would be fair to say that the concept 

is currently passing through a period of relative obscurity in academic research that sits radically at odds 

with its new prominence in ‘the real world’. As Michael Freeden observes, there is a reductive anti-

vernacular tendency in contemporary social research, which “overemphasise[s] the gap between amateur 

and professional […] thinking, while focusing on the latter”.16 This tendency treats mass opinion as (at 

best) a blank, incidental backdrop to ‘real’ or ‘actually important’ thought and communication—a passive 

audience, not a dialogical participant, to be informed or steered, perhaps, but never listened to, on 

account of its sheer marginalisation from ‘what matters’ (to use Derek Parfit’s hubristic phrase).17 Where 

it does consider mass opinion, social research generally only takes into account the fact of its existence, 

and maybe the superficial manifestations of its content, but rarely the processes of its formation and 

expression, and almost never any sense of its valuable contribution to social discourse. 

This situation is not helped by the fact that the field of opinion research is characterised by an 

uncommonly divergent set of traditions. Even before the first ‘waves’ of democratisation in the modern 

era, and the entrenchment of ever-wider mass participation in political institutions, ‘what people think’ 

has featured consistently among the concerns of social enquiry.18 But different forms of social research—

from moral philosophy to critical theory to political science—have historically engaged with the concept 

in vastly different ways. These divergent trajectories have left their mark on the ways in which these 

traditions treat mass opinion currently. Within political philosophy, mass opinion has been subsumed 

into post-Enlightenment treatments of the public sphere, which in turn have become dominated by the 

liberal discourse of public reason.19 Among critical theorists, mass opinion (if it appears at all) receives 

only cursory analysis as a contingent, manipulated product of underlying social forces, and is given fairly 

short shrift.20 In political science, the two main opinion research journals, Public Opinion Quarterly and 

the International Journal of Public Opinion Research, have abandoned the febrile methodological enquiries 

that filled the pages of their early volumes, and retreated to neurotic introspection about their reasons 

for existing, or increasingly derivative applications of existing methods to the social phenomena du jour.21 

                                                   
16 Freeden 2013, p.32. 
17 Bernays 2005, pp.37-41; Parfit 2011. 
18 Eisenstein 1979; Glynn et al. 2016, pp.26-40; Habermas 1989a; Herbst 1993, p.52; Lewis 2001, pp.21-4; Peters 1995. 
19 Gaus 1996, 2011; Larmore 2002; Lister 2013; Quong 2013; Rawls 2001. 
20 Adorno and Horkheimer 1979; Adorno et al. 1950; Asher 1998; Benjamin 1985; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1992, 1996; 
Foucault 1977a; Habermas 1989a; Siune and Kline 1975. 
21 Davison and Bredemeier 1957; Druckman, Mathiowetz, and Silverstein 2011; Singer and Schuman 1987. 
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When surveying the field of opinion research, then, it becomes easy to dismiss it as a fragmented 

wreck of patchwork incongruity. While, ordinarily, pluralism is an indicator of disciplinary health, the 

divergence regarding mass opinion has started to damage the field’s overall integrity. It becomes difficult 

for authors to have meaningful conversations about mass opinion if their research interests, orientations, 

and even terminology share almost no common ground—e.g., the anti-absolutist optimism of Jeremy 

Bentham versus the blithe elitism of Edward Bernays or the wary circumspection of Elisabeth Noelle-

Neumann.22 It thus comes as no surprise that, in the majority of cases, they do not try to do so. It is not 

so much that these traditions are all talking past each other within the same ‘field’ as that they are having 

mutually unintelligible and mistrustful conversations within entirely different (and barely adjacent) ones. 

Of course, this situation is no more than a particularly strong example of the pernicious trend towards 

an academic ‘division of labour’. As with Adam Smith’s pin manufacturers, the appropriation of this 

economic practice was meant to increase academic professionalism, productivity, and insight.23 In reality, 

however, whatever its successes on this front, it has proved predominantly a recipe for siloisation, 

wasteful reduplication, and interdepartmental warfare. Instead of making better pins, researchers have 

ended up dancing on their heads. In their quest to act as what Stuart White calls ‘democratic 

underlabourers’—although in some cases their democratic credentials are seriously in doubt—they have 

largely lost sight of the need for interdisciplinary collaboration, syncretism, and exchange.24 In short, 

they all under-labour, but nobody oversees. 

There is no good reason for this to be the case, within opinion research or any other field. Or 

rather, for this still to be the case: within opinion research, at least, some attempts have been made to 

‘reach across the aisle’ between disciplines, even if only to recognise the sheer extent of methodological 

divergence now characterising the field. The political philosopher James Fishkin, in The Voice of the 

People and When the People Speak, catalogues the disparities that exist in contemporary polities between 

formal mechanisms of popular empowerment and opportunities for popular discussion. He focuses 

especially on the limitations of opinion polls in enabling people to formulate “informed judgments” 

about social issues, and proposes a National Issues Convention and model of “deliberative polling” that 

seeks to remedy this deficit.25 Vincent Price, a communications theorist, acknowledges in his slim-line 

                                                   
22 Bernays 2005, 2011; Cutler 1999; Noelle-Neumann 1974, 1984. 
23 Smith 1999a, pp.109-16. 
24 White 2003, p.29. 
25 Fishkin 1995; Fishkin 2009. 
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volume Public Opinion the sheer variety of approaches to opinion research, and characterisations of its 

object, currently ‘in play’. Price offers an overview of the problems and ambiguities that these approaches 

have historically had to confront, as well as the solutions they have attempted—including the extent of 

popular competence, rival conceptions of mass opinion’s ‘authorship’, and debates over how it should be 

measured.26 Finally, Slavko Splichal, another communications theorist, traces a painstaking path 

through the methodological history of opinion research in his magisterial tome Public Opinion: 

Developments and Controversies in the Twentieth Century, uncovering several neglected traditions in the 

process. He analyses the often fraught relationship between mass opinion and democracy, covering 

theories of the social will, participation, and surveillance, and highlights the crucial role of opinion polls 

and the mass media in creating and institutionalising popular views.27 

Each of these attempts, in its own way, makes a case for the divergences within opinion research 

to be reconciled. However, their contributions to such a reconciliation either tend to end there, or (where 

present) are surprisingly limited in scope and insight. Fishkin limits his substantive recommendations 

to the vague panacea of introducing a stronger conception of the public sphere to the polling process, 

defined in exclusively discursive—and extremely liberal—terms as a site of democratic deliberation.28 He 

also sidesteps the question of how people acquire the views they exchange in these deliberations, and 

fails to engage with the methodological challenges posed to polling as a way to understand and measure 

mass opinion. Price, meanwhile, seeks to bring clôture to the methodological plurality he has described 

with the somewhat jarring (and unsupported) exhortation to find which of the many approaches and 

characterisations is closest to the ‘right’ one—in his view, some variant of opinion polling.29 In doing so, 

he merely exacerbates the mutual mistrust and hostility between different opinion research traditions, 

and further prolongs the wait for their meaningful reconciliation. And Splichal fails to leverage his 

wealth of historical research into a clear programme, with his account petering out into somewhat tame 

proposals for media “democratisation and regulation”.30 He misses the opportunity to acknowledge that 

mass opinion is a complex phenomenon, retaining vestiges of all the functions that historical research 

methods have sought to attribute to it, and does not really consider any alternatives to polling that may 

be better placed to capture these complexities. In short, while all three authors clearly illustrate the need 

                                                   
26 Price 1992. 
27 Splichal 1999. 
28 Fishkin 1995, pp.161-81; Fishkin 2009, pp.25-32, 82-97. 
29 Price 1992, pp.90-1. 
30 Splichal 1999, pp.293-312. 
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to resolve the divergences between traditions, their attempts at laying the theoretical groundwork for 

doing so are ultimately unconvincing. 

At the same time, even these attempts have been largely drowned out by the ‘major players’ in 

opinion research. These have predominantly remained inward-facing, operating within familiar 

paradigms of ‘their’ forms of social thought—with the overwhelming majority of researchers working in 

the political- and social-scientific tradition. To name only a few: for political philosophy, Nancy Fraser 

lies at the forefront of moves to develop a deliberative, collective understanding of mass opinion rooted 

in positive and critical appraisals of the bourgeois public sphere, most recently in Transnationalising the 

Public Sphere.31 For critical theory, Pierre Bourdieu articulates perhaps the most extreme dismissal of the 

idea that mass opinion is fully described by the content of opinion polls in his essay ‘Public Opinion 

Does Not Exist’, instead advocating greater consideration of the unquestioned and ‘uncontroversial’ 

doxas that shape people’s thought.32 And for political science, John Zaller has developed a highly 

psychologised account of opinion-formation in The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion.33 None of them 

(nor their interlocutors) makes a serious or sustained attempt to engage across disciplinary boundaries, 

let alone move towards reconciling their methodological disagreements in any way. 

The attempts undertaken hitherto to reconcile different opinion research traditions have been so 

unpersuasive because they have gone about doing so in rather the wrong way. The approach of authors 

like Fishkin, Price, and Splichal can be described as ‘derivative’ or ‘superficial’ (oberflächlich), as they 

collate what the available literature has to say about mass opinion, distil the results into presentable form, 

and wait for novel conclusions to emerge from them, mostly without considering the often contradictory 

deeper methodological origins and foundations of the different approaches they are trying to combine. 

This seems an unlikely prospect, since the different traditions have grown so far apart that non-trivial 

conclusions that apply to all of them are hard to find. Simply taking a survey of the literature is not, as 

such, conducive to analysing mass opinion in a clear and comprehensive way. Indeed, these authors’ 

approaches have been noticeably limited, concentrating on only one or two traditions at the expense of 

all the others, in the hope of finding conclusions with at least some substantive depth and partial validity. 

All three acquiesce to the continued hegemony of opinion polling, either tout court (Price), or fused with 

concerns about public discussion (Fishkin) or the media (Splichal). But other traditions contribute 

                                                   
31 Fraser et al. 2014. 
32 Bourdieu 1977, pp.168-9; Bourdieu 1979, pp.124-30. 
33 Zaller 1992. 
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valuable insights of their own that can help researchers better understand mass opinion, and a full 

resolution to the fragmentation of opinion research must integrate them all to the greatest possible 

extent. What is needed is a syncretic theoretical approach, an overarching analytic framework that 

synthesises (and bridges the gaps between) different approaches to opinion research into an overarching 

social ‘picture’ of mass opinion. None of the attempts so far can support such a systematic, ‘joined-up’ 

account, which means the field of opinion research is still left waiting for its next agronomic revolution. 

 

§2. Renewing social analysis of mass opinion 

 

This is where the project presented here comes in. It takes up the challenge to find a joined-up 

account of how to understand the structure and creation of mass opinion that takes seriously, and engages 

with, insights from across the disciplines that have addressed the concept, and which can be applied to 

the questions about mass opinion raised by recent events. But, crucially, it inverts the way that this has 

been attempted so far. The approach that this project pursues is more ‘thoroughgoing’ (gründlich) or 

‘from-the-ground-up’ (von Grund auf) (hence ‘inversion’), in that it identifies the level of analysis at 

which a systematic account of mass opinion is supposed to operate, formulates a robust general analytic 

framework for this level, and applies this specifically to opinion research (and its many traditions). Of 

course, this project does not reject or minimise the contributions of moral philosophy, critical theory, 

and political science to opinion research. Quite the opposite: it aims to realise the explanatory potential 

of these contributions more effectively than has been achieved hitherto by situating them in a rigorous 

and broad-based theoretical framework. Rather than trying to derive its method cumulatively by grafting 

parts of existing research traditions onto each other, this project adopts an a priori methodological 

vantage-point from which to ‘zoom in on’ the concept of mass opinion, and incorporates as far as possible 

the insights of existing perspectives where they become relevant. This, then, is the project’s preliminary 

challenge: mass opinion is a complex phenomenon, and it must be theorised using an analytical framework 

capable of engaging fully with all opinion research traditions. 

The framework this project takes as the best way of attaining such a vantage-point is that of social 

theory. Social theory is a branch of social research that formulates comprehensive views of human 

societies by identifying the inner logics that characterise them and shape human social behaviour.34 Its 
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main advantage is that, once formulated, these societal models can be used to explicate a vast range of 

social phenomena, not just in atomised ‘closed-system’ isolation, but by situating each phenomenon in 

relation to the others in its context. In contrast to social science and moral philosophy, social theory is 

more interpretative and historical than positivist or prescriptive.35 It is not interested in statistical 

estimations based on observations of empirical data, as these only capture surface-level manifestations 

of societies and behaviour, nor in normative recommendations for their own sake, especially if these 

perpetuate or inadequately modify societies and behaviour because they fail to grasp or affect their deeper 

causes and origins. At the same time, unlike critical theory, ‘traditional’ social theory is interested in the 

construction, not deconstruction, of conceptual categories and frameworks.36 It is not satisfied with 

merely problematising existing understandings and the practices that depend on them, but rather aims 

to deliver revised understandings that can inform remedial practices and identify ameliorative solutions. 

It should be noted, by way of an ancillary complaint, that ‘social theory’ qua ‘theorising about 

society’ using comprehensive explanatory concepts and frameworks has lately fallen into neglect, and 

even disrepute. The institutional split, mutual miscomprehension, and even hostility, between ‘scientific’ 

and ‘philosophical’ branches of social thought has all but deafened social theorists on either ‘side’ to the 

other’s analytical tools and insights. Moreover, the crippling vogue of aggressive deconstructionism has 

forsaken any hints of structural rigidity and universal laws in social explication in favour of unpredictable 

postmodern agency, almost killing off attempts to offer large-scale, holistic, and longue-durée accounts 

of social phenomena, and reducing theorists to ‘tinkering at the edges’ in the semi-privatised peripheries 

of their respective disciplines. Nonetheless, there are some, including Anthony Giddens and Roberto 

Mangabeira Unger, who have tried to resurrect and rejuvenate social theory as an analytic approach, and 

to relegitimise comprehensive, society-level thinking as the best way to understand phenomena with 

complex, society-wide effects.37 

But it is not the stated aim of this project to address the ‘decline of social theory’ directly, nor to 

defend the need to rediscover it as a form of theorising. Rather, its argument is twofold: (1) mass opinion 

is exactly the kind of phenomenon with complex societal origins and implications that social theory 

ought to study; and, relatedly, (2) social theory is the best approach to use to provide a comprehensive 

                                                   
35 This combines a distinction made by Freeden with the terminology of the dividing lines in early sociological theory. See 
Freeden 2012; Freeden 2013, pp.20, 51-7; Simmel 1977; Weber 1978, pp.4-23. 
36 The ‘traditional-critical’ divide in social theory is a convenient shorthand derived from Max Horkheimer’s original distinction. 
See Geuss 1981; Horkheimer 1972. 
37 See, for instance, Giddens 1987; Unger 2004. 
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account of mass opinion. This project’s challenge can thus be refined into a core claim: mass opinion is a 

social phenomenon, and it can be best theorised using the analytical framework of social theory. In this respect, 

this project addresses an internal lacuna within opinion research itself, namely that a social theory of 

mass opinion has not been attempted for some time. It is remarkable, but nonetheless true, that the last 

point at which serious and innovative consideration was given to mass opinion as a social phenomenon 

with a complex inner logic was in the highly fertile engagements among (and between) German and 

American theorists in the early 20th century—such as Ferdinand Tönnies in Critique of Public Opinion, 

Walter Lippmann in Public Opinion and The Phantom Public, and John Dewey in The Public and its 

Problems.38 With the possible exception of Herbert Blumer’s brief article ‘Public Opinion and Public 

Opinion Polling’, the passing comments in Herbert Marcuse’s notorious essay ‘Repressive Tolerance’, 

or Jürgen Habermas’s account in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, there has been a near-

total dearth of novel social theorising about mass opinion since the late 1920s.39  

The effects of this lacuna have taken the form of two concrete trends: opinion research has (both 

consciously and via disciplinary inertia) gradually distanced itself from social theory; and social theory, 

insofar as it is ‘done’, has become increasingly dismissive of, and uninterested in, mass opinion. For the 

first trend, vast forward leaps in statistical and social-scientific methods and technology have encouraged 

academic understandings of mass opinion to become oriented strongly towards “the distribution of 

beliefs, their aggregation, and variation”, measured through attitudes surveys and opinion polls, turning 

‘opinion research’ disproportionately into the study of polling techniques and results.40 Undoubtedly, 

this has been driven by the increased prominence of the opinion polling industry—which can be traced 

with rare specificity to George Gallup’s very public victory over Literary Digest magazine in predicting 

the outcome of the 1936 U.S. presidential election—and, in turn, explains the continued synonymy 

between ‘mass opinion’ and ‘polling’ in popular usage. With the second trend, the normative shadow 

over mass opinion in social theorising is a legacy of the so-called ‘Almond-Lippmann consensus’. This 

‘consensus’ represented a methodological congruence between the ‘theoretical’ and ‘scientific’ branches 

of the discipline that agreed on three things: (1) mass opinion is volatile and irrational, shifting erratically 

in response to the most recent social developments; (2) mass opinion is incoherent, lacking an organised 

and consistent structure to the extent that many individual views are best described as ‘nonattitudes’; 

                                                   
38 Dewey 2012; Hardt and Splichal 2000; Lippmann 1993; Lippmann 2010. 
39 Blumer 1948, pp.542-9; Habermas 1989a; Marcuse 1969; Splichal 2001b, pp.44-8. 
40 Freeden 2003, p.39. 
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and (3) mass opinion is devoid of interest, susceptible to manipulation and irrelevant to policy-making 

processes, ignored by political leaders because most people can neither “understand nor influence the 

very events upon which their lives and happiness are known to depend”.41 While the methodological 

influence of the consensus itself has waned since the 1960s, its normative effect has proved considerably 

more durable: social theory as a whole has yet to catch up with the more favourable view of mass opinion 

in contemporary social (especially political and economic) practice. Each of these trends has their own 

particular pernicious effects on the conception of mass opinion in the field of ‘opinion research’, and it 

is above all these effects that this project sets out to redress.  

All in all, then, this thesis not only addresses an extremely (albeit unjustifiably) neglected topic, 

but takes a fairly novel approach to doing so. But it does so in the firm belief, to paraphrase John 

Thompson, that “[s]ocial theory has as much to offer [opinion] research as it has to gain from it”.42 Also, 

like Thompson, the analysis below aims to maintain a degree of judicious pluralism with respect to the 

intellectual sources and traditions that inform its argument. The existing modes of social theory and 

opinion research are deficient and problematic in different ways at different points, which means that 

offering a new social theory of mass opinion can benefit from adding the insights of a diverse set of pre-

existing schools of thought. Here, these include—but are by no means limited to—the frameworks of 

‘traditional’ and critical social and sociological theory, ideology theory and ideology critique, media 

theory and mediology, political and social psychology, and neuroscience. What unites them, or at least 

the parts that are relevant to this analysis, is a shared interest in how opinions emerge in society. Or, 

more specifically, they share—despite their diverse areas of enquiry—a common orientation towards the 

central question that concerns opinion research: what determines whether, and how, people have opinions 

about something (as opposed to having others, or not having them at all)? As an interpretative intervention 

in the field of opinion research, this analysis takes this question as the core impetus for, and framework 

of, its enquiry. But as an application of social theory, it also turns its focus away from merely studying 

superficial “results” (and their correlations), or “concrete and observable forms of human conduct”, and 

towards examining the underlying social processes that bring them about.43 In other words, while ‘having 

opinions’ may well be a ‘surface-level’ phenomenon, this analysis takes ‘determination’ to refer to “deep-

structure” logics of social explication of the kind endorsed by Giddens, Unger, and others in their vein. 

                                                   
41 Almond 1968; Converse 1964; Lippmann 1955. 
42 Thompson 1995, p.7. 
43 Freeden 2003, p.39; Splichal 1999, p.262. 
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§3. Occupation, class, and mass opinion 

 

But these research questions are extremely broad, and the limited scope of this enquiry requires 

them to be given a narrower focus. To provide this focus, the enquiry turns again to the debates that 

followed the result of the UK’s EU membership referendum. Central to these debates was the question 

of whether, as Gove insinuated, the referendum was less a judgment on Europe than a mutiny by the 

British people against their own establishment. Some endorsed this interpretation, either in gloating 

tones—“an uprising … against those who rule”—or with a sense of harried disquiet—“a working-class 

revolt”.44 Certainly, measured by social grade classifications, which categorise voters into both 

occupational groups and classes, there was some correlation between voters’ socioeconomic situation and 

how they voted: 57% of the higher “AB” social groups (managerial, administrative, and professional 

occupations) voted for ‘Remain’, while 64% of the “C2DE” lower groups (skilled and unskilled manual 

and causal occupations) favoured ‘Leave’.45 Others, however, pointed out that the leaders of the ‘Leave’ 

campaign—such as Gove himself, as well as Nigel Farage and Boris Johnson—were themselves members 

of a “neoliberal elite” and “establishment” that had “revelled in the destruction of the working-class 

communities and cultures” they now claimed to stand for. Far from representing a “victory against the 

elite”, they argued, ‘Brexit’ and its effects would simply empower the elite to enact policies that would 

“hurt the working class far more” than the EU ever could.46 In other words, rather than the visions of 

society presented by the ‘Remain’ and ‘Leave’ campaigns representing a ‘class divide’ between ‘elites’ and 

‘the people’, as Gove claimed, the referendum’s true classist aspect lay in the competition among elites 

to ‘inform’ and ‘guide’—or, pejoratively, ‘manipulate’ and ‘distort’—mass opinion, which cross-cut UK 

society far more subtly than the voting tendencies for social grade classifications suggest. 

This thesis takes its cue from the occupational and classist divides supposedly revealed in this 

particular ‘moment’ of mass opinion-expression, and extrapolates from them a useful general angle onto 

the social analysis of mass opinion. The deep structures on which it focuses—and which it argues play a 

significant role in explicating whether, and how, people have opinions—are those associated with social 

occupations and social classes. In other words, in choosing a specific social-theoretical approach with which 

to theorise mass opinion, this enquiry aligns itself with traditions in social thought which argue that the 
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occupations people hold and class positions they occupy substantially determine social phenomena in 

general, and applies this to the specific consideration of whether people have opinions, and what opinions 

they have. Given the particular kind of social analysis this account formulates, then, the opinion research 

question can be rephrased to accommodate this precise steer: what is the effect of social occupation and class 

on whether, and how, people have opinions about something (as opposed to having others, or not having them 

at all)? 

Of course, on a basic level, the suggestion that someone’s social class translates into the opinions 

they have is fairly intuitive. Moreover, the idea that class divisions manifest themselves as differences 

within mass opinion has long been seriously entertained by social theorists and scientists alike—even if, 

following Arthur Kornhauser, there is rather less agreement on what these differences actually are.47 

There are clear, and often entirely logical, correlations between an individual’s social class and the 

substantive views they hold on issues such as taxation and redistribution, civil liberties, identity politics, 

nationalism versus globalism, &c.48 Insofar as this account engages in orthodox class analysis, there may 

therefore be justifiable questions raised about where its innovative aspects lie. At the same time, 

occupation and class are far from the only categories of social identity and ‘groupness’ that might 

reasonably be expected to have an effect on the opinions that people have. Human beings are also 

differentiated by other aspects of their existence that gain contingent social significance, like biological 

characteristics (age, health, bodily ability, skin pigmentation, reproductive organs, &c*), geography 

(localities, regions, nations, continents), or time-periods (generations, civilisations, eras, ‘stages’).49 This 

raises further questions as to why a social analysis should focus on class over these other categories. In 

fact, academic interest in class analysis of mass opinion has varied significantly over time, as traced by 

Leslie McCall and Jeff Manza—and it has especially declined since the appearance (and wide 

acceptance) of Ronald Inglehart’s thesis regarding the ascendancy of post-materialism and non-class 

social cleavages.50 

The analysis below addresses these questions implicitly throughout, but a brief explicit response 

can be provided here. Simply put, this enquiry is not interested in adding to existing analyses of the 

                                                   
47 Kornhauser 1950. See also Goldberg 2011; McCall and Manza 2011; Negt and Kluge 1998; Wilson 1955. 
48 Bourdieu 2010; Goldthorpe 2002; Kellner 2014; McCall 2013; Sijuwade 2007. 
49 This list—especially for contingently significant biological characteristics—is not meant to be exclusive or exhaustive. Like 
every text, this analysis is a product of its time, and one way to address as-yet-unthinkable absences from this list for the benefit 
of future readers is by adding an asterisk to the ‘&c’ after the currently-popular model ‘LGBT*’ or ‘LGBTQIA*’. 
50 Inglehart 1977; McCall and Manza 2011. 
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superficial correlations between individuals’ social occupation and class and the specific substantive 

opinions they hold. Rather, it focuses on deeper connections between social occupation and class and 

how, and why, individuals come to hold the opinions they do. Opinion research hitherto has for too long 

skirted the issue of analysing the mechanisms by which social occupation and class affect the processes 

by which opinion is formed and expressed. In response, then, to the more precisely-formulated opinion 

research question above, this account argues that social occupation and class affect subjects’ opinions by 

determining: (1) the values and attitudes that orient their opinions, and the information they acquire 

and to which their opinions respond, which together create the basic pictures subjects have of the world 

around them; (2) the way subjects use their personality, emotion, and reason to form these pictures into 

more complex opinions; and (3) the way subjects use their own bodies and physical media to express the 

opinions they have formed. Since subjects amass a range of multiple occupational positions and class 

situations (simultaneously or over the course of their lives), they have to reconcile several competing 

versions of this determination every time they form and express an opinion. This places them on a 

spectrum ‘between foxes and hedgehogs’, to paraphrase and analogise a distinction popularised by Isaiah 

Berlin. Subjects’ experience of the world through the occupations and class situations they hold is not 

so diverse (quasi foxes) that they can draw straightforwardly on “unrelated and even contradictory […] 

centrifugal” outlooks, “moving on many levels”—i.e., a “scattered or diffused” syncretic or synoptic range 

of values, attitudes, information, and means to form and express their opinions. But on the other hand, 

their experience is not so dominated by one occupational and classist experience (quasi hedgehogs) that 

they only rely consistently on “a single central vision, one system, less or more coherent or articulate”—

i.e., “a single, universal, organising” set of values, attitudes, information, and means to form and express 

their opinions.51 This means that mass opinion is characterised by significant pluralism at every stage of 

its creation—its orientation, objects, formation, and expression—as a direct result of subjects’ diverse 

occupations and class situations in late modernity. 

Implicitly, this response contains an affirmative assumption: social occupation and class do 

determine whether, and how, people have opinions, and what kinds of opinions they have. But it does 

not stop there. Rather, it aims to go beyond both the basic intuition about a class-opinion link, and the 

status quo of social research. It does so by reorienting the way occupation and class is theorised for social 

theory tout court, and leveraging this into a more detailed specification of how they affect mass opinion. 
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First, it broadens theoretical understandings of social differentiation and stratification beyond their 

characterisation in narrowly economic terms. In social settings, human beings are differentiated by, and 

stratified according to, asymmetries of power, which are created by unequal distribution of material 

resources, and imbalanced arrangements of relational linkages to others. This account does not, however, 

define the classes these create exclusively in terms of income and wealth distributions (the ‘neo-

Weberian’ approach) and labour exploitation (the ‘neo-Marxist’ approach), but follows Bourdieu and 

others in giving the concept of class a broader social rooting.52 Second, it steers social theory away from 

broad views of class and towards more granular consideration of occupations as the primary categories 

of social analysis. In doing so, it adopts what David Grusky calls a ‘neo-Durkheimian’ approach, 

disaggregating “big classes” into their constituent institutionalised groupings of “technically similar” 

jobs, or other roles, which share “general functions and principal duties and tasks”.53 Third, it explores 

how occupation and class intersect with the processes by which people form and express opinions, rather 

than just the correlations between class and the opinions people have, taken simply as outcomes. It 

achieves this through a fusion of basically structuralist insights on socialisation, and the creation of 

subjecthood, with psychological and communications-theoretical analyses of how opinions are formed 

and expressed. 

Regarding the other social categories, it cannot be stressed enough that the occupational and 

classist focus of this analysis should not be read in any way as a ‘slight’ to, or cavalier dismissal of, urgent 

concerns of age, ability, race, gender, sexual orientation, &c*, in society. It is, of course, undeniable that 

these categories have a major role to play in determining what opinions people have, and almost certainly 

also on how they form and express them. Indeed, various traditions within opinion research have focused 

extensively on the impact of non-class social markers within their ‘parts’ of mass opinion—perhaps most 

prominently Fraser’s criticism of Habermasian public sphere theory for brushing over the existence of 

female ‘counterpublics’, and the regular enquiries by Darren Davis, Brian Silver, and others into the 

effects of racial differentials on the interactions of survey questioners and respondents.54 In the same 

vein, a full social theory of mass opinion would also take these effects into account, along with the 

intersections of these effects with those of the occupational and class structures analysed here. In this 
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light, it is worth making absolutely clear that the focus on occupation and class in this enquiry should 

on no account be taken as a suggestion either that non-class categories of social differentiation can be 

simply reduced to occupational and class divisions, or that they should be theorised in identity terms in a 

way that is wholly independent of class analysis, to borrow a distinction made by Floya Anthias.55 It is 

merely that the drive for explanatory completeness is regrettably (but unavoidably) made subservient to 

a necessary economy of ambition within the bounds of this specific project. But while this occupational 

and classist analysis of mass opinion may not be the ‘full story’, it is, at least, a start. It is also, moreover, 

a highly profitable place to start, as it gives this project an opportune attachment to the present social 

conjuncture, as well as contemporary trends in social theorising. The last decade has seen the ‘return of 

class’ in social thought—in forms ranging from the economist Guy Standing’s work on the emerging 

‘precariat’, to political commentator Owen Jones’ discussion of the stereotyping of the British working 

class as ‘chavs’, as well as the well-publicised Great British Class Survey conducted by sociologist Mike 

Savage and his collaborators.56 Consequently, while this project remains open to exploring the 

intersectional aspects of the social basis of mass opinion in future, for now it is the occupational and 

class aspects of mass opinion that are given analytic ‘primacy’. 

A final note on terminology, namely: why use ‘mass opinion’ to describe this project’s 

analysandum? There is certainly no shortage of alternative terms. Philosophers of various stripes—most 

prominently post-Kantians such as G.W.F. Hegel and Martin Heidegger, and Marxists such as Antonio 

Gramsci—occasionally speak about ‘common sense’, in contrast to ‘truth’, ‘knowledge’, ‘authenticity’, &c.57 

Others, often following the lead of the utilitarians, focus on the idea of ‘collective interest’.58 Meanwhile, 

writers sensitive to the concept’s political possibilities, especially in the context of rapid demographic 

growth and densification, use the label ‘popular sentiment’—whence the soubriquet ‘Mr. Popular 

Sentiment’, with which Anthony Trollope satirised the social problem novelist Charles Dickens.59 More 

recently, social scientists with the same political sensitivity—including James Stimson, Michael 

MacKuen, Robert Erikson, and Robert Shapiro—have articulated their analyses in terms of the ‘national 

mood’, sharpening the concept’s implicit connection to the policy measures taken by the governments of 
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modern nation-states.60 Historically, of course, there were hopes that it would be possible to give this 

phenomenon meaningful legislative force within political institutions, which led early theorists of 

popular sovereignty—including Charles de Montesquieu and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, following Denis 

Diderot and Baruch Spinoza—to frame it as a societal ‘general will’, a concept whose echoes were still 

felt in the later plebiscitary theories of James Bryce and Carl Schmitt.61 And finally, perhaps most 

urgently, what about ‘public opinion’? Several of the authors already mentioned—Price, Splichal, 

Bourdieu, Tönnies, Lippmann, Blumer—and many others besides them frame their discussions of 

‘opinion’ through the lens of ‘publicness’ rather than ‘massness’, and it would be unconscionably cavalier 

to pretend that this decision is simply a matter of aesthetics or semantics, and nothing more. 

Put simply, this choice of language comes about as a result of this project’s methodological 

commitments. Because it is making an intervention that is, first and foremost, targeted at the 

contemporary status of opinion research, this project deliberately ‘buys into’ many of the 

methodological-individualist assumptions that currently characterise this field of study, which stem from 

the contingent hegemony within it of social-scientific methods of enquiry. In other words, it accepts the 

social-scientific view that ‘opinion’ on its own is prima facie an individualistic concept, and that processes 

of opinion-formation and expression fundamentally take place at an individual level. As Splichal has 

pointed out, this is a view that sets up an internal tension, or even “contradiction”, when individualist 

‘opinion’ is paired with “contrasting” collectivist or universalist modifiers such as ‘public’, ‘popular’, 

‘national’, ‘general’, &c.62 Instead of attempting the significant task of reconciling this contradiction, the 

analysis sidesteps the problem by using a modifier—‘mass’—that is compatible with both individualist 

and collectivist readings, and which, thanks to Zaller, already has precedent within opinion research.63 

Following Thompson, the term ‘mass’ “conjures up the image of a vast [group] comprising many 

thousands, even millions of individuals”—but individuals who are “passive” and “undifferentiated” 

members of ‘mass culture’ and ‘mass society’.64 There is no reason, as such, to portray the authorship of 

‘mass opinion’ either in “narrowly quantitative terms”, or as the product of a “bland and homogeneous” 

collective agent—or mass opinion itself as necessarily either a statistical aggregate or a “corporate social 
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entity”.65 Rather, the term ‘mass’ should be taken to mean that the ‘opinion’ it describes is, in principle, 

created by a plurality of authors—a “multitude”, to borrow Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s term—

who belong in some way to the population of a given society.66 

Of course, this is not to say that this contradiction is unimportant, or that the alternatives to ‘mass 

opinion’ are straightforwardly synonymous and interchangeable. Rather, it reflects a recognition that 

choosing one of the other terms as an analysandum would import a vastly more complex set of embedded 

assumptions and additional concerns, which would risk distracting from this project’s main aim of 

making a clear and rigorous contribution to opinion research simpliciter. ‘Mass opinion’ is thus, in some 

respects, a placeholder term that allows this project’s insights about individual opinions to be quickly 

and easily aggregated and scaled up to the societal level of analysis. So, all in all, it is more for reasons of 

parsimony than profound conviction that ‘mass opinion’ becomes the object of enquiry for this analysis. 

After all, in much sociological analysis—and, almost by definition, in all communitarian or left-political 

theory—individualism is typically treated as something of a methodological limitation, and this analysis 

is certainly not unsympathetic to its many potential problematisations. 

 

§4. Overview of this enquiry 

 

With this, it is now possible to give a brief overview of the structure of this analysis. The first two 

chapters detail this enquiry’s methodological approach and the object towards which it is oriented. 

 

I. Outline of a social theory: 

The thesis starts with a ‘methodology section’, which elaborates the chosen approach to analysing mass opinion. It defines 

‘the social’, or the field of enquiry of social theory, as the material and relational conditions (MRCs) of human subjects, 

and the implications these have for the workings of power. It refines this account by considering the way human agency 

interacts with ‘the social’, and formulates a model of how this agency is functionally divided into different activities (and 

domains), and occupations arranged into class stratifications, as well as how subjects are socialised into the functional 

‘roles’ created by these divisions. Finally, it offers a pair of starting hypotheses for how the concept of ‘opinion’ could fit 

into this model, which it breaks down into interrelated activities of ‘ideation’ (the creation of ideas, based on the action of 

‘thinking’) and ‘communication’ (the transmission of information, based on ‘articulation’).  
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II. The nature and basis of opinion:  

The analysis turns to examine the concept of ‘opinion’ on its own, along with the ways in which subjects in general form 

and express it. It begins by characterising ‘opinion’ as a form of discourse concerned with epistemological or evaluative 

judgment, which has as its object the mental ‘pictures’ that subjects have to represent their social environment. These 

mental pictures contain ‘verdicts’ about ‘the social’, and are created by the ‘marriage’ of subjects’ predispositions (values and 

attitudes) to information they acquire directly or indirectly from their environment. Subjects form opinions by 

transforming these ‘verdicts’ using a combination of three physiological and psychic elements, which together comprise 

their ‘means of thinking’: personality-traits, emotions, and reason. Subsequently, and separately, subjects express these 

opinions by converting their content into messages using a variety of physiological elements or resources in their 

environment, which fall into either of two categories of ‘means of articulation’: bodily organs and media. 

 

The remaining three chapters consider how the processes of opinion-formation and opinion-

expression outlined in chapter II are influenced by the structure of ‘the social’ in late modernity presented 

in chapter I. These influences are illustrated by a series of ‘case study’ vignettes interspersed periodically 

throughout the analysis, although readers may pass over these as non-essential parts of the argument. 

 

III. Experts in our own experience: pluralism in predispositions and information:  

This chapter examines how ‘the social’ affects the predispositions and information which subjects use to create the mental 

pictures of their environments. It suggests that subjects’ involvement in different social activities, and their occupational 

positions and class situations that frame this involvement, leads to them being endowed with particular norms and 

dispositions, and specific judgmental predispositions derived from them, which are defined and disseminated by a type of 

institutions called ‘discursive apparatuses’. Next, it argues that subjects’ occupational specialisation gives them a part of ‘the 

social’ about which they acquire information directly, and hence about which their opinions exhibit ‘expertise’ and 

discursive ‘originality’—but at the expense of relying on indirect information about the rest of ‘the social’, making their 

opinions about it ‘lay’ and discursively ‘dependent’ on a network of other subjects. Lastly, it looks at the several categories 

of individual subjects and groups that are especially influential in transmitting predispositions and information to other 

subjects in society: elites, peer-groups, the intelligentsia, ‘heroic individuals’, and a few others. It suggests that the 

pluralism in the predispositions and information that underpin mass opinion in late modernity is best characterised as 

multipolarity. 

 

IV. Are you thinking how we’re thinking?: pluralism in opinion-formation:  

Next, the analysis turns to explore how ‘the social’ determines which means of thinking subjects have access to when they 

form opinions based on the mental pictures of their environments. The chapter starts by arguing that, while personality-

traits, emotions, and reason all play some part in every subject’s opinion-formation processes, the degree and nature of 

subjects’ use of them varies significantly depending on which social activities they are involved in, and what occupations 

and class situations they hold. It then examines these differences for each means of thinking in turn. For personality, it 
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finds that, in general, subjects in higher versus lower social classes exhibit traits that a priori incline them more towards 

reasoned versus emotional thinking respectively, and towards ‘mixed’ versus ‘conservative’ readings of their mental 

pictures. With emotions, it argues that subjects in higher classes are generally more positive and comfortable in their 

established assessments of ‘the social’, while those in lower classes are more negative and prone to revising their views, at 

least in contingent circumstances. And with reason, the analysis suggests that higher-class subjects are more likely to think 

rationally (i.e., reasoning subjectively) in a way that relies on a full and diverse range of information, while lower-class 

subjects generally think more reasonably (i.e., reasoning intersubjectively) and restrict themselves to only a few ‘stand-out’ 

types of information. It thus describes the pluralism in the processes by which mass opinion is formed in late modernity in 

terms of multiformity. 

 

V. They have not fail’d to pester us with message: pluralism in opinion-expression:  

In the final chapter, the analysis examines how ‘the social’ affects which means of articulation subjects have access to when 

they express the opinions they have formed. As with the means of thinking, the chapter begins by outlining how, while 

bodily organs and media are all broadly available for every subject’s opinion-expression processes, the degree and nature of 

their use of them also depends extensively on the activities they are involved in, and the occupations and class situations 

they hold. Again, it assesses these differences for each means of articulation in turn. For bodily organs, it observes that 

subjects in higher classes tend to dominate those in lower classes for all forms of expression, but above all in the quality 

and quantity of verbal communication. And for media, it finds that higher-class subjects are similarly dominant, especially 

for printing, broadcast, and certain sui generis types of media, while lower-class subjects are slightly more able to ‘hold 

their own’ with (among others) written, electronic, and digital communication. The chapter closes by characterising the 

pluralism in the processes by which mass opinion is expressed in late modernity as multimodality. 

 

Finally, the analysis concludes with some observations for how the social model of mass opinion 

developed in this enquiry could be applied.  

 

Conclusion: Beyond the Pollsterdämmerung 

The analysis recapitulates the insights of this enquiry and considers how they can be used to improve the ways in which 

the concept of ‘mass opinion’ is theorised and treated in practice. It suggests that the various pluralisms this model has 

identified in mass opinion—its multipolarity, multiformity, and multimodality, which together give it an overarching 

multivocality—indicate promising trajectories for new forms of measurement to be integrated into opinion research. 

Moreover, it also finds in them possible opportunities for mass opinion to be emancipated by alleviating the occupational 

and classist asymmetries that still obtain within it in late modernity. 
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I. Outline of a social theory 
 

 

The premises from which we begin are not arbitrary ones, not dogmas, but real premises 

from which abstraction can only be made in the imagination. They are the real individuals, 

their activity and the material conditions of their life, both those which they find already 

existing and those produced by their activity. 

——Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels67 

 

 

Marx (and many others) was right in assuming that occupational position would be a major 

determinant of political orientation and class organisation in industrial society. … The 

changes in the class and political relations of developed societies may be analysed within 

the framework of an apolitical Marxism; that is, the assumption that the level of technology 

will determine their forms. 

——Seymour Martin Lipset68 

 

 

The first step towards providing a new social understanding of mass opinion that unifies the 

disparate strands of opinion research is to formulate an account of ‘the social’, and define a framework 

with which to analyse social phenomena. This enquiry has distanced itself from the uncritical 

methodological ‘superficiality’ of other opinion research traditions, which means that outlining a 

‘thoroughgoing’ approach to analysing mass opinion entails furnishing the concept with a new 

theoretical basis from within the wider domain of social research. Since social theory sets out to provide 

an analytic framework that can explicate far more than just the concept of mass opinion, this involves 

starting at a general, fundamental level of analysis, and gradually adding layers of complexity and 

refinement in order to ‘home in on’ the phenomenon of mass opinion. What follows here is thus 

intended as a prolegomenon, or a ‘methodology section’, for the remainder of this enquiry. To avoid any 

risk of unclarity later in the enquiry, this chapter lays out its social-theoretical framework in a way that 

is deliberately painstaking, and aims to situate and explain comprehensively and accurately the concepts 
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and terminology used in this analysis. It begins with an account of the conditions of subjects’ social 

existence, which comprise the resources by which subjects are surrounded and the linkages in which they 

are imbricated, and the effects these have on subjects’ power (§1). This account is refined by identifying 

systematic differences in the way that subjects interact with these conditions. These appear, firstly, as a 

division of ‘the social’ into several distinct activities, grouped into domains (§2), within which subjects 

are constituted by processes of socialisation (§3), and, secondly, as a division of these activities into sets 

of tasks associated with specific occupations, grouped into classes (§4). Each activity and occupation is 

associated with a particular form of power, based on specific distributions and arrangements of resources 

and linkages, and with a habitus that shapes how subjects act. Finally, the account turns to analyse the 

concept of mass opinion, and defines it as the outcome of two interlinked activities, ideation and 

communication, that together form the domain of discourse (§5). 

 

§1. Defining ‘the social’: material and relational conditions 

 

Every social theory needs a clear and parsimonious account of its field of enquiry. This analysis is 

no exception: if it is to provide a truly ‘thoroughgoing’ and ‘from-the-ground-up’ examination of mass 

opinion as a social phenomenon, it needs to revisit the most fundamental starting premises of social 

research. This may entail a little sacrifice of nuance and completeness, but should nonetheless offer a 

‘guiding principle’ (Leitfaden) or ‘conceptual notion’ (Auffassung)—in Karl Marx’s sense—for conducting 

this analysis.69 For present purposes, ‘the social’ is understood as referring to the material and relational 

conditions of human subjects. Human beings are surrounded by materials: physical, earthly substances that 

constitute the world, matter that is concretely present, including other humans, but specifically resources 

that can be used as tools, equipment, materiel, or in any other way as means. As Hannah Arendt 

observes, “human life […] is always rooted in a world of men and […] things which it never leaves or 

altogether transcends”.70 Subjects’ material conditions (MCs) describe the topography of their 

surroundings—i.e., how materials are distributed. At the same time, human beings are imbricated in 

relations: links that connect them, forms of comparison and involvement based on the existence of 

mutual contact, from contrast and opposition to correspondence and association. This is perhaps most 
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succinctly captured by Dewey: humans are “born organic beings associated with others”.71 Subjects’ 

relational conditions (RCs) designate the contours of their imbrications—i.e., how relations are arranged. 

Together, as a basic preliminary definition, these material and relational conditions (MRCs) constitute 

‘the social’ as the distribution of resources around human subjects, together with the arrangement of linkages 

between them. This distribution, and this arrangement, are what subjects are confronted with when they 

are ‘thrown’ (geworfen), or ‘particularised’ (besondert), into their place in the world—in Heidegger’s and 

Hegel’s terminology respectively—based on the physical and temporal conjuncture into which they are 

born.72 

On its own, however, this definition creates insufficient difference between ‘the social’ and what 

might be called ‘the natural’. As defined so far, MRCs would equally be candidates for natural- or 

physical-scientific as well as social analysis—MCs as objects of analysis for (e.g.) geology or mechanics, 

and RCs as concerns of (e.g.) ecology or population biology. This is unsurprising: materials and relations 

are complex phenomena, so it would be unusual (to say the least) to claim that social analysis has 

hegemonic or exclusive insight into either of them. Which form of analysis is chosen depends on what 

it is about MRCs that is to be analysed. Social theory is oriented towards human subjects, so its main 

perspective onto MRCs aims to identify their relevance for human subjects. This is the force of calling 

MRCs ‘conditions’, rather than ‘phenomena’ or ‘features’: they are conditions of human subjects in the 

sense of being conditions for them, i.e., conditions of concern to subjects, or conditions as far as they are 

concerned. Subjects interact, or engage, with ‘the social’ fundamentally by being affected by MRCs—a 

passive, or reactive, form of interaction that is ineluctable, and hence ‘of concern’, because of what 

Heidegger calls the “obstinacy” of the materials and relations in subjects’ context. What social theory 

explores is the points at which (and the ways in which) materials and relations become not just ‘present-

at-hand’ (vorhanden), casually or ‘observationally’ present for human subjects, but ‘ready-to-hand’ 

(zuhanden), integrally or ‘involvedly’ present in a way that immediately affects them.73 

The specific nature of this concern, which makes MRCs conditions for human subjects, and in 

which social theory is primarily interested, is that MRCs underpin, and determine the workings of 

power, and that social attributions of power emanate from the distribution of resources and arrangement 

of linkages among human subjects. Power is a diffuse concept that has been addressed in various (often 
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mutually unintelligible) ways across different social research traditions. Yet at their core, they can be 

reduced to two parallel, complementary interpretations of the concept as (1) an absolute capacity, often 

given the shorthand ‘power-to’, and as (2) comparative status, framed as ‘power-over’ or ‘power-with’.74 

These map closely onto the framework of MRCs. Power-as-capacity depends on whether, and how, 

human subjects ‘have’ the materials that surround them. Materials that are distributed proximally to, 

rather than distantly from, subjects permit power to concentrate around them as discrete entities within 

‘the social’. This includes their own bodies, which surround subjects in the sense that they ‘inhabit’ them, 

insofar as these can act as resources, or in any other way as means. Control over, disposal of, and access to 

materials allows subjects to accrue power-as-capacity by giving them a definite foundation from which, 

or vehicles through which, to wield or exercise it.75 (The ‘control’ aspect introduces a sense of materials 

‘belonging to’ subjects, so it makes sense to shift from talking about distributions of materials around 

subjects to distributions of capacities among them.) Meanwhile, power-as-status depends on whether, 

and how, human subjects are arranged towards one another by the relations in which they are imbricated. 

Relations that are arranged strongly in favour of subjects permit power to concentrate around them at 

their locations within ‘the social’ conceived in Michel Foucault’s sense as a “network”.76 This includes 

every form of contact with other subjects resulting from their subjective location, insofar as these can be 

characterised as linkages, or in any other way as connections. The existence of (de)privilege, 

(dis)advantage, or (im)balance within relations allows subjects to accrue power-as-status by giving them 

a comparative framework within which, and conduits through which, to wield or exercise it.  

The relationship between MRCs and power is not definitional or equivalential—rather, they are 

fluidly intertwined in a reciprocal formula of support and concretisation. MRCs ‘support’ power in the 

sense that subjects’ distribution of resources and arrangement of linkages translate into, or ‘give’ them, 

particular capacities and status(es). Conversely, power is ‘concretised’ through MRCs in the sense that 

subjects’ capacities and status(es) manifest as, or are ‘stored’ in, particular distributions of resources and 

arrangements of linkages. Neither translation nor manifestation are necessarily fixed or consistent, and 

the precise relationship between MRCs and power can vary significantly according to subjects’ precise 

physical and temporal contexts. For now, however, the main implication is that the definition of ‘the 
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social’ can be slightly expanded: material and relational conditions (MRCs), through their effect on 

power, constitute ‘the social’ as the distribution of resources and capacities among human subjects, together 

with the arrangement of linkages and statuses between them. 

 

§2. Social agency and the domains of social activity 

 

So far, so materialist. Social phenomena exist in a specific physical and temporal context shaped 

by the material and relational conditions (MRCs), and the distribution or arrangement of power, into 

which subjects are ‘thrown’. This, of course, includes ‘mass opinion’, and much of the analysis below is 

concerned with elucidating how mass opinion responds to, and becomes part of, subjects’ social context. 

But this description of ‘the social’ leaves social theory’s field of enquiry as-yet slightly underdetermined. 

Since social theory seeks to study human subjects in their totality, what is missing is the dynamic aspect 

of subjects’ interaction with ‘the social’—i.e., interaction understood as action. To capture this, and go 

beyond what is otherwise a fairly static account, the meaning of the term ‘conditions’ must be refined 

further. ‘The social’ as described above is pregnant with possibility: possible uses of materials and 

directions of relations, and possible wieldings or exercises of power. The realisation of this possibility 

requires a ‘spark’ that is not present in ‘the social’ conceived only as material and relational conditions, 

but must be ‘injected’ into it. This ‘activation’ of ‘the social’ requires human agency—in particular, agency 

that is purposive, in the sense that it serves a function (or functions), and is thus ‘designed’ to achieve some 

outcome, if not strictly always ‘purposeful’, in the sense that subjects may not always ‘intend’ the 

outcomes they achieve. In general terms, the purpose, and functions, towards which agency is oriented 

is straightforward: ‘dealing with’ MRCs, and their effects on power, as they present themselves to 

subjects in their physical and temporal contexts. As Dewey and Max Weber (among others) observe, it 

is purposive human agency and action that definitively take MRCs out of the realm of natural and 

physical science and into the ambit of social research.77 

The vital role of human agency as the additional dimension that completes what social theory 

explores is precisely what Marx notes in his Theses on Feuerbach, in a passage that Bourdieu highlights 

in the epigraph to his Outline of a Theory of Practice: 
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The chief defect of all previous materialism […] is that things [Gegenstand], reality, sensuousness 

are conceived only in the form of the object, or of contemplation, but not as human sensuous activity, 

practice, not subjectively.78 

Through the addition of agency, subjects convert ‘the social’ from a backdrop that frames their existence 

into a sphere of activity, and material resources and relational linkages from ‘conditions’ in the sense of 

causal determinants to ‘conditions’ as contingent parameters. (This is not to suggest that social action is 

always successful: subjects may well try and fail to achieve any outcomes whatsoever, intended or 

otherwise. Rather, the emphasis here is on the qualitative shift that takes place when subjects ‘act’ within 

their physical and temporal context.) It is the contrast between two senses in which MRCs are conditions 

for subjects that Heidegger has in mind when he identifies a semantic distinction between two 

connotations of the German word Umwelt: one as ‘environment’, and another as “in-order-to-world”, 

i.e., the world where human purposes are realised.79 Arendt, meanwhile, unifies this distinction by 

observing that the MRCs that act as subjects’ environment in their physical and temporal contexts are 

often “man-made” or “fabricated” rather than strictly natural:  

Things and men form the environment for each of man’s activities … yet this environment, the 

world into which we are born, would not exist without the human activity which produced it. … 

No human life, not even the life of the hermit in nature’s wilderness, is possible without a world 

which directly or indirectly testifies to the presence of other human beings.80 

That is to say: the precise nature of (some) subjects’ interaction with their environment is often the result 

of (other) subjects’ having exercised their purposive agency on it.  

Echoing Bourdieu, then, this social theory “insists” that its field of enquiry is at least partly 

“constructed, and … that the principle of this construction is practical activity oriented towards practical 

functions”.81 But purposive activity is not just an abstract phenomenon, and human agency is not an 

abstract attribute. Rather, both depend closely and essentially on the specific conditions of subjects’ 

‘thrownness’ (Geworfenheit) into the world. The social distribution of resources and capacities, and the 

arrangement of linkages and statuses is not just what subjects’ agency, and purposive activity, is oriented 

towards, but also precisely what ‘makes it possible’ for subjects—i.e., what ‘facilitates’, or ‘empowers’ 

them—to ‘take action’. Subjects’ environment, in other words, determines not just what they ‘act on’, 
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but also how they do so. While all subjects have a basic level of agency merely as living beings, the nature 

and degree of their control over, disposal of, and access to materials, and (de)privilege, (dis)advantage, 

or (im)balance within relations—and the way these translate into capacities and status(es)—determines 

how ‘large-scale’, ‘significant’, or ‘far-reaching’ the activity towards which they direct their agency can 

be. Again, as with the relationship between MRCs and power, the conversion of agency into action is 

not constant, but can vary according to subjects’ precise physical and temporal contexts. The main 

insight here, however, is that subjects’ MRCs not only provide a ‘framework’ for their agency, and the 

‘starting-points’ of their subjective purposive activity, but also determine the form(s) in which, and 

instruments with which, this activity can take place. 

Even more than MRCs, however, subjects’ agency depends on their physical embodiment. The 

human body is a unique material, since unlike tools, equipment, materiel, or other physical matter, it is 

not just a resource for subjects to use. It also possesses inherent biological, physiological, and 

psychological faculties that enable human agency, and which are exercised whenever subjects ‘act’. This 

is true of activity simpliciter within ‘the natural’, as well as activity that gains a ‘social’ character by being 

oriented towards the distribution of resources and capacities, and the arrangement of linkages and 

statuses. For them to be ‘able’ to ‘act’ at all, then, subjects need at least minimal control over, disposal 

of, and access to the material(s) comprising their bodies. They must ‘have’ (or ‘inhabit’) their bodies in 

such a way that they can use them as a basis for their agency—i.e., that their agency is put in a position 

of being able to interact with (other) materials and relations. Insofar as human subjects can use their body 

in this way, they accrue (at least a modicum of) power, simply by physically existing as a discrete entity 

located within ‘the social’, to which resources can be distributed, which can be arranged into linkages, 

and around which power can concentrate. Subjects need this ‘agency power’ as both ‘capacity for agency’ 

and ‘status as agent’ in order to convert their purposes into outcomes—i.e., in order for their activity to 

have even a minimal ‘impact’ on their environment. Overall, this means that the ‘activation’ of ‘the social’ 

represents (at least to a small degree) the ‘empowerment’ of human subjects. 

With the addition of agency, subjects’ scope for interacting with ‘the social’ is greatly expanded. 

Beyond the basic level of passive, or reactive, interaction with MRCs through being ineluctably affected 

by them, subjects’ agency and purposive activity allow them to interact with MRCs in an active, or 

proactive, sense of affecting them by ‘acting on’ them. That is to say: subjects do not just (passively) have 

materials, and are not just (passively) arranged into relations, but can also (actively) use materials and 

relations to affect materials and relations in turn—i.e., to “intervene in the course of events and to affect 
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… [their] sets of circumstances”, in Thompson’s words.82 Unlike interaction-as-being-affected, which 

becomes of concern to subjects through the sheer ‘obstinacy’ of materials and relations, interaction-as-

affecting is associated with a more reflexive form of concern—i.e., concern that is self-aware and 

autonomous, in the way that Bourdieu, Giddens, or Robert Merton use the term.83 Subjects become 

‘concerned with’ their active interaction with ‘the social’ because, and exactly insofar as, their agency and 

activity are oriented towards dealing with the MRCs in their environment (or ‘in-order-to-world’). Of 

course, these two forms of interaction can coexist. Subjects are passively affected by (some) MRCs, and 

actively affect (the same, or other) MRCs, depending on the precise nature of their ‘thrownness’ into 

their particular physical and temporal contexts. Nevertheless, being-affected and affecting represent two 

qualitatively different forms of interaction with ‘the social’, whose significance is explored more later.84 

Of course, the possibilities offered by ‘the social’, the purposes for which subjects act, and the 

ways they deal with MRCs and their effects on power, are evidently not monolithic. Instead of a singular 

form of social activity, as argued by Talcott Parsons and especially Niklas Luhmann, subjects engage in 

a vast range of “differentiated” activities towards the MRCs in which they find themselves.85 In the first 

instance, this means that human social action exhibits a functional division of purposive agency. (Such a 

division, of course, is not a unique phenomenon of late modernity, but has certainly become more 

evident and exacerbated in the post-Enlightenment period.) Activities—i.e., the parts of this division—

can be categorised into domains according to the specific approach they take to dealing with MRCs and 

power. (On occasion, several activities can be grouped into one domain, which unites several categories 

in the social division of purposive agency if their approaches to dealing with ‘the social’ are very similar, 

or strongly interlinked.) Some of these categories and domains are, by now, entirely familiar, not least 

from the work of Giddens and Thompson, as well as Ernest Gellner and Michael Mann.86 Perhaps the 

best-known, and the most analytically sophisticated to date, is Marx’s identification of ‘the economic’ as 

the domain of production, which can be expanded, following Smith, Jean-Baptiste Say and John Stuart 

Mill, to include the activities of consumption and exchange, or distribution, as well.87 Here, ‘the economic’ 

represents the primary level of the division of purposive agency—into domains—while production, 
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consumption, and exchange are the three parts of the secondary level of this division—the disaggregated 

activities that together comprise domains. In a similar vein, Weber has been read by Hans Heinrich 

Gerth and C. Wright Mills as seeking to extrapolate the Marxian logic to ‘the political’ as the domain 

of administration, or coordination in Thompson’s terms, and of coercion, or repression in Louis Althusser’s 

conception.88 Again, ‘the political’ is the primary level, and administration and coercion the secondary 

level, of the division of purposive agency.  

There are surely other domains and activities, though as yet many of them have not been theorised 

as thoroughly as ‘the economic’ and ‘the political’. Perhaps the next most prominent in social-theoretic 

analysis after ‘the economic’ and ‘the political’ is the domain that comprises the two activities of ideation 

and communication, or the formulation of ideas through thought, and their expression in various guises 

as information. There are a number of rival candidates for what this domain should be called: Althusser 

favours ‘the ideological’, Habermas ‘the cultural’, and Thompson ‘the symbolic’, while Bourdieu 

oscillates between the latter two.89 This account uses ‘the discursive’, or the domain of discourse(s), 

following in the footsteps of Foucault, as well as discourse analysts (critical or otherwise) such as Teun 

van Dijk, Norman Fairclough, and Ruth Wodak.90 Unusually for social theory, this enquiry treats the 

activities of ideation and communication—or thought and expression—not only as analytically separate 

forms of social action, but also as carrying equal ‘weight’ in the constitution of the ‘discursive’ domain. 

For comparison, Habermas clearly subordinates reasoned thinking to communicative action, whereas 

theorists of discourse like Foucault (and to a lesser extent Bourdieu) focus on the ideational content and 

how it is realised in all forms of social existence and agency, without separating out communication as a 

distinct activity, and hence focus of research.91 Rather, this account resembles more that of Althusser, 

who delineates a split between ‘cultural’ and ‘communications’ institutions within ‘ideology’ broadly 

construed, or that of Thompson, who brackets both “information” and “communication” under 

‘symbolic activity’, but acknowledges the clear independence of media institutions.92 It is this domain—

‘the discursive’—that is of particular and direct interest to the analysis of mass opinion, so it is discussed 

in greater detail below. 
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46 
 

A few other domains can be tentatively enumerated, as follows: First, ‘the religious’ as the domain 

of devotion as an activity, concerned with salvation and spirituality, and comprising all faiths, 

denominations, and sects.93 Second, ‘the educational’ as the domain of instruction and study, associated 

with the psychological, physical, and social formation, schooling, qualification, training, and guidance 

of subjects. Third, ‘the curative’ as the domain of nurture, or care-giving, often defined with respect to 

medicine and social care, and parenting and the raising of children, but also more broadly to do with 

supporting the well-being of other family members, friends, and wider social contacts.94 Fourth, ‘the 

juridical’ as the domain of regulation, the stipulation of laws, rules, and procedures to govern subjects’ 

interactions, often via permissions and restrictions, or rights and obligations.95 There are arguably two 

further domains, which are less developed as parts of ‘the social’ than the others, partly because with 

them, the differentiation between ‘the social’ and ‘the natural’ begins to break down. They are: ‘the ludic’ 

as the domain of recreation, or partaking in leisure and other discretionary pastime activities for the sake 

of enjoyment, amusement, satisfaction, or pleasure; and ‘the architectural’ as the domain of construction, 

the planning, design, and building of frameworks, infrastructure, and other structures.96 In principle, 

even more domains could be defined, as Jan Künzler, Walter Reese-Schäfer, and more recently Steffen 

Roth and Anton Schütz have all variously tried to do—though some of those listed here are already 

fairly speculative, as they often elide with other, more conclusively established domains.97 This enquiry 

errs on the side of conservatism, and focuses primarily on the economic, political, discursive, religious, 

educational, curative, and juridical domains. 

It is not always straightforward, and in fact often difficult, to delineate which activities belong in 

which domains. The reason for this only becomes clearer with a longue-durée historical view, of the sort 

attempted by Robert Brenner, Ellen Meiksins Wood, and others in the ‘political Marxist’ tendency.98 

Activities shift constantly between domains, as with more or less familiar processes of ‘politicisation’, 

                                                   
93 This list is largely derived from a synthesis, and extension, of two related institutional divisions: (1) Althusser’s division of 
the ‘ideological’ level of the social superstructure into, among others, “religious”, “educational/scholastic”, “family”, “legal”, &c; 
(2) Thompson’s division of the types of symbolic, or cultural, social activity into “religious”, “educational”, &c. Althusser 2014, 
p.243; Thompson 1995, p.17. 
94 Aderhold 2004; Alstott 2004; Baecker 1994; Cudd 2006; Fuchs 2000; Maaß 2009; Nussbaum 2000; Okin 1989; Reichel 
2012; Tronto 1993; Tyrell 1979; Williams 2000. 
95 Hart 2012, pp.13-17; Luhmann 2004; Raz 2009, pp.163-79, 246-9, 316-7; Reese-Schäfer 1999; Schoeneborn 2011. 
96 Bette 1999; Huizinga 1955, pp.1-27, and passim; Schulze 2005; Stichweh 2005; Tully 2008, pp.39-70. 
97 Künzler 1989; Reese-Schäfer 1999; Roth and Schütz 2015, p.24. 
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‘economisation’, or ‘juridification’.99 There is insufficient space here to explore how such shifts take place, 

but the analysis below should be read in a way that remains sensitive to the fact that they do so. Yet 

despite such shifts, what does not change is the essential nature of domains insofar as they continue to 

exist. At heart, the existence of a social division of purposive agency reflects the fact that there are many 

different purposes for which subjects can deal with MRCs, and a range of outcomes they can aim to 

achieve, which will require them to act on, and affect, MRCs in various distinct ways. While at the 

granular level, many of these purposes are contingent constructs responding to subjects’ physical and 

temporal contexts, in broad terms social purposes arise from certain common, if not strictly ‘universal’ 

or ‘inherent’, needs (however defined) that subjects have in ‘the social’, or even ‘the natural’. Of course, 

there is a danger that giving needs-based justifications for social phenomena turns social analysis into an 

apologia for functionalism. This model of social theory is relaxed about such Spencerian or Parsonian 

echoes, and generally endorses the idea that social needs have at least partial explanatory validity. 

However, it stops short of identifying any specific needs as having transcendent importance for subjects. 

Rather, the claim here is only that there are needs that subjects experience in the face of the MRCs into 

which they are ‘thrown’, and as a consequence of their ‘thrownness’, but that the precise nature of these 

needs, and their translation into subjective purposes, varies according to subjects’ specific physical and 

temporal contexts. 

None of these domains or activities completely or even predominantly—contra Marx on ‘the 

economic’—determines ‘the social’, and none—contra Foucault on ‘the political’—takes obvious priority 

for analysing MRCs and their effects on power.100 Instead, each one offers a unique angle onto human 

social activity, and the insights of each can be harnessed to sharpen the lens of social theory. This point 

bears reinforcing. It is not ‘the social’ itself that is divided along activity-lines, although some materials 

and relations can conceivably ‘belong’ more to one activity than others. Certain objects—including 

buildings, supplies, and technological implements—can be put to a variety of uses, from providing goods 

and services to managing people, looking after them, training them, and enabling them to contact one 

another. Similarly, the same group of people may relate to one another in different ways on different 

occasions—as work colleagues, friends, fellow voters, consumers, parents, and so on. Rather, it is 

subjects’ agency, and the way they act on ‘the social’, that is differentiated, which leaves open the 
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possibility that the same parts of ‘the social’ may simultaneously be ‘of concern’ for different domains 

and activities. For instance, an everyday action such as buying an item in a shop can be interpreted 

simultaneously as having not only economic (exchanging money for a commodity and consuming it) but 

also political (buying domestic produce), discursive (buying Fairtrade or organic as an ethical statement), 

curative (buying healthy or as a present for someone else), religious (buying halal or kosher), and juridical 

(buying rather than stealing) inflections. 

Of course, domains and activities are complementary and interconnected in a complex variety of 

ways: they often have structured points of overlap, and more informal areas of mutual influence. One 

particularly common such overlap happens whenever one activity takes place, as it were, ‘secondarily’, 

either within the context of, or with respect (or regard) to, other ‘primary’ social activities—i.e., where 

subjects’ orientation when engaging in this activity is not generic, but specifically focuses/depends on 

the approaches of other activities to dealing with MRCs and power. For example, many activities have 

skills qualification programmes, from apprenticeships to ‘shadowing’ to training courses and workshops, 

as well as codes of conduct, from contractual obligations to bye-laws to traditions, which provide 

instruction and regulation respectively for the activities to which they are ‘attached’. In societal contexts 

with high levels of functional differentiation, the distinctions between instances of an activity ‘dedicated 

to’ other activities in this way may become sufficiently acute and clearly-defined that it becomes possible 

to characterise them as identifiably separate ‘sub-types’ of this activity, operating, as it were, in separate 

‘silos’ (to borrow a term from management theory).101 In such cases, each sub-type is a unique ‘hybrid’ 

fusion of its ‘parent’ activity-type with the activity in the context of which it takes place. The ‘order’ of 

this type of overlap between activities is significant, as an example from the intersection of politics and 

economics illustrates. Comparing ‘production with respect to administration’ with ‘administration with 

respect to production’, the former evokes the securitarian ‘military-industrial complex’, while the latter 

concerns the analytically distinct field of ‘business management’.102 

Despite these overlaps, domains and activities do not blur into each other, but are analytically 

distinct (and must be kept distinct). The ‘flow’ between them is dialectical, rather than monological, and 

                                                   
101 Ensor 1988. 
102 Althusser makes a similar point when—despite trying to separate the economic from the political domain—he concedes 
that the former has “agents of internal repression … not policemen or soldiers, but agents of the productive process themselves 
(factory directors and all those under their orders, from supervisory personnel down to foremen, as well as most ‘engineers’ and 
upper-level technicians)” that perform the “functions of surveillance-control-repression in the process of production”. See 
Althusser 2014, pp.201-2. 
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multidirectional, rather than unidirectional, which allows for a more complex assessment of society than 

one premised on the priority of any one domain/activity on which all others depend. To put this in 

Althusserian terms: rather than domains and activities forming an “edifice”, with the “infrastructure” of 

an “economic base” supporting two superstructural “floors” (the “political-legal” and “ideological” levels), 

they should be conceived as lying alongside one another, and all potentially intersecting in practice.103 

To continue the imagery, in this account’s “topographical representation” of society, Althusser’s edifice 

is turned on its side. At most, domains and activities maintain connections of various kinds to each other 

at their peripheries, or ‘liminal zones’ of overlap with each other’s approaches to dealing with (some of) 

the same parts of ‘the social’. In this sense, state fiscal and monetary policy can be seen as an instance of 

marginal political intervention in ‘the economic’, academic detention and suspension procedures as 

juridical intervention in ‘the educational’, and almsgiving (like tzedakah, zakat, or dāna) as religious 

intervention in ‘the curative’ and ‘the economic’ domains. Depending on how extensively functional 

differentiation has taken place in a given physical and temporal context—and specifically how far it has 

affected the points of overlap between activities—each activity may have its own ‘mini-superstructure’, 

comprising those sub-types of other activities that take place with respect to it. 

Recognising this also implies a further refinement to the way social analysis is conducted. If 

subjects exercise their purposive agency within a framework of multiple domains and activities, MRCs 

and power must be analysed on a domain-by-domain and activity-by-activity basis. This is largely 

intuitive, since it has long been customary to differentiate between (e.g.) ‘economic’, ‘political’, 

‘discursive’, ‘religious’, ‘educational’, ‘curative’, or ‘juridical’ types of materials, relations, power, and 

behaviour, both conceptually and by the social contexts in which they are used.104 Yet this analytic 

fragmentation of ‘the social’ does not challenge its underlying framework as constituted by MRCs and 

their effects on power. Instead, each domain and its constitutive activities replicate the material-

relational divide in their own way and on their own terms. The way this takes place can be modelled on 

the Marxian analysis of production.105  

In general, the activities into which purposive agency is divided contain (material) means and 

relations of that activity. The means of an activity are those resources (as part of ‘overall’ MCs) and 

capacities that lend themselves to this specific activity, including tools, equipment, buildings, 

                                                   
103 Althusser 2014, pp.53-5. 
104 Thompson 1995, pp.13-18. 
105 For this analysis, see Marx 1976, 1987, 1996, chs.1, 7, 14; Marx and Engels 1975, §§1, 3. 
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technologies, &c. Likewise, the “social and technical” relations of an activity are those linkages (as part 

of ‘overall’ RCs) and statuses associated specifically with it, including possession and control relations, 

collective associations, social structures, &c. Obviously, subjects do not engage their whole agency in an 

activity, but contribute only a particular part of it, which can be called a purposive ‘input’—and which 

depends on an equivalent ‘sub-division’ of their ‘agency power’, residing in their embodiment and 

deriving from their biological, physiological, and psychological faculties. Contra Marx, this input cannot 

simply be characterised in all cases as ‘labour’, but must be differentiated according to the unique 

approach of each activity to purposive social action—e.g., speculatively, ‘organisation’ and ‘violence’ for 

the administrative and coercive activities in the political domain, ‘worship’ in the religious domain, 

‘teaching’ and ‘learning’ for educational instruction and study, or ‘rulemaking’ for the juridical domain.106 

This purposive input is one of the factors of this activity, alongside the means, which can be split into 

two separate factors, the means (or instruments) of this purposive input, and the objects (or subjects) of this 

input. When engaging in an activity, subjects exercise their purposive input, using the means of this 

input on the object of this input, to create the output of this activity, which refers to the social effect that 

subjects’ purposive action has on the materials and relations in their environment. Again, unlike in 

Marxian theory, the social outputs of different activities are not always ‘commodities’, but are far more 

varied and intangible—e.g., political ‘order’ and ‘conflict’, religious ‘confession’ or ‘revelation’, curative 

‘welfare’, educational ‘skill’ or ‘intelligence’ and ‘qualification’, or juridical ‘rule’ or ‘law’.107 

From these ingredients, a model of the overall internal structure of social activities can be 

constructed. The purposive input to an activity and the means of this input together constitute the forces 

of that activity.108 The combination of the forces and relations of an activity constitutes the mode of that 

activity, which defines the form of cooperation by which it takes place in a certain physical and temporal 

context (see fig.1). Further, the means of an activity and the embodied basis of subjects’ purposive input 

constitute the material conditions of this activity, due to the unique double-function of bodies as both 

preconditions and means for subjects to act. Combined with the relations of this activity, they can be 

called the material and relational conditions (MRCs) of this activity. For each activity, the prevailing mode 

                                                   
106 Althusser 2014, p.136; Marx 1996, ch.6. 
107 Here, the enquiry draws on, for example, Arendt 1970; Dworkin 1986; Hafen 1998; Hart 2012; Raz 1979; Shapiro and 
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108 This is a slight simplification. In some accounts, Marx includes only labour and the means/instruments of labour in the 
forces of production. In others, he also includes subjects/objects of labour (i.e., all the means of production). The first approach 
is taken here. 
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of cooperation determines the status quo of its MRCs—i.e., the level of development of the forces of 

that activity, and the composition of its relations. It also determines what form power takes within that 

activity—i.e., which precise capacities and status(es) the MRCs of that activity in this status quo support 

and concretise, and which accrue to subjects engaged in the activity. This, then, is the way that different 

physical and temporal contexts settle the otherwise variable relationship between MRCs and power—

mediated through the mode of the activities to which the MRCs ‘belong’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.1: The structure of social activities 

 

Though the origin of this model is avowedly Marxian, the point here is not to offer a renewed 

defence of Marxian economic theory. That would be to re-tread an extremely well-worn and 

overcrowded path.109 Rather, it pursues the novel and considerably more radical idea that the Marxian 

framework for analysing production in terms of means, relations, forces, and modes can, mutatis 

mutandis, be extended to model other activities as well. In other words, alongside the familiar economic 

modes—e.g., mercantilism, laissez-faire capitalism, monopoly capitalism, state socialism, &c—it is also 

possible to analyse political, juridical, religious, &c modes of cooperation in the same way as well. This 

makes it possible to take the Marxian form of ‘deep-logic’ or ‘deep-structure’ social theory, as Unger 

calls it, as a foundation for social analysis, and revise and re-accommodate it into a new form.110 Where 

domains and activities overlap, their modes of cooperation may influence one another reciprocally, and 

                                                   
109 There is a vast range of defences of Marxian political economy to choose from, but for a good selection, see Althusser et al. 
2016; Cohen 1978; Harvey 2014. 
110 Unger 2004, pp.87-96, and passim. 
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even begin to converge. This can be seen, for example, in the transfer of the ‘provider-customer’ 

relationship from economics (specifically, consumption) to areas in the political (the outsourcing of 

public policy delivery), curative (commercialisation of healthcare provision), and educational domains 

(privatisation in higher education), among others.111 This trend is perhaps most clearly the case with the 

instances where an activity takes place with respect to other activities. If these are differentiated enough 

to constitute separate sub-types of activity, the form of social cooperation by which each of them takes 

place becomes characterised by a unique ‘sub-mode’ of that activity, which ‘synthesises’ the prevailing 

mode of cooperation for its ‘parent’ activity-type with that of the activity towards which it is oriented. 

For example, the debates around ‘worker self-management’ in cooperative business models centre on 

attempts to counter the ‘oligarchic’ tendencies of boards of directors by introducing into the organisation 

of firms and other productive enterprises the same democratised mode of cooperation that shifted 

sovereignty from dynastic feudal attachments to territorialised populations in the political domain.112 

 

§3. Occupations and classes 

 

To summarise the argument so far: human social agency in any given physical or temporal context 

can be differentiated into domains and activities. This means that a social analysis of ‘mass opinion’ must 

take into consideration the full extent of this differentiation, and examine the effects that different 

activities and domains have on how the subjects engaged in them form and express opinions. But this 

analysis remains as-yet underspecified, as while the subjects engaged in a social activity contribute their 

agency to it ‘on aggregate’ in the form of purposive inputs—i.e., labour, organisation, worship, teaching, 

rulemaking, &c—individual subjects’ social behaviour is mutually differentiated far more, and far more 

subtly, than just by a broad-brush division of agency into domains and activities. Subjects do not simply 

engage in social activities in a broad or diffuse way, but do so within the specific parameters of particular 

social occupations. In the classic Weberian or Durkheimian formulation, an ‘occupation’ (Beruf) is a 

“mode of specialisation, specification, and combination of the functions of an individual”, which groups 

together “technically similar” jobs that share routinely-performed “general functions and principal duties 

and tasks”.113 Within activities, purposive inputs are disaggregated and split up between subjects, with 

                                                   
111 Barzelay 2001; Dunleavy et al. 2006; Hood and Jackson 1991; Kaboolian 1998. 
112 Ellerman 1990, pp.44-9, 56; Schweickart 2002, pp.47-9. 
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each of them assigned a set of specific task(s) or function(s) to perform within the overall activity. In 

addition to the division of purposive agency into (1) domains and (2) activities, therefore, this analysis 

needs to recognise a tertiary level of complexity, namely the division of purposive inputs into (3) tasks. 

Occupations define and give each subject a specific social situation of their own, based on the 

tasks they are individually given to perform. The ‘mode of specialisation, specification, and combination 

of functions’ that determines subjects’ tasks and occupations, and hence their social situations, is 

determined partly by the overarching activity’s sheer nature and existence (a more ‘permanent’ factor), 

but also partly by its prevailing mode of cooperation between subjects (a more ‘variable’ factor). This 

enquiry takes a broad view of how ‘occupations’ as sets of tasks and functions are to be defined. Contra 

Weber, they do not necessarily have to “constitute[] for [subjects] the basis of a continuous opportunity 

for income or earnings”, since—even under the high tendencies towards economisation under late 

capitalism—not all human social agency is automatically commodified as wage-labour.114 Rather, they 

are ‘occupations’ in the sense of ‘preoccupation’ (Beschäftigung), or ‘something a subject spends their time 

doing’. Thus, ‘factory worker’, ‘shopper’, ‘civil servant’, ‘voter’, ‘tutor’, ‘pupil’, ‘nurse’, ‘parent’, ‘barrister’, 

and ‘juror’ are all examples of (fairly common) social occupations, even while only some of them 

constitute forms of formalised contractual ‘employment’, at least at the time of writing. Occupations 

give subjects the first basis for a social dimension to their identity, beyond contingently important 

biological characteristics such as age, health, bodily ability, skin pigmentation, reproductive organs, &c*. 

They link subjects equivalentially with others in the same occupational position simply on the basis that 

they perform the same functions. In short, they give subjects a peer-group, specific to a given activity in 

a given domain. Subjects share a certain alikeness, or affinity, with the others in their peer-group, 

because they interact with the same very specific part of their overall MRCs. 

Subjects’ occupations also ground their place in social hierarchies, specifically class stratifications. 

Subjects that occupy a common position in the division of purposive agency and inputs wield a measure 

of common power, which accrues similarly to individual subjects as group members and to the group as 

a collective “bloc”.115 Within each activity, the prevailing mode of cooperation determines not just the 

status quo of its MRCs, but also the level and nature of their differential distribution and arrangement 

among subjects, according to the requirements of their respective allocated occupations. Subjects’ 
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occupational power-as-capacity and power-as-status depend on their ‘share of’ or ‘part in’ the MRCs for 

the relevant ‘overarching’ social activity—i.e., their control over, disposal of, and access to its materials, 

and their (de)privilege, (dis)advantage, or (im)balance within its relations—specifically in virtue of the 

tasks they perform within it. When, under a given mode of cooperation, materials within a given activity 

are distributed unequally to, and relations are arranged asymmetrically between, consistently identifiable 

aggregate groups of occupations, power accrues differently to them, and that activity becomes stratified 

into classes, with its internal plurality of occupations transformed into a hierarchy. On the material side, 

in a ‘neo-Weberian’ sense, the aggregated group into which an individual subject’s occupation falls then 

determines their “probability of (1) procuring goods, (2) gaining a position in life, and (3) finding inner 

satisfactions, a probability which derives from [their] relative control over goods and skills”.116 On the 

relational side, in a ‘neo-Marxist’ sense, it determines whether subjects are in a position of ‘dominance’ 

and ‘authority’, or ‘subordination’ and ‘subjection’—i.e., whether they are beneficiaries or victims of 

oppression and exploitation.117 With class defined in terms of both “gradations” and “relations”, to use 

Erik Olin Wright’s terms, subjects’ class power thus depends on not only the quantity of resources they 

have, but also the kind of linkages into which they are arranged.118 In other words, each activity’s mode 

of cooperation determines not only what form power takes in it as a whole, but also for each occupation 

and class within it, and hence for each subject within these occupations and classes—i.e., which 

capacities and status(es) accrues to individual subjects through their membership of defined occupational 

groups and classes. 

This rendering of class is somewhat different to its contemporary social-scientific usage as an 

abstract label for subjects’ ‘socioeconomic’ attributes (wealth and income, education level, &c).119 For a 

start, it covers a wider array of the material components of class, and incorporates relational aspects that 

an atomised analysis of individual attributes can barely capture. It is also far more flexible, and can be 

used to theorise any social activity. The depiction of subjects’ interaction with their MRCs in a given 

activity in terms of a division of purposive inputs, occupations, classes, and class power, need not—pace Marx 

and Weber—be restricted narrowly to productive economic activity.120 The existence of ‘strata’ and 
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oppression between them is commonplace throughout ‘the social’, and by no means limited to economic 

activity. As Terry Eagleton, Ernesto Laclau, and Nicos Poulantzas variously imply, it is arbitrarily 

reductive to treat ‘the economic’ as the only domain that can be theorised in class-like terms to generate 

valuable social insights.121 On the same basis, feminist theorists such as Alexandra Kollontai and 

Shulamith Firestone have begun to develop analyses of ‘the curative’ domain premised on the concept 

of ‘sexual classes’, while since Gaetano Mosca it has been de rigeur to analyse the activities of government 

using the terminology of ‘political class’.122 This is where the social-theoretic model adopted by this 

enquiry parts company most significantly with the methodology of opinion research hitherto. 

Occupational and class analyses of mass opinion have typically been content to adopt uncritically and 

work with narrow ‘statistical’ social-scientific understandings of both occupation and class, which focus 

on a more limited set of material components, ignore relational aspects, and are heavily ‘economised’.123 

It is thus a logical extension of rejecting the ‘methodological superficiality’ of existing opinion research 

traditions to try to resolve this narrowness (at least partly) by offering an alternative occupational and 

classist theorisation of ‘the social’, in order to ‘rebuild’ opinion analysis on a new theoretical foundation. 

There are two brief observations to be made here. First, since subjects interact with ‘the social’ in 

multiple ways, they engage in more than one social activity, and hold multiple simultaneous locations 

within their societies’ divisions of purposive agency. In other words, each subject has their own personal 

constellation of occupations and class-memberships from across the full set of domains of activity. Their 

social action cannot be understood through just one of these occupations (or classes)—e.g., ‘bourgeois’ 

and ‘proletarians’ in Marxian theory, ‘consumers’ and ‘taxpayers’ in neoliberal political economy, ‘citizens’ 

in republican political philosophy, or ‘voters’ in behaviourist political science—and social theories that 

are unduly selective in the types of human action they analyse are likely to offer insights that are skewed 

and analytically impoverished. More generally, in complex societies, there are many social situations that 

incorporate, or cut across, several activities, such that what appears superficially as one social function 

for subjects in fact comprises multiple analytically discrete occupational positions (and hence potentially 

class situations). For example, while being a member of a family is mainly a curative occupation, it also 

has clear educational aspects due to the importance of early-years pedagogy as part of ‘child-rearing’, as 
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well as some lower-level economic, political, and juridical aspects through the occupations and tasks of 

‘breadwinners’, ‘doing chores’, ‘authority figures’, ‘house rules’, &c. In addition, it is strictly more 

accurate to say that subjects belong to at least one class per activity (and domain), according to their 

location within its social division of purposive inputs. Subjects may hold multiple occupations, or be 

assigned multiple tasks in a given activity, which may cause them to ‘bridge’ classes, or oscillate between 

them. This makes possible, for instance, the countervailing tendencies of proletarianisation and 

embourgeoisement (or deproletarianisation) in late-modern developments within employment relations—

including ‘freelancing’ or ‘contracting’, ‘self-employment’, and ‘self-incorporation’.124 All in all, 

occupational pluralisation is a normal and empirically increasingly frequent social eventuality in late 

modernity, which often places subjects in what Wright terms “contradictory class situations”.125 This 

may well apply more to some subjects than others, but for the purposes of this enquiry, it is important 

to acknowledge that the potential for such multiplicity accrues to all subjects in a society. 

Second, it is important to maintain an analytic distinction between classes in different activities, 

as they are associated with discrete approaches to dealing with MRCs and operate in mutually 

independent ways. It is not guaranteed that a subject’s occupational position and class situation in one 

activity necessarily translates into a similar occupational position or class situation in any other 

activities—especially not, contra Althusser and other Marxians, that economic class hierarchies 

automatically fully determine social stratifications in all other domains and activities.126 To paraphrase 

Elliot Weininger, subjects’ social class situation en gros is a highly complex aggregation that depends not 

just on the “volume” of subjects’ distribution and arrangement of MRCs and class power, but also its 

“composition” across each of the activities in which they are engaged.127 Savage and his collaborators 

have tried to provide precisely such an ‘overall’ picture of class, and in doing so have begun the move 

towards expanding the concept of class beyond purely economic considerations.128 But their analysis is 

somewhat incomplete, as it only looks at small number of non-economic factors, consolidated into very 

broad-brush “cultural” and “social” categories. Instead, this model suggests that subjects’ ‘overall’ 

distribution and arrangement of MRCs and power, as well as the precise bases for this distribution and 

arrangement, can be disaggregated to a far more granular level along activity and occupational lines. So, 
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while Savage et al. are right that ‘overall’ social class emerges from stratifications in different aspects of 

‘the social’, a full approach to characterising this differentiation needs to look at the divisions of purposive 

agency and inputs to capture the full range of parallel class stratifications that exist in multiple social 

activities—economic, political, religious, educational, curative, juridical, &c.  

Yet although stratifications are analytically independent, there is evidence that a degree of what 

Jonathan Wolff and Avner de-Shalit call “clustering” does tend to occur in practice for both MRCs and 

power.129 Savage et al. themselves have identified clear cases of clustering at the extremes of high or low 

distribution of materials, and favourable or unfavourable arrangement of relations.130 Subjects whose 

occupations give them maximal class power—i.e., the most extensive distribution of materials, and the 

most favourable arrangement within relations—belong to highest class for each activity, vernacularly 

termed the ‘elite’ or ‘establishment’.131 These typically include subjects in senior positions, such as business 

executives, financiers, ‘high net worth’ consumers, heads of state and government, ministers, top-tier 

bureaucrats, high court judges, or consultant physicians. By extension, those with minimal class power—

i.e., the least extensive distribution of materials, and the least favourable arrangement within relations—

constitute their activity’s lowest class. Examples of these would be subjects in junior positions, such as 

‘underemployed’ workers and others threatened by “precarity”, voters, activists, resident aliens, refugees, 

prisoners, or young family members. Between these extremes, Savage et al. find several parallel ‘middle 

classes’ comprising occupations with different constellations of MRC-distributions and arrangements 

across different social activities, which jostle for their relative place in the ‘overall’ social hierarchy. It is 

conceivable that applying the greater disaggregation that this model of social theory envisages may 

discover an even more complex situation. But for now, it is especially the extremes of highest- and 

lowest-class occupations in which this enquiry is interested, and on which it predominantly focuses. Of 

course, this is not to suggest that subjects in the jostling ‘middle-class’ occupations can, or should, be 

neglected. Rather, for the sake of analytic parsimony, this enquiry adopts a general working assumption 

that the social situations of ‘middle-class’ subjects (and their correlative effects) fall on some midpoint 

along a spectrum that lies between the highest- and lowest-class extremes. 

 

  

                                                   
129 Wolff and de-Shalit 2007, pp.119-28. 
130 Savage et al. 2015, pp.168-81. 
131 Jones 2015; Lewis 2001. 



58 
 

§4. From agency to identity: habitus and socialisation 

 

Overall, then, in addition to the division of ‘the social’ into various domains and activities, it can 

be disaggregated further into a series of intersecting occupational and class structures across these 

activities (and their sub-types). The social theorisation of ‘mass opinion’ must therefore take this 

disaggregation into account as well, and explore the effects of different occupations and classes on how 

subjects within them form and express their opinions. Before applying the social-theoretical outline 

developed here to ‘mass opinion’, however, it is worth examining the effects these multiple layers of 

functional differentiation of social agency have on individual subjects themselves. The way subjects 

exercise their agency is not just a matter of their superficial interaction with their environment, but is 

constitutive of their personal social identity, which they share with the other subjects in their activities, 

and their occupational (and class) peer-group(s). The conversion of subjects’ occupational position and 

class situation into their identity takes place via a mixture of contingent accident and social design. In 

part, it is a product of subjects’ ‘thrownness’ into their particular physical and temporal context: different 

natural and social situations engender different needs, which require different activities to be performed 

and occupations created to meet them. Within any social activity, subjects’ physical and temporal 

context, and the prevailing mode of cooperation, determine subjects’ environment and the parameters 

within which they contribute their purposive inputs. That is to say: the conditions of subjects’ 

‘thrownness’, combined with the status quo of the MRCs of a particular activity, frame the way subjects 

act when they engage in that activity, including the means with which and objects on which they do so. 

As Bourdieu argues, for every “particular type of environment” or subjective “conditions of existence”, 

this determination, or framework, takes the form of a “system” of “durable, transposable dispositions” 

and “cognitive and motivating … structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, 

that is, as principles which generate and organise practices and representations that can be objectively 

adapted to their outcomes”.132 Bourdieu follows Norbert Elias and Marcel Mauss in referring to this 

collection of practices, systems, structures, principles (or norms), and dispositions as a habitus, which is shared 

by all subjects who engage in the activity to which these practices, systems, &c, belong.133 Briefly put, 

the purpose of habitus is to steer, and supplement, subjects’ ‘natural’ agency with respect to the parts of 

‘the social’ on which they act. It develops their ‘inherent’ embodied ‘agency power’ as a ‘force’ of the 
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activities in which they engage, and channels it towards the relevant purposive inputs, according to 

subjects’ particular occupational position(s), in order to make subjects ‘better at’ the tasks they are 

required to perform. 

Every social activity has its own discrete habitus, delimited by the division of purposive agency, 

which is complex when established but variable, developing as physical and temporal contexts and modes 

of activity change. That is to say: the practices, structures, norms, &c, that govern political activity, for 

example, are prima facie appreciably different to those that govern economic, religious, educational 

activity, and so on. Similarly, the division of purposive inputs within activities correlatively subdivides 

their ‘overall’ habitus into a series of separate habitus that pertain to each occupational group and class 

within them. Thus, for instance, different educational occupations—e.g., primary school teachers, 

university professors, private tutors, sports instructors, &c, as well as the different correlative types of 

‘learners’—are similarly shaped by different ‘subsets’ of the ‘overall’ educational practices, systems, 

structures, norms, and dispositions. For each context and each mode of cooperation, these activity, 

occupational, and class habitus define subjects’ “interests … and with them the objective functions and 

subjective motivations of their practices”, which they automatically share with all the other subjects in 

their activities, and in their occupational (and class) peer-group(s).134 Thus, subjects’ physical and 

temporal context, and the prevailing modes of cooperation, establish not only a singular, homogeneous 

habitus for each activity in which they are engaged, but also—following Bourdieu and contra Althusser—

an additional habitus that is entirely specific to the occupational (and classist) tasks and functions they 

perform.135 Usually, each habitus is so unique that it recognisably belongs to a particular activity within 

a particular context and under a particular prevailing mode, and distinctively characterises the way ‘its’ 

activity takes place in the given contexts and under the prevailing modes of cooperation. 

Of course, since domains and activities dialectically and multidirectionally influence each other, 

the habitus for different activities, occupations, and classes may ‘cross-fertilise’, and aspects of their 

practices, norms, dispositions, &c may transfer between them, and become shared, across contexts and 

over time. This can be seen in cases as varied as the existence of ‘internal politics’ within company offices 

or higher education departments, the pervasive attempt to inject competitive ‘entrepreneurialism’ into 

occupations as different as academic research or military procurement, or the ‘aspirational’ adoption by 

subjects in the economic ‘working class’ of middle and upper-class social outlooks and forms of 
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behaviour. Thus, with sufficient functional differentiation, each sub-type of an activity, and the 

occupations (and classes) within it, may develop its own independent habitus, correlative to its distinctive 

sub-mode of cooperation, which ‘fuses’ the prevailing practices, systems, structures, norms and 

dispositions of its ‘parent’ activity-type (and occupations) with those of the activity towards which it is 

oriented. For instance, the exact habitus of commercial law differs from that of criminal, health, or 

constitutional law, on the grounds that the generic juridical practices, norms, &c, by which these 

occupations are all shaped have to be ‘squared’ with the different activities in which they specialise—

respectively, (aspects of) exchange, coercion, caregiving, and administration. In short, habitus allows 

subjects’ exercises of purposive agency to gain the specificity that makes them contributions of purposive 

inputs and performances of specific tasks rather than more generic exercises of social agency. This, then, 

is the way that different physical and temporal contexts determine how subjects’ agency is converted into 

social action—in the form of practices, modulated through systems and shaped by structures, and guided 

by norms and dispositions belonging to the habitus of particular social activities, occupations, and classes. 

But the conversion of habitus as frameworks for social action into bases for subjects’ social identity 

does not happen automatically simply once habitus are established. Rather, it is the result of the specific 

vital process of socialisation, by which subjects are ‘prepared’ to engage in the various (sub-)types of social 

activity within the frameworks imposed on them by activity, occupational, and class habitus. Socialisation 

makes individual human beings agents, and in doing so, constitutes them as social subjects by virtue of 

their occupational positions and class situations, and the activity (sub-)types in which they hold these. 

As argued earlier, subjects’ agency, and hence their interaction with MRCs via their engagement in 

differentiated social activities, depends on their physical embodiment—i.e., the mere fact of their 

physical and temporal presence in the (natural as well as social) world. This pre-exists ‘the social’, in that 

all humans, as living, embodied beings, have (at least in some basically similar form) some of the same 

underlying ‘natural’ biological, and to a lesser extent physiological and psychological faculties that allow 

them to exercise their agency—a view defended by theorists with a clear ‘realist’ streak, such as John 

Dunn.136 But the ‘mere fact’ of subjects’ ‘natural’ embodiment radically underdetermines the sheer variety 

of ways in which human beings as ‘subjects’ can exercise their agency within ‘the social’. The additional 

determination that ‘refines’ and ‘completes’ the ‘subjectivity’ of each subject is precisely what the habitus 

of each activity (or sub-type), occupation, and class provides. Rather than just ‘human beings’, or even 
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‘agents’, habitus categorises subjects into differentiated (albeit fairly broad) ‘identities’ to match the 

differentiation of social action introduced by the division of purposive agency—i.e., as ‘economic 

subjects’, ‘political subjects’, ‘religious subjects’, &c, and more specifically as ‘producers’, ‘consumers’, 

‘administrators’, ‘instructors’, ‘caregivers’, &c. Physical embodiment thus acts as a “kernel”, to use Slavoj 

Žižek’s term, or a “subtle corpse, relatively independent of time and space”, to leverage his spin on F.W.J. 

Schelling, that gives the habitus for any activity something to work on—i.e., something capable of being 

“symbolised, constituted, structured”, and onto which layers of contingent complexity can be “grafted”.137 

How ‘deep’ these layers ‘go’—i.e., how much of subjects’ social activity is attributable to their ‘natural’ 

characteristics, and how much to socialisation—is a matter of ongoing controversy, not least in the 

debate between Noam Chomsky and Foucault over whether ‘human nature’ has “fundamental elements” 

or is mainly an “effect of power”.138 What is clear, however, is that these layers of socialisation turn 

human beings into the kind of agents who engage in specific (sub-)types of social activity. Socialisation, 

or ‘subjectivisation’, gives human beings a social ‘role’ based on the exercise of their social agency via the 

contribution of a specific purposive input, as determined by the practices, systems, structures, norms, 

and dispositions of their relevant habitus. Fundamentally, it is possible for any subject to play any social 

role, and it is this ‘possibility’ that socialisation brings about. 

Similarly, the definition and establishment of subdivided occupational and class habitus further 

refines subjects’ differentiated social identities along the lines of the division of purposive inputs. In 

addition to their identities as ‘producers’, ‘administrators’, ‘caregivers’, &c, at the level of the division of 

purposive agency, these subdivided habitus give subjects more detailed subjectivities within each activity 

(and its sub-types). Of course, these change—i.e., are created or replaced—with changes in modes (and 

sub-modes) of cooperation. Thus, for instance, in the economic domain, the shift in modes of 

production (since early modernity) from manorialism to mercantilism, agrarian capitalism, industrial 

capitalism, and finally finance capitalism created a range of more or less historically durable occupations 

and classes: landed gentry and tenant-farmers versus overseers versus serfs and peasants; craftsman and 

artisans versus apprentices; business owners and executives versus foremen and managers versus factory 

and office workers; and entrepreneurs and financiers versus shareholders and investors versus 
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speculators.139 In other words, while the layers of socialisation provided by habitus at the level of activities 

and their sub-types start to determine how subjects exercise their agency in ‘the social’, it is the further 

layers added by occupational and class habitus that continue the process, and aim to make them the kind 

of agents who hold a particular occupation, and are assigned specific set(s) of tasks to perform. 

Occupational and class subjectivisation thus adds granular precision to the social role subjects play under 

the division of purposive agency by narrowing it down to the way they perform tasks under the division 

of purposive inputs, determined by the relevant occupational and class practices, systems, structures, 

norms, and dispositions. 

Of course, socialisation is not a generic or monolithic event, but can be disaggregated into several 

specific constituent and mutually supporting processes. These processes correspond to particular 

socialising ‘effects’ of the different sub-types of activity ‘dedicated to’ the ‘primary’ activities for which 

subjects are meant to be constituted. Socialisation is not the only, or even necessarily the main, function 

of these sub-types of activity. It is only when they are specifically oriented towards, or ‘concerned with’, 

the subjects who are engaged in the activity they are ‘dedicated to’, and not just the activity in general, 

that their function becomes one of socialising these subjects by affecting or ‘acting on’ them in different 

ways as, in effect, part of the MRCs of the activity as a whole. (Recall that human beings are not just 

agents, but material parts of the environment for themselves and other subjects.) For any given activity, 

the sub-types of (other) activities ‘dedicated to’ it each affect subjects in their own familiar way, as 

decided by the social division of purposive agency. Among the most significant are the functions of 

curative and educational activity. As Bourdieu observes, subjects are partly “conditioned” or “inculcated” 

into, and ‘grown’ or ‘raised for’, the occupations they later hold fairly early in life by subjects with their 

own activities and occupations—either intergenerationally by parents and other family members, or by 

contemporaries in their friendship groups.140 Similarly, Göran Therborn argues that every activity and 

occupation must ensure that subjects are ‘qualified for’ and ‘trained towards’ effective performance of the 

tasks it requires to operate successfully—which is the aim of academic and apprenticeship institutions, 

as well as more informal course of learning and skills enhancement.141 Other activities help support the 

core socialising effects of ‘raising’ and ‘qualification’. Foucault and Therborn note the effect of the 

                                                   
139 See, for example, Acemoğlu and Robinson 2008; Bloch 2014; Boldizzoni and Hudson 2015; Hansen 2001; Kellenbenz 
1976; Pirenne 2006; Rostow 1960; Vaggi and Groenewegen 2003. 
140 Arnett 1995; Bourdieu 1977, pp.87-9; Maccoby and Martin 1983. 
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“sanctions” and “rewards” provided by juridical activity on ‘disciplining’ subjects into conforming to their 

habitus—generally through legal frameworks or codes of conduct, but in extremis also through 

incarceration and other forms of punishment via the penal system.142 Socialisation also has a political 

manifestation, as observed by Durkheim and historical sociologists such as Dietrich Rueschemeyer et 

al., through the creation of bureaucracies and professional associations to oversee conduct and demarcate 

occupational and class group boundaries—e.g., trade unions, ‘admin staff’, hospital or school governance 

structures, &c.143 Likewise, socialisation is given an economic aspect by the widespread connection of 

occupations to sources of income at different levels (from highly lucrative to unpaid) in a way that enables 

or inhibits subjects’ ability to secure their livelihood through conformity to or deviation from their 

habitus—e.g., via promotion opportunities, performance bonuses, or conversely fines, ‘getting fired’, 

&c.144 In other words, the disaggregation of socialisation is a direct result of functional differentiation 

and the division of purposive agency. Each of its constituent processes has its own separate part to play 

in endowing subjects with the ‘full’ habitus—i.e., the ‘whole’ set(s) of practices, systems, structures, 

norms, and dispositions—that guide their social action. 

Crucially, there is a distinction between what the definition of habitus and socialisation aim to 

achieve and how far they actually succeed in doing so. While their aim is to specify how subjects ‘act’ 

differently for each social activity (and its sub-types) and each occupation—i.e., how they contribute 

particular purposive inputs, and use different means—they cannot guarantee that subjects will always 

conform fully, or even approximately, to this specification. This is because the constitution of social 

subjects—the ‘grafting’ of layers of socialisation onto subjects’ natural ‘kernels’—does not happen 

instantaneously, but slowly and incrementally, often overcoming limitations imposed either by ‘natural’ 

aspects of subjects’ ‘kernels’, or by previous iterations of socialisation, and which thus takes up a 

significant portion of their lifespans. Therefore, the habitus for activities, occupations, and classes 

‘determine’ subjects’ identities only to the extent of stipulating them as ‘ideal-types’ (in the Weberian 

sense), rather than immediately and universally valid characterisations of any and all subjects engaged in 

these activities, holding these occupations, and performing the relevant tasks.145 Here, socialisation relies 

heavily on (quasi-)religious activity to provide ritualised reifications and ‘sacralisations’ of these ‘ideal-
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types’—e.g., the ‘cult of genius’ in the Romantic period, the Stakhanovite movement of idealised labour 

productivity in the early USSR, or even the routine formulation of ‘mission statements’ and setting 

checklists of targets. It is entirely consistent with the existence of ideal-types that subjects fail to ‘live up’ 

to them in any given moment—as long as they are firmly established as the ‘criteria’ against which 

subjects’ social actions are ‘measured’. The social roles subjects acquire through the differentiation of 

social action are hence as much expectations about how subjects exercise their purposive agency as 

‘aspirations’, or ‘asymptotes’, towards which subjects’ ongoing processes and trajectories of socialisation 

are turned—though these are typically refined into narrower and more ‘manageable’ everyday ‘goals’ by 

which to ‘assess’ subjects’ social actions. Moreover, thanks to the steady development of the mode (and 

sub-modes) of each activity (and its sub-types), and correlative changes in the habitus they support, these 

‘aspirations’ are not fixed but changeable—‘moving targets’ that recede tantalisingly whenever subjects 

approach them. Socialisation is thus an ever-ongoing process that never clearly reaches ‘completion’, 

whose requirements subjects can never fully meet, but to which subjects are always ‘subjected’, and by 

which they are constantly ‘subjectified’.146 

This completes the model of social theory on which the remainder of this enquiry relies. In 

summary: in the sense espoused here, formulating a ‘social theory’ of a phenomenon consists in analysing 

the ways it intersects with subjects’ material and relational conditions, as these support and concretise 

the workings of power, and as their distribution and arrangement is differentiated according to the 

division of subjects’ purposive agency into activities and occupational tasks. Before moving on, there is 

one final observation to make about this model of social theory. It treats ‘the social’ as roughly equivalent 

to ‘the world’, comprising MRCs that take on a social character because they, and their effects on power, 

are of concern to human subjects. This equivalence gives ‘the social’ a certain unity, which only becomes 

differentiated with the emergence of a division of purposive agency. This enquiry takes this division of 

purposive agency to be the primary social differentiation, albeit one that intersects with other forms of 

differentiation. A population of subjects can clearly be differentiated into groups whose sources of 

identity and solidarity do not depend on their social agency, but more basic aspects of their embodiment, 

and physical and temporal context, including: biological characteristics (age, physical and mental health, 

psychological ‘make-up’, bodily ability, skin pigmentation, reproductive organs, &c*), geography 

(spaces, localities, regions, nations, continents), time-periods (generations, civilisations, eras, ‘stages’), 
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&c. These introduce ‘borders’ that cross-cut the differentiation of MRCs by activities and occupations, 

creating alternative (biological, geographical, temporal) “cleavages”, to use Seymour Martin Lipset and 

Stein Rokkan’s term, whose significance may rival and even eclipse that of the division of purposive 

agency.147 The result—to follow the logic of Josef Stalin’s account of ‘nations’ as societies characterised 

by “a common language”, “a common territory”, “an internal economic bond … [and] division of labour”, 

and “a common psychological make-up”—is that there may be multiple divisions of purposive 

agency/inputs within ‘the social’ overall.148 These borders are clearly important—albeit in all cases fluid 

to a significant degree—and a full conception of social theory would explore the intersections between 

occupations and classes, and these rival sources of identity and solidarity. It is thus only for the sake of 

parsimony that this account prioritises the social differentiations brought about by the divisions of 

human purposive agency, and endorses an analytic ‘primacy of occupation’ that echoes the orthodox 

Marxian commitment to the ‘primacy of class’.149 

 

§5. Mass opinion: ideation, communication, and discourse 

 

The model of social theory outlined above can now be applied to the specific phenomenon of 

concern in this enquiry: mass opinion. This next step can be phrased in the form of two hypotheses. 

First, as follows: 

H1: Mass opinion is not just an object but also an action. 

The suggestion is that treating mass opinion as a mere datum or artefact misses much of what makes it 

a worthwhile focus of analysis. Instead, this approach posits that there is a dynamic action of ‘opining’ 

or ‘opination’ that creates the static object(s) known as ‘opinion(s)’, and that this action is what social 

analysis should explore. In part, this is a way to introduce the (inter)temporal considerations considered 

earlier to the specific analysis of mass opinion. From this angle, ‘opinion’ connotes an end-point that 

has been achieved, settled, or completed. But also, more pragmatically, this step aims to join up the 

disparate interpretations of ‘opinion’ across the various opinion research literatures, which often veer 

disjointedly between static and dynamic readings. In other words, this enquiry seeks to incorporate these 

literatures into a single metric of analysis that can capture as comprehensive a range as possible of the 
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ways in which ‘mass opinion’ is described, and offer a more sophisticated account of how it comes into 

existence. 

The second hypothesis follows closely on from the first, focusing on the vital ingredient of 

purposive human agency that turns the processes of ‘opination’ into activities, and hence opens up the 

possibility of applying the earlier social-theoretical analysis to determine how these activities ‘work’. It 

takes the form: 

H2: As an action, opinion comprises ideation and communication. 

The proposition here is that the concept of mass opinion requires internal differentiation, and is situated 

at the intersection of the linked pair of discursive activities: ideation and communication. ‘Opinion’ as a 

phenomenon and ‘opination’ as an action contain a crucial ambiguity of meaning, as they refer to both 

opinion-as-it-is-formed and opinion-as-it-is-expressed—a contrast originally drawn by Tönnies, and 

echoed in much of the subsequent opinion research literature.150 This contrast is central to the way this 

enquiry models mass opinion, and will be explored more throughout the analysis below. But for now, 

its force is that ‘mass opinion’ is not a phenomenon that can be confined exclusively to the area of 

formulated thought, or of expressed information tout court. Rather, it ‘bridges’ both ideation and 

communication, which is to say that it is a particular category of discourse, and creates a particular 

category of information. Part of the task of this enquiry is thus to establish what kind of discourse mass 

opinion is, and what kind of information it creates. 

Each of the activities in this division can now be explicated more precisely. First, ideation. Despite 

its slightly unusual signifier, this is one of the most common activities in which subjects engage: the 

“creation of new ideas”, or “mental images of things not present to the senses”.151 The link to formation 

comes about because ideas are literally brought into existence through this activity, which is internalised 

because it takes place (first and foremost) within a subject’s set of mental faculties, working in the 

currency of intangible concepts, and at the level of ‘imagination’. The internal structure of ideation—

following Gramsci’s analysis of ‘philosophy’, broadly construed, as well as Althusser’s theorisation of 

thought as a material practice, in contrast to Marxian accounts of “abstractly mental labour”—can be 

modelled as outlined above.152 Subjects’ purposive input into ideation is thinking, which describes the 

faculties that enable interpretation and understanding, including sensation, perception, and ‘processing’, 
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which underpin subjects’ ‘thinking power’ qua ‘capacity for thinking’ and ‘status as thinker’. The means 

of ideation are thus the means and objects of thinking—respectively, the psychological and physical 

tools, mechanisms, and ‘ways of thinking’ that subjects use to ‘ideate’, and the stimuli and sense-data 

their thinking ‘works with’. In other words, the means of ideation are the resources and capacities that 

lend themselves to specifically ‘ideative’ activity, and its particular habitus. Thinking (power) plus the 

means of thinking make the forces of ideation; and both together with the objects of thinking comprise 

the factors of ideation. The relations of ideation are the sum total of ‘social and technical’ relations that 

subjects must enter into in order to ideate—above all the division of thinking that constitutes subjects as 

different types of ‘ideators’ performing specific and different occupational thinking-tasks, e.g., casual 

pondering, positive and critical theorising, apologism, or dogmatic exposition. These are thus the RCs-

of-ideation: the linkages and statuses associated with ‘ideative’ activity and habitus. Means of ideation 

and the embodied basis of thinking power make the MCs-of-ideation, which combine with the relations 

of ideation to make the MRCs-of-ideation, while for every physical and temporal context, the level of 

development of the forces and relations of ideation is consolidated into the mode of ideation (see fig.2). 

The distribution and arrangement of the MRCs of ideation under its prevailing mode underpins the 

internal constellations of ideative power, which in turn determine the existence of classist stratifications 

among subjects engaged in ideation. Finally, the output of this domain is content: ideation converts 

subject-matter into psychological substance, taking the form of definite ideas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.2: The structure of ideation 
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In light of this, one aim of this project is to characterise how—i.e., about which objects and with 

what means—subjects think when they form opinions. This depends on subjects’ physical and temporal 

contexts, as well as the prevailing modes of ideation and ideative habitus, both in general and subdivided 

along occupational and class lines under the prevailing division of thinking. This enquiry does not have 

space for a full historical-sociological overview of how ideative modes and habitus have differed and 

developed between societies and over time, but it remains sensitive to the insight that there are (and 

have been) many ways for subjects to form (mass) opinion. Ideation, and hence opinion-formation, is in 

a constant state of plurality and change, responding to incremental as well as seismic shifts in the forces 

and relations of ideation throughout the ‘history of philosophy’. For instance, at least within the 

European metropole, the Classical period saw the proliferation of critical debate ‘for its own sake’, the 

institutionalisation of conceptual enquiry, the rise of normative and narrative theories, and the 

codification of formal logic. This was accompanied by the emergence of the first ‘philosophers’, such as 

academicians and scholarchs and their ‘followers’ and ‘pupils’, advancing the scope and complexity of the 

worldviews of various ‘schools of thought’. Medieval elaborations on causality and ontology, alongside 

attempts to reconcile faith and reason, marked a shift away from the importance of oracles, shamans, or 

prophets with access to ideas ‘revealed’ through spiritual or divine forces, and their various acolytes, 

disciples, and diviners, towards the interpretative and reflective roles of priests and monks. Meanwhile, 

the early-modern turn towards natural observation and human concerns fostered the growth of secular 

scholarship by ‘academics’ and ‘students’ at schools and universities. Likewise, the replacement of 

dogmatism by esotericism and scepticism, and the rise of new approaches like empiricism, rationalism, 

and experimentalism, along with later challengers like historicism, organicism, and dialectics, saw the 

appearance of ‘science’ as distinct from ‘philosophy’, and the expansion of a Bildungsbürgertum (‘cultured 

bourgeoisie’), comprising ‘literati’ and specialist practitioners of various kinds. This has culminated in 

the modern emergence (and endurance) of a methodological divide between traditions that take either 

the grand complexity of subjective existence, practical action, and authentic experience, or small-scale 

problem-solving through linguistic-logical analysis, positivist reasoning, and quantitative-statistical 

measurement, as favoured ways of thinking.153 Each of these developments in consecutive modes of 

ideation—which can be summarised broadly as ‘Academic’, ‘scholastic’, and ‘scientistic-critical’—has left 
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some form of legacy to ideation as it takes place in late modernity, under the contemporary division of 

thinking, whether in the professional environment of ‘research institutions’, or in the ‘everyday’ thinking 

of subjects who do not hold formal ideative occupations. 

Now, communication. This is a more familiar term, but an equally common activity: the 

“transmission or exchange of […] ideas, by means of [various] media”.154 The link to expression is that 

ideas are put into a transferable form, which is externalised because it separates them from subjects’ 

mental faculties, operating in terms of physical phenomena, and at the level of ‘realisation’. The internal 

structure of communication—following theorisations of ‘the media’ by Bernays, Tönnies, and Marshall 

McLuhan, but also aligned with accounts of ‘communicative action’, such as that of Habermas—can be 

modelled in the habitual way.155 Subjects’ purposive input into communication is articulation, which 

refers to the various faculties that enable utterances and signals, including using motor functions to 

create sound and movement, which underpin subjects’ ‘articulation power’ qua ‘capacity for articulation’ 

and ‘status as articulator’. The means of communication are thus the means and objects of articulation—

respectively, the biological and other physical mediums, mechanisms, and ‘ways of expression’ that 

subjects use to communicate, and the substance their articulation ‘works with’. As above, the means of 

communication are the resources and capacities that lend themselves to specifically ‘communicative’ 

activity, and its attendant habitus. Articulation (power) plus the means of articulation make the forces 

of communication; and both together with the objects of articulation comprise the factors of articulation. 

The relations of communication are the sum total of ‘social and technical’ relations that subjects must 

enter into in order to communicate—above all the division of articulation that constitutes subjects as 

different forms of ‘communicators’ with specific and different occupational articulation-tasks, e.g., 

public speaking, personal correspondence, literary writing, making art, or current affairs broadcasting. 

These are the RCs-of-communication: the linkages and statuses associated with ‘communicative’ activity 

and habitus. Means of communication and the embodied basis of articulation power make the MCs-of-

communication, which combine with the relations of communication to make the MRCs-of-

communication, while for every physical and temporal context, the level of development of the forces 

and relations of communication is consolidated into the mode of communication (see fig.3). The 

distribution and arrangement of the MRCs of communication under its prevailing mode underpins the 
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internal constellations of communicative power, which in turn determine the existence of classist 

stratifications among subjects engaged in communication. Lastly, the output of this domain is message: 

communication conveys ideas in a concrete form, namely packaging them as information. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.3: The structure of communication 
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dialects to rival courtly and religious linguae francae, coupled with steady increases in popular literacy, 

led to vast growth and popularisation of the various forms of literature, as well as the gradual expansion 

of letter-writing. One crucial development was the invention and commercialisation of printing, and the 

rise of ‘publishing’. The proliferation of print formats cultivated new categories of authorship, from 

essayists and pamphleteers to diarists and novelists, and allowed the compilation of encyclopaedias, 

dictionaries, and other durable repositories of mass information. Above all, it permitted the birth of 

journalism in the form of chronicles and gazettes, or regularised periodicals, newspapers, and 

magazines—curated by editors, columnists, and other contributors—and conversely the rise of 

advertising, licensing, and censorship. Subsequent innovations have mostly served to expand the 

technological possibilities of existing forms of communication, and create updated variants of the 

occupations associated with them. This includes: the entry of mechanical, electronic, and digital 

technologies, such as telegraphy, telephony, computing, and artificial satellites; the emergence of sound 

and image recording, and radio and television broadcasting; and the rise of the internet, and virtual and 

online communication.156 Again, each development in modes of communication—‘visual-oral’, ‘literary’, 

‘mechanical-electric’, and ‘digital’—has left its mark on the way communication takes place in late 

modernity, under the contemporary division of articulation, whether in the professional environment of 

‘the media’, or in the ‘vernacular’ articulation of subjects without formal communicative occupations. 

As a result, mass opinion is ‘spread across’ two social activities—ideation and communication—

which are analytically distinct, and which have mutually independent MRCs, modes, and habitus. But 

in late modernity, the activities of ideation and communication that constitute mass opinion take place 

in a context of high functional differentiation, with a complex division of purposive agency and inputs 

into several well-established activities and myriad different occupations. In fact, since the 17th and 18th 

centuries, it has become increasingly common for discourse to move away from generalism, and show 

more sensitivity to the differentiation, mutual exclusivity, and complexity of social functions. Gone, in 

other words, is the breezy interdisciplinary facility of the medieval and Renaissance periods, exemplified 

by physicist-geographer-linguist Al-Bīrūnī, scientist-theologian-jurist Averroës, composer-historian-

philosopher St. Hildegard of Bingen, artist-engineer-botanist-historian Leonardo da Vinci, or poet-

philosopher Tullia D’Aragona. Where ‘polymathy’ has persisted—e.g., with poet-philosopher-scientist 
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Margaret Cavendish, poet-philosopher-statesman Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, or scientist-composer 

Alexander Borodin—this has often taken the form of ‘hobbies’ or ‘dilettantism’, and true discursive 

generalism has drastically declined.157 In late modernity, the way subjects think and articulate is strongly 

tied to the activities they engage in, and the occupations they hold (and class situations they occupy) 

within them. This means that it is not just the activities of ideation and communication simpliciter, and 

their respective modes and habitus, that this enquiry must consider, but the separate ‘siloised’ sub-types, 

sub-modes, and correlative habitus of ideation and communication that have become ‘dedicated to’ each 

social activity, as well as their internal occupational and classist divisions. These are often fairly protean, 

informal creations. Subjects in particular occupations within a given activity may ‘happen to’ engage in 

‘everyday’ thinking or ‘vernacular’ articulation in the context of ‘what they are doing’ to their MRCs—

e.g., activists formulating campaign strategies, judges offering opinions on the merits of legal cases, 

pupils talking about their homework, &c. Conversely, subjects in specifically ideative or communicative 

occupations may ‘happen to’ orient themselves towards the MRCs of particular social activities—e.g., 

philosophers and scientists weighing in on public policy, or newspaper columnists or other media 

commentators addressing topical social issues. 

However, in some cases, functional differentiation and the emergence of sub-types of ideation 

and communication have also given rise to a range of specialised discursive occupations and 

subjectivities. These systematically ‘hybridise’ the occupational and class habitus within ideation and 

communication ‘in general’ with either the ‘overall’ habitus of, or subdivided occupational and class 

habitus within, the social activities with regard to which ideation and communication takes place. The 

subjects in these occupations comprise what is typically described as the ‘intelligentsia’, both for society 

in general and for ‘their’ social activities in particular.158 For instance, on the ideative ‘side’, academic 

‘theorists’ and researchers ‘fuse’ the habitus of ‘philosophers’ and ‘scientists’ with those of occupations in 

their ‘fields of enquiry’—e.g., business owners, workers, or consumers in ‘economic theory’, rulers, 

advisers, and citizens in ‘political theory’, judges and jurors in ‘legal theory’, &c. Similarly, on the 

communicative ‘side’, subjects engaged in ‘publicity’ or ‘messaging’ combine the habitus of ‘advertisers’ 

with those of their designated activity—e.g., priests and other clergy for ‘preachers’ and ‘pastors’, doctors 
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and other medical staff for ‘public health officers’, traders and salespeople for ‘PR specialists’ and 

‘marketers’, or ministers, civil servants, election candidates, and activists for ‘propagandists’ and 

‘communications directors’. By comparison, at a general level, the various categories of media 

‘correspondents’, ‘commentators’, and ‘reporters’ hybridise the habitus of journalists with the activity-

habitus of their specialism, if not strictly those of occupations and classes within them—e.g., 

administration and coercion for ‘parliamentary’ or ‘war’ correspondents, production for ‘business’ or 

‘financial’ correspondents, instruction and study for ‘education’ correspondents, &c. It is this 

diversification that has ultimately given rise to the prodigious but narrowly-focused discursive activity 

of late-modern ‘greats’, from cosmologist Carl Sagan or talk-show host Oprah Winfrey to political 

activist bell hooks or music theorist (and composer) Karlheinz Stockhausen.159 In fact, in extremis, 

functional differentiation and specialisation within ideation and communication has become so 

pronounced that the subjects who hold these ‘hybrid’ discursive subjectivities may no longer even hold 

any additional occupations in the activities with regard to which they are discoursing—even if, 

historically, they originally did so. Thus, for instance, economists, marketers, or business reporters need 

not necessarily themselves also be business owners and traders, nor political scientists, spin doctors, or 

parliamentary correspondents themselves also politicians or civil servants, for their discursive habitus to 

be ‘inflected’ by the habitus of the activity ‘in’ which they have their (general, occupational, or class) 

specialism. 

With this in mind, it is now possible to draw together the methodological strands outlined in this 

chapter into a refined statement of the purpose of this analysis. Late-modern society is characterised by 

an intense level of functional differentiation in the way subjects interact with their environment. The 

aim of this project is to explore how the existence of this functional differentiation shapes the processes 

of ideation and communication that ‘go into’ creating ‘mass opinion’ in late modernity. How does the 

fact that subjects are socialised into particular sub-types of ideation and communication that are specific 

to certain social activities, and to occupations (and classes) within them, affect how they form and express 

opinions? And what does this mean for ‘mass opinion’, which comprises the opinions formed and 

expressed by a plurality, or ‘multitude’, of subjects who have been socialised to think and articulate in 

these highly specific ways? The remainder of this enquiry should be seen as an attempt to address these 

questions, and to construct an analytical framework for their continued exploration. 
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Two closing observations can be made here. First, it is worth addressing a lurking methodological 

question left over from this model’s origins in Marxian thought. The social theory outlined here has 

been careful to avoid surreptitiously incorporating any assumptions of inevitability about the form, or 

development, of ‘the social’. Yet several of the authors and traditions on which it relies do exactly this. 

Notably, orthodox Marxian analysis—either in its historical-materialist or dialectical-materialist form—

presumes an inexorable progressive trajectory of development in social forces, as well as positive, 

ameliorative adjustments to social relations, resulting from (r)evolution that originates in the economic 

domain. It is not clear that either must necessarily be the case, in the economic domain or elsewhere in 

‘the social’. Of course, it is possible to talk in Marxian terms of ‘stages of development’ for activities and 

‘the social’ en gros in a diagnostic sense—i.e., identifying past periods and genealogical ‘milestones’—

without needing to slot these into an inevitable pattern, progression, or trajectory. In other words, this 

model of social theory seeks to preserve the interpretative value of Marxian analysis without imposing 

the further assumption that such interpretation can be leveraged to predict how the future will (or 

should) look. 

The second observation concerns vernacularity. In most cases, analyses of ideation and 

communication have historically only examined (and usually still prioritise) the discourses of 

“exceptional individuals”.160 Even those that conscientiously seek to take account of mass society and 

“group, collective, and cultural tendencies” are still predominantly oriented towards the thinking and 

articulation of a tiny minority of subjects, typically ones with prestigious name-recognition, a long 

tradition of affiliated scholarship, or links to privileged social strata—and to that extent unrepresentative 

of the wider social conditions of their time(s). Given that the focus of this project is mass opinion, such 

elitist tendencies are rejected utterly. Instead, this enquiry is explicitly committed to analysing ‘the 

vernacular’ in mass opinion—what Freeden calls “normal, or typical” (as opposed to “superior”) 

discourse, even in its “qualitatively impoverished variants”.161 In short, the discourse of subjects in lower 

class situations can, and should, be subjected to the same genres and standards of analysis as that of 

higher-class subjects. The only differences between them hinge on the maintenance of qualitative 

boundaries between the discourses of different classes in order to recognise the disparities in their 

respective social power. This analysis inclines to the view that such boundaries can, and should, be 
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weakened or dissolved entirely. But for now, this project is content to pursue its interpretative task of 

illustrating the structure of mass opinion, and let others draw prescriptive conclusions. 

 

§6. Conclusion 

 

This chapter has offered an overview and explication of the analytic lens through which this 

enquiry examines mass opinion. It characterises ‘the social’ in terms of subjects’ material and relational 

conditions (MRCs)—i.e., material resources that they have control over, disposal of, or access to, and 

relational linkages that are (de)privileged, (dis)advantageous, or (im)balanced for/toward them—and the 

power that accrues to them, given their location in a particular physical and temporal context. It describes 

how subjects interact with these MRCs, and argues that their active interaction with them exhibits a 

division of purposive agency that segments ‘the social’ into analytically distinct domains and activities. 

Each of these activities is internally structured into means and relations, and is governed by a mode of 

cooperation. Subjects’ action in these activities takes place through a series of unique purposive inputs, 

and is framed by practices, systems, structures, norms, and dispositions that collectively constitute a 

habitus. Activities also exhibit further differentiation through the division of their purposive inputs into 

sets of specific tasks and functions, each of which is performed by a particular social occupation with its 

own distinctive habitus. By holding such occupations, subjects have a certain distribution of materials 

and are arranged into certain relations, which gives them a commensurate measure of power in each of 

their activities. If these distributions and arrangements differ radically across occupations, subjects 

become stratified into classes. Finally, the analysis then began to apply this model of social theory to the 

phenomenon of mass opinion, framing it as a combination of two activities—ideation (how opinion is 

formed) and communication (how it is expressed)—and hence a particular category of social discourse. 

The enquiry now continues by examining how these processes of opinion-formation and opinion-

expression take place. 
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II. The nature and basis of opinion 
 

 

Where do correct ideas come from? Do they drop from the skies? No. Are they innate in 

the mind? No. They come from social practice, and from it alone. … It is man’s social being 

that determines his thinking. 

——Mao Tse-tung162 

 

 

‘Tell me one last thing,’ said Harry. ‘Is this real? Or has this been happening inside my 

head?’ 

Dumbledore beamed at him, and his voice sounded loud and strong in Harry’s ears 

even though the bright mist was descending again, obscuring his figure. 

‘Of course it is happening inside your head, Harry, but why on earth should that 

mean that it is not real?’ 

——Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows163 

 

 

The previous chapter outlined the general social-theoretic framework on which this enquiry rests. 

The next step is to give an overview of the specific object it analyses: the (static) concept of ‘opinion’, 

and the (dynamic) processes by which subjects form and express it. This is more challenging than one 

might expect from vernacular readings of ‘opinion’, which tend to coalesce around the meaning “what 

or how one thinks about something”.164 Across disciplines and research traditions, a surprising range of 

mutually inconsistent interpretations compete for primacy, and—pace Philip Converse—even the 

establishment of an opinion polling industry over the last century has not “homogenised the definition 

and stabilised it for the foreseeable future” beyond the limited ambit of polling research.165 Yet it is also 

a necessary step, since ‘opinion’ must first be clearly defined before the additional complexities of social 

analysis can be introduced. For now, this overview will be highly individualised and subject-focused, on 

the basis that, as Floyd Allport suggests, opinion-formation and opinion-expression is fundamentally a 
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matter of the “behaviour of human individuals”.166 The layers of social analysis will be added in later 

chapters. This chapter starts by defining ‘opinion’ as a specific category of discourse concerned with 

epistemological or evaluative judgment, based on information and predispositions (§1). It then outlines 

the means subjects use to form their opinions—personality, emotion, and reason—and the effects each 

has on their content (§2). Finally, the account examines the means subjects use to express their 

opinions—bodily organs and media—and how these affect the form they take as messages (§3). 

 

§1. Judgment and its objects 

 

In chapter I, this analysis argued that ‘opinion’ is a particular kind of information, created through 

social activities of ideation and communication, which together constitute the domain of discourse.167 

Before examining separately the ideative and communicative aspects of ‘opinion’, it is important to 

clarify what kind of discourse and information ‘opinion’ refers to. Within discourse generally construed, 

subjects engage in different types of ideative and communicative activity. There are many kinds of 

statement, or ‘enouncement’, other than ‘opinion’ that subjects can form and express, distinguished from 

one another by the particular intention of their processes of ideation and communication.168 These range 

from the simple to the complex—such as everyday phatic expressions or extensive conversations—and 

the general to the specific—e.g., storytelling, questions, commands, or greetings. ‘Opinion’, meanwhile, 

refers specifically to those forms of discourse that express “judgment which is formed and entertained”, 

per Dewey’s phrase, and ‘opining’ or ‘opination’ (both unhelpfully rare terms) to activities of formation, 

entertainment, and expression.169 Thus, when subjects ‘opine’, their ideation and communication are 

intended towards ‘judging’, and create information that specifically conveys ‘judgment’. But ‘judgment’ 

has two parallel meanings, each with a long historical tradition.170 The first is epistemological, and relates 

to cognition: drawing on the Platonic division between dÒxa and ™pist»mh, or the Humean distinction 

between ‘relations of ideas’ and ‘matters of fact’, judgment refers to claims of conviction, as opposed to 

objective knowledge and established truth.171 The second meaning is evaluative, and relates to estimation: 
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here, judgment signifies “reputation, esteem, and […] general regard” in its Machiavellian or Lockean 

sense as a gauge of status according to some prescriptive standard.172 In other words, there are two kinds 

of ‘judgment’ which ‘opinion’ as a kind of discourse can ‘perform’. Both imply some form of subjective 

position or stance in the absence of absolute certainty, which Immanuel Kant describes as ‘holding-for-

true’ (Fürwahrhalten).173 

The source of the ‘judgmental’ orientation of subjects’ opinions lies in their discursive habitus, in 

particular their ideative norms and dispositions. In general, as for other activities, these guide how 

subjects engage in all kinds of ideation. When subjects are specifically forming opinions, however, the 

norms and dispositions that guide their ideation are those that carry an explicit ‘judgmental’ focus.174 

Ideative norms, or the “principles which generate and organise practices” in subjects’ ideative habitus, 

take judgmental form as values—longer-term foundational interpretive or prescriptive beliefs, which act 

as “explicit standards for judging” and “general plans for guiding personal action”.175 There is a large 

variety of these to be found in different sub-types of social discourse: ‘right’ versus ‘wrong’, ‘just/unjust’, 

‘strong/weak’, ‘legitimate/illegitimate’, ‘holy/unholy’, ‘cheap/expensive’, ‘healthy/noxious’, &c. Similarly, 

subjects’ “durable, transposable” ideative dispositions take judgmental form as attitudes—

“organisation[s] of several beliefs” that “imply general likes and dislikes”, which engender “immediate, 

intuitive … [and] enduring orientation[s] to respond to something favourably or unfavourably” at a deep 

psychological level.176 These have also proliferated across sub-types of discourse: ‘piety’ versus ‘profanity’, 

‘competitiveness/cooperativity’, ‘carefulness/carelessness’, ‘tolerance/bigotry’, ‘politeness/rudeness’, 

‘kindness/cruelty’, &c. Together, values and attitudes—collectively termed predispositions or schemata—

are “part of the raw materials, or building blocks” that subjects develop into opinions through “thought-

out choice[s]” based on “argumentation”.177 This means that opinions are never ‘aimless’, but are given 

clear judgmental impetus and inclination by the cognitive and estimative predispositions embedded in 

subjects’ discursive habitus. 

With the proliferation of opinion research traditions, some inconsistency and interchangeability 

has emerged regarding whether it is subjects’ ‘raw’ predispositions or their ‘thought-out’ opinions that 
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should be given primary analytic consideration.178 While predispositions are crucial to understanding 

where subjects’ ‘deeper’ judgmental orientation comes from, they rarely become explicit except through 

their conversion into opinions. Conversely, while opinions are often more “situational and superficial”, 

they are usually also (for this reason) directly observable and measurable, unlike predispositions.179 This 

tension has been compounded by an unhelpful tendency in the polling industry to blur the distinction 

between ‘opinion’ and ‘attitude’, as part of a gradual shift—initiated by Louis Leon Thurstone—towards 

testing for ever more foundational manifestations of judgment.180 For instance, many statistical surveys 

conducted by qualitative and quantitative social research institutes and polling organisations have simply 

rebranded ‘mass opinion’ as ‘social attitudes’, with scant regard for the conceptual discrepancies between 

these terms—e.g., the British Social Attitudes Survey, conducted by the National Centre for Social 

Research.181 As a result, the objects of enquiry hitherto analysed under the rubric of ‘opinion’ occupy a 

broad stretch of conceptual ground, from rudimentary Kantian readings of ‘mindsets’ to the more 

elaborate ‘conceptions’ or ‘determinations’ advanced by Tönnies.182  

There are advantages to be gained from embracing such methodological diversity in opinion 

research. Above all, it shows Bourdieu’s criticism that opinion research focuses only on judgments that 

take the form of “different and equally legitimate answers … given to an explicit question” in the context 

of “the confrontation of competing discourses” to be somewhat misplaced.183 Certainly, the polling 

industry does not put enough effort into interrogating judgments on which there is societal “majority … 

consensus”, or even “unanimity”—which is what Bourdieu calls “doxa”, as distinct from “opinion as liberal 

ideology understands it”.184 But this is more a criticism of polling as a way of conducting opinion research 

than an indictment of opinion research tout court. If anything, capturing the attitudes that underlie 

subjects’ opinions is merely one of several ways, alongside Bourdieu’s favoured strategy of “critique”, of 

trying to identify dÒxa in all its guises, or “bring[ing] the undiscussed into discussion, the unformulated 

into formulation”. Opinions are no less opinions—i.e., cognitive or estimative judgments—just because 

they rest on predispositions that are widely “taken for granted” or “beyond question”, and it is well within 
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the remit of opinion research to bring into consideration “the sum total of the theses tacitly posited on 

the hither side of all inquiry”.185 For the purposes of this enquiry, it is worth acknowledging that all 

stages of opinion-formation and opinion-expression merit careful consideration—from the values and 

attitudes that orient judgment to the communicative activity that conveys it. 

While predispositions give opinions their orientation, these also need objects to be oriented 

towards. They are “by definition” transitive concepts, Price argues, in that their ‘judgment’ “must be 

about something”.186 Opinions as such can be about anything, however worldly or imaginary, concrete 

or abstract, complex or mundane, as long as it stimulates cognition or estimation. But within the 

parameters of this enquiry, ‘opinions’ in a social sense address subjects’ material and relational conditions 

(MRCs)—the distribution of resources and capacities, and the arrangement of linkages and statuses. 

This, of course, includes not only MRCs in ‘the present’—i.e., contemporary to subjects’ having opinions 

about them—but also romantic or critical views of ‘the past’, or historical MRCs, as well as utopian or 

dystopian fantasies about ‘the future’, or MRCs yet-to-come. Since subjects are ‘thrown’ into a specific 

physical and temporal context, they interact with some aspects of the ‘overall’ MRCs more than others. 

While, therefore, all MRCs are (at least potential) objects for their opinions, these mainly address MRCs 

that are ‘of concern’ in subjects’ particular social situations—i.e., the distribution of the resources, tools, 

equipment, materiel, and other subjects with which they are surrounded, and the arrangement of the 

links, involvements, contacts, and associations in which they are imbricated. Specifically, they address 

the MRCs with which subjects interact—either by being passively affected by MRCs due to their 

‘obstinacy’ in subjects’ contexts, or by actively affecting them as subjects are oriented towards dealing 

with them through purposive action.187 Further, the exact environment with which subjects are 

presented, and which they need to deal with, is not, at least foundationally, a matter of their choice. 

Since they are ‘thrown’ into their place within ‘the social’, their experience from earliest consciousness 

onwards consists in “encountering” and “discovering … entities ready-to-hand”, which always-already 

‘demand’ (at least potentially) to be interacted with—or, in the case of ‘opinion’, to be ‘judged’.188 It is 

thus more accurate to say that subjects form and express opinions about MRCs because, or insofar as, 
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they interact with them, which is the force of Noelle-Neumann’s comment that ‘opinion’ “arises from an 

interaction of individuals with their social environments”.189 

The condition for subjects’ interaction with MRCs is their physical embodiment, as argued in 

chapter I, and this also provides the condition for them to form and express opinions about them.190 

Specifically, subjects ‘judge’ MRCs because, or insofar as, their (passive or active) interaction with them 

leads them to experience concrete stimuli that prompt cognition and estimation. They do so when their 

bodies ‘come up against’ their MRCs in a way that provides tangible ‘evidence’ of their presence—i.e., 

when resources, other subjects, links, contacts, &c, contingently ‘connect with’ subjects or enter into 

their proximity. Through their embodiment, subjects occupy a space within ‘the social’ that (however 

small) is entirely exclusive to them. Following Arendt: 

[T]hough the common world is the common meeting ground of all, those who are present 

have different locations in it, and the location of one can no more coincide with the 

location of another than the location of two objects.191 

Subjects’ experience of their MRCs is thus specific to them—i.e., unique to them, and specified by the 

context of their ‘thrownness’. This specificity is what makes subjects’ opinions about MRCs subjective. 

Their position among the objects towards which their opinions are oriented is contextually bound and 

situated, which means that their interaction with their social environment ‘prompts’ opinions that are 

‘relevant’ to the MRCs in their context. In reality, this is simply the basic premise of materialism: “[i]t 

is not men’s consciousness that determines their existence, but on the contrary, their social existence that 

determines their consciousness”.192 Subjects’ ‘being’ (their interaction with MRCs) is primary, and 

conditions their discourse (including their opinions about MRCs) by providing its ‘concern’ and its 

‘parameters’.193 

Moreover, because subjects are embodied, their ‘vantage-points’ onto their contexts themselves 

originate and emerge from within these same contexts, and are inextricably tied to them. Subjects’ 

physical and temporal ‘thrownness’ not only specifies the social environment that subjects experience, 

but also constricts the scope of their attention to, or awareness of, this experience—what Zaller calls 

subjects’ “reception and comprehension of communication from the [social] environment”—by 
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imposing on them a perceptual horizon.194 Fundamentally, this horizon is a result of the physical and 

temporal limits of subjects’ bodily perceptual faculties—their senses of sight, hearing, touch, &c—

transposed into the context of their embodiment. Subjects are not automatically attentive to, or aware 

of, all the (potential) stimuli they experience through their interaction with their environment. In order 

to experience MRCs as stimuli—i.e., in order to ‘recognise’ them as (potential) objects of opinion—

subjects need to ‘register’ them within their horizons. It is not enough for resources, other subjects, links, 

contacts, &c, simply to ‘appear’ in subjects’ close proximity: subjects need to see, hear, feel, &c, the 

stimuli these ‘effect’ and (more or less consciously) ‘realise’ they have done so. The outer bound of 

subjects’ horizon is the limit of their environment: the sum total of MRCs with which they (passively or 

actively) interact. But at any given moment, the stimuli that subjects register in their perceptual horizons 

are restricted to the MRCs with which they are interacting—i.e., which are ‘of concern’ in that moment 

through their ‘obstinacy’, or the orientation of subjects’ activity. As Heidegger suggests, subjects’ 

awareness is “proximally and for the most part” (zunächst und zumeist) determined by “that which [they] 

encounter[] in the environment and that with which [they are] circumspectively concerned”.195 This 

makes subjects’ opinions about MRCs not just subjective but also perspectival, as both their position 

among their objects of opinion and their orientation towards them are contextually bound and situated, 

and cannot attain a transcendent “cosmic perspective”, in Margaret Canovan’s words.196 Subjects’ 

interaction with their environment thus not only ‘prompts’ but also ‘frames’ their opinions to be ‘relevant’ 

to the MRCs in their context.  

But subjects also form and express opinions about MRCs outside their physical and temporal 

contexts—i.e., which concern other subjects elsewhere, or themselves and others in the past or future—

and which they thus interact with (at most) indirectly, or not at all. Since these MRCs lie beyond their 

perceptual horizons, subjects do not experience and register stimuli immediately from them, but rely 

instead on mediating exogenous ‘cues’, or “pellets” as McLuhan calls them, that appear within their 

horizons, which distil the complexity of these ‘alien’ MRCs into representative ‘proxies’, or what John 
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Durham Peters calls “condensational symbols”.197 Of course, MRCs cannot generate such cues of their 

own accord: social facts “do not speak for themselves”, as Dewey, Freeden, and Žižek variously put it.198 

Instead, these cues are transmitted into subjects’ perceptual horizons by the discursive activity of other 

subjects who are ‘closer’ to the MRCs in question—i.e., who directly interact with these MRCs due to 

the physical and temporal context into which they are ‘thrown’. In other words, cues are not just 

exogenous but xenogenous in origin: they come not just from elsewhere in ‘the social’ but specifically from 

other subjects. As a result, for subjects to form and express opinions about MRCs beyond their perceptual 

horizons, they are relying on there to be other subjects who experience and register these MRCs within 

their own environments and perceptual horizons, and who can ‘make them speak’, or ‘vocalise’ them, for 

the original subjects. Zaller summarises this succinctly: 

Of any [public] event [that has wide effects] we see at best only a phase and an aspect. … 

Inevitably our opinions cover a bigger space, a longer reach of time, a greater number of 

things, than we can directly observe. They have, therefore to be pieced together out of 

what others have reported and what we can imagine.199 

At the point where cues ‘reach’ subjects, the MRCs they represent have been ‘filtered through’ the 

discursive activity of one or more other subjects. This lends an irreducible intersubjective aspect to the 

way subjects experience ‘the social’ beyond their own sensory perception, as when they register cues as 

stimuli they necessarily incorporate other subjects’ perspectives into their own. Few subjects are directly 

‘plugged into’ more than a handful of other subjects’ perspectives, which means that, for more distant 

parts of ‘the social’, subjects may be several degrees of separation away from those within whose 

perceptual horizon(s) the MRCs in question lie, within an overarching network of similar relationships 

of vocalisation. The further beyond subjects’ perceptual horizon(s) MRCs lie, the more other subjects 

any information about these MRCs is likely to have been ‘filtered through’ before it reaches them. Every 

extra subject adds further layers of discourse, making the information that is eventually ‘delivered’ to its 

final recipients increasingly intersubjective.200 If these cues are the result of other subjects’ formation and 

expression of opinions, they reach subjects ‘complete with’ clear (albeit often complex) pre-existing 

cognitive or estimative judgments—i.e., the cues are valenced to give the MRCs they represent an 
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‘intrinsic’ cognitive or estimative attractiveness or aversiveness, which subjects can either affirm/confirm 

or dismiss/reject.201 The reliance on a network of other subjects to vocalise the MRCs beyond their 

perceptual horizons is one of the most fundamental and universally durable relations of ideation and 

communication for all social subjects. 

This intersubjectivity makes subjects’ views of ‘the social’ more complex, but is essential for them 

to be complete. Since at least Lippmann and (in a rare moment of agreement) Dewey, opinion research 

has rejected as a prima facie “illusion” and “unattainable ideal” the possibility that subjects can achieve 

social ‘omnicompetence’.202 Omnicompetence describes a situation where individual subjects have a full 

grasp of all their possible objects of opinion—i.e., all the MRCs comprising ‘the social’, not just those 

they interact with in their social environments. It assumes that subjects can ‘break out’ of their 

environments, and ‘expand’ their perceptual horizons to attain a ‘complete’—if not strictly ‘cosmic’—

synoptic and experiential view of ‘the social’ in its full complexity.203 Yet such transcendence is literally 

impossible for subjects to achieve, as their physical and temporal embodiment leaves them irretrievably 

rooted in the context into which they have been ‘thrown’, however hard they may try to ‘uproot’ 

themselves from it. While they may have some scope to increase their attentiveness and awareness in 

order to ‘register’ more of their environment within their perceptual horizon, as Dewey implies, this is 

a much more limited aspiration than omnicompetence.204 Subjects’ reliance on cues from others about 

the parts of ‘the social’ outside their subjective context—i.e., recognising and accepting that their 

perception has a horizon—is not a sign of their “self-incurred minority”, as Kant claims, or a lack of 

“courage to make use of [their] own understanding”.205 Rather, subjects acknowledge that pure autarkic 

reliance on their subjective perspective is too crude to overcome the limits of their ‘thrownness’, as they 

may ‘miss something’ without support or corroboration from others. In fact, this corroborative aspect of 

intersubjectivity is the essential point of communication, and it is exactly in this sense that, as McLuhan 

puts it, communicative activity functions as an extension of the human nervous system.206 Together with 

the stimuli that subjects experience directly, cues create a (reductive) ‘map’ of the totality of MRCs with 
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which that subject interacts.207 This is precisely what Arendt has in mind when she observes that 

“appearance—something that is seen and heard by others as well as by ourselves—constitutes reality”.208 

Of course, the impossibility of omnicompetence dictates that this totality in its wholeness is 

unfathomable or, in Žižek’s words, “sublime” for any single subject.209 Rather, when subjects form and 

express opinions about ‘the social’, their grasp is at best partial: they have the competence (but not 

omnicompetence) to ‘judge’ the MRCs they interact with, but (without cues from other subjects) little 

more than ignorance about the rest of ‘the social’.  

The stimuli subjects register from their own and others’ MRCs, either directly or via 

representational cues, are thus the objects of opinion, which opinions are oriented towards by 

predispositions. Stimuli provide subjects with information about ‘the social’, and it is this information 

that acts as the ‘target’ (however specific or diffuse) for their judgment. Zaller tries to capture this by 

describing each instance of ‘judgment’ as a “marriage of information and predisposition”.210 Prima facie, 

it is more accurate to see it as an application (usually unconscious) of predispositions to information: 

subjects’ social interactions give them specific experiences on which they exercise their (pre-existing) 

general attitudinal and valuative impetus and inclination. However, subjects do not apply their 

predispositions directly to each individual ‘piece’ of information from every stimulus they experience and 

register. Before it becomes ‘raw material’ for cognition or estimation, subjects integrate the information 

they acquire into what Lippmann terms their “pseudo-environment”, which is their (more or less) 

coherent derivative ‘interpretation’ or ‘representation’ of ‘the social’ within and beyond their physical and 

temporal context.211 This interpretation is “a hybrid compounded of ‘human nature’ and ‘conditions’”—

i.e., jointly determined by subjects’ sensory perception and their subjective perspective within the specific 

physical and temporal context in which they are embodied.212 When subjects form and express opinions, 

therefore, they do so at a certain remove from the ‘bare’ MRCs that their opinions are ostensibly ‘about’, 

as they ‘judge’ them only in mediated form.213 As Lippmann puts it, subjects “act[] upon their 

environment, moved by stimuli from their pseudo-environment”, which means that different subjects 
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“live […] in different worlds”—or “[m]ore accurately, they live in the same world, but they think and 

feel in different ones”.214 It is this ‘wider’ pseudo-environment to which subjects apply their 

predispositions, converting the information they acquire about the MRCs in ‘the social’ into what 

Lippmann and Friedrich Engels describe as “pictures inside their heads” (Gedanken-Abbilder).215 

These “mental pictures”—to adopt the shorter phrasing used by William James, John Tyndall, and 

Wilhelm Wundt—take the form of basic ‘verdicts’ (Urteile) of either cognitive affirmation-versus-denial, 

or estimative praise-versus-censure, of the relevant parts of ‘the social’.216 Crucially, these ‘verdicts’ do 

not sit in a one-to-one relationship with their objects. In fact, subjects may form at least one if not more 

substantively different, parallel, or conflicting pictures of the same object, as a result of either (1) 

competing sets of predispositions, due to rival discursive habitus, or (2) dissimilar or even contradictory 

pieces of subjective and intersubjective information about MRCs.217 But in all cases, as ‘verdicts’, pictures 

exhibit what Robert Lane and David Sears refer to as a “pro-con” quality, or a ‘for-against’ direction.218 

Of course, this ‘pro-con’ aspect cannot just be modelled as an absolute ‘yes/no’ dichotomy—in fact, it 

has been clear since the early days of opinion research that simple binaries are practically “worthless for 

any understanding of human attitudes”.219 Binaries sacrifice cognitive and estimative nuance, forcing 

subjects to choose between only two unambiguous ‘positions’—or three if they allow for a “middle resting 

place” of abstention, ambivalence, or neutrality—in a way that may be entirely unsuited to the content 

of their judgments.220 Instead, for ‘verdicts’ that are ‘for-against’ (i.e., ‘A’ or ‘¬A’), a better way of 

capturing the nuance of subjects’ mental pictures is by framing ‘judgment’ as a spectrum, or at least a 

scale comprising several gradations, to represent subjects’ reluctance to fully endorsing the ‘pro’ or ‘con’ 

positions.221 These can stem from contradictory, inconclusive, or complex predispositions—i.e., 

‘nuanced’ versus ‘simplified’ epistemological beliefs, or ‘moderate’ versus ‘extreme’ evaluative beliefs—

which subjects apply to the information they receive about their MRCs, and which make their mental 

pictures ‘overcomplicated’, ‘underdetermined’, ‘unclear’, or otherwise more ‘balanced’ and circumscribed. 

However, not all judgments have a direction that takes a simple ‘for-against’ form. Subjects’ ‘verdicts’ 

                                                   
214 Lippmann 2010, p.16. 
215 Engels 1987, ch.1; Lippmann 2010, pp.21-2; Splichal 1999, pp.153-4.  
216 Bennett and Hacker 2003; Brant 2013, p.227; Kant 1952, p.241. Emphasis added. 
217 Tesser 1978, pp.297-8, 307; Zaller 1992, pp.37-8. 
218 Lane and Sears 1964, p.6; Lang and Lang 1983, p.23; Price 1992, p.79; Splichal 1999, p.266. 
219 Abrams and Rose 1960, p.7; Albig 1939, p.157. 
220 Green 2011, p.45; Hodder-Williams 1970, p.64; Neumann and Noelle-Neumann 1962. 
221 Hodder-Williams 1970, pp.23, 28. 



87 
 

about their MRCs may be substantive competitors but not logical opposites (i.e., ‘A’ vs ‘B’ vs ‘C’, &c), 

so representing their exact positions requires greater complexity than even a ‘pro-con’ spectrum can 

provide. This usually occurs when there are multiple ‘answers’ to epistemological or evaluative 

‘questions’, or several concrete ‘possibilities’ or ‘interpretations’ for ‘what is the case’—e.g., ‘Which of the 

following is most affected by a weaker pound sterling? The UK’s trade balance, growth rate, net capital 

flows, interest rates, inflation, or unemployment?’—and ‘how things are/should be’—e.g., ‘Which of 

these options is better for the UK? EEA membership, EU Customs Union membership, a bespoke 

bilateral trade agreement, or defaulting to WTO rules?’—in situations of ‘multiple-choice’ judgment. 

Moreover, subjects’ mental pictures can be assessed not only by the direction of their judgments, 

but also qualified in several ways via “several related but conceptually distinct dimensions”.222 One of the 

most important alternative measures is the intensity of ‘judgment’, which covers how strongly or 

passionately subjects ‘hold’ their mental pictures—e.g., vehement commitment to the veracity of 

anthropogenic climate change, or lukewarm endorsement of a presidential candidate.223 Similarly, the 

degree of ‘judgment’ refers to the extent (or absence) of caveats or reservations with which subjects ‘favour’ 

their pictures—e.g., provisional acceptance of the constitutional correctness of the Citizens United v. 

Federal Election Commission U.S. Supreme Court ruling, or an unconditional condemnation of ‘alt-right’ 

ideology—certainty, how sure subjects are of their pictures’ validity—e.g., confidence in the negative 

economic prospects of the UK outside the EU, or hesitant support for the death penalty—and firmness, 

how liable subjects are to change their pictures—e.g., malleable belief in the existence of a divine 

Demiurge responsible for Creation, or unwavering support for women’s reproductive rights.224 At a more 

self-reflective level, there are two further modifiers, salience, how central and accessible a psychological 

place subjects allocate to their pictures—e.g., the peripheral need to accept the insights of string theory, 

or the crucial place of a belief in the immorality of inequality—and importance, how “critical” or 

‘concerning’ subjects see the objects underlying their pictures to be—e.g., the crucial significance of belief 

in heliocentric astronomy, or the marginal import of the lexical ordering of John Rawls’s principles of 

justice.225 Like direction, all of these dimensions are better modelled as spectrums or scales than binaries. 

Moreover, they are often strongly correlated with one another, especially salience and importance: as 
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Price puts it, “the more time spent considering something, the more important it may seem”, while 

“things deemed important may occupy a large share of one’s attention”.226 The existence of such 

correlations makes it essential for opinion research to keep these dimensions analytically distinct.  

The ‘verdicts’ contained in subjects’ mental pictures are the most rudimentary form in which 

information can be ‘married’ to predispositions. They embed basic cognitive and estimative attitudinal-

valuative inclinations in subjects’ perception of ‘the social’, giving their whole pseudo-environments a 

certain a priori valence. The (largely unconscious) creation of mental pictures is the most basic way that 

subjects can exercise what Rawls and Alain Badiou call their “capacity for judgment” or “faculty of 

judgment”.227 They are thus also the simplest ‘situational’ manifestations of judgment itself, and hence 

the ‘ultimate’ foundations of opinion that the polling industry and opinion research more broadly have 

tried to uncover. In fact, much social-scientific opinion research takes the extremely minimalist view 

that the creation of pictures fully describes the amount and type of mental activity that subjects engage 

in when they form opinions, and that subjects move from (unconsciously) applying predispositions to 

information straight onto opinion-expression.228 Lippmann even goes so far as to say that “[t]he pictures 

inside the heads of these human beings, the pictures of themselves, of others, of their needs, purposes, 

and relationships, are their [mass] opinions”.229 But this reductionist approach simply ignores the fact 

that opinions can be far more complex than just basic attitudinal-valuative inclinations towards objects—

i.e., to use terminology from earlier, ‘thought-out’ as well as ‘raw’. The mental pictures that subjects have 

of ‘the social’ do not directly and inevitably determine the opinions subjects ‘form and entertain’ about 

it, since they do not remove the need, or possibility, for subjects to process these pictures—i.e., to think 

about them—and ‘arrive at’ more complex cognitive and estimative assessments. Consequently, the 

content (and quality) of opinions depends on the level and sort of sophisticated elaboration that subjects 

add to the judgments contained in the pictures through which they represent ‘the social’ to themselves, 

from their subjective perspective, in their ‘thrown’ position. It is to this elaboration that the analysis now 

turns. 
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§2. The means of thinking: personality-traits, emotions, and reason 

 

The additional sophistication that transforms subjects’ cognitive and estimative judgments from 

mental pictures into ‘fully-fledged’ opinions is provided by a range of attributes, or instruments, that 

subjects use to process these pictures, and through them the subjective and intersubjective information 

available to them. These were referred to in chapter I as the means of thinking—“the psychological and 

physical tools, mechanisms, and ‘ways of thinking’ that subjects use to ‘ideate’”—which subjects ‘use on’ 

their objects of thinking—the “stimuli and sense-data” from which they create pictures representing 

MRCs—to create ideas, or in the case of ‘opinions’, subjective epistemological and evaluative 

judgments.230 The means of thinking can now be enumerated more precisely as falling into three 

categories: personality-traits, emotions, and reason. Each of these elements has its own unique function in 

converting the ‘flow’ of predispositions and information acquired about MRCs into different types of 

judgment, and this section explores how (and to what extent) these functions have been theorised within 

opinion research. It is worth highlighting a small caveat here which will take on greater importance later 

on in this enquiry. Strictly speaking, subjects do not have to use all of these means to form every opinion: 

rather, they are ‘options’ at their disposal, in their control, or accessible to them for doing so. But 

importantly, they are options that all subjects have, at least to some degree. This is because, to a greater 

or lesser extent, the means of thinking are all partly to be found at the most personal and basic level of 

subjects’ embodiment—specifically, within physiological and psychological aspects of their pre-social 

‘kernel’—which means that the extent to which they use them is only partly determined by processes of 

socialisation.231 Of course, this is not to say that the formation of opinions can, or should, be completely 

reduced to purely subjects’ psychological aspects.232 Rather, the point is that psychological analysis clearly 

has its place in ensuring that opinion research has the most up-to-date understanding of how opinions 

are formed, and hence that it can act as a reliable starting-point for this social model of mass opinion. 

First, subjects’ personality. As Joseph Schumpeter argues, one of the most significant insights of 

the rise of individual and social psychology in the latter half of the 19th century was the steady 

abandonment of “the idea of the human personality [as] a homogeneous unit”.233 In place of the crude 
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psychic ontologies on which much Enlightenment thought rests, psychologists have developed a more 

rigorous model of personality as a “multifaceted and enduring psychological structure” that is “relatively 

stable over time”, to use Jeffery Mondak and Matthew Hibbing’s description. This structure exercises 

“one of the longest of long-term influences” on subjects’ thinking and behaviour, including partly 

framing, at least in “broad, general” terms, the predispositions by which subjects are oriented ex ante 

towards their MRCs.234 Personalities vary from subject to subject, which explains why, in the presence 

of “similar life circumstances” and identical “key features of the environment”—i.e., ceteris paribus—

different subjects nonetheless acquire different information from the stimuli in their environment, 

approach it with different predispositions, and form different opinions about it. There are a number of 

different ways of theorising personality, typically divided into personality-type analyses, which group 

subjects into distinct qualitative categories based on their personality ‘profile’, and personality-trait 

theories, which break down these categories and profiles into quantifiable patterns or tendencies. Type 

theories take various approaches, ranging from modern rediscoveries of the Hippocratic, Galenic, or 

Avicennist ‘temperaments’ and ‘humours’, Meyer Friedman and Ray Rosenman’s ‘Type A and Type B’ 

classification, and Oscar Ichazo and Claudio Naranjo’s semi-mystical ‘enneagram’ model, to typologies 

influenced by Jungian psychoanalysis, including the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator and David Keirsey’s 

Temperament Sorter.235 Many of these have been severely criticised for their lack of scientific rigour, 

leaving trait theories by far the dominant way of understanding personality.236  

In particular, five trait-dimensions, the so-called ‘Big Five’, derived from the work of Hans 

Eysenck and Lewis Goldberg, have been found to capture much of the breadth that personalities 

exhibit.237 Each dimension works as a spectrum, with a series of subordinated traits at its ‘higher’ and 

‘lower’ ends: openness to experience, also called intellect or culture; conscientiousness, or dependability; 

extraversion, or surgency; agreeableness, or pleasantness; and neuroticism, or emotional stability (see fig.4).238 
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Personality trait High-end traits Low-end traits 

Openness to 

experience 

Creativity, “curiosity” (Neugier), imagination, 

independence, inventiveness, intellectual 

unpredictability, lack of focus, preference for 

novelty/unusualness/variety, self-actualisation. 

Caution, consistency, data-drivenness, 

dogmatism, perseverance, pragmatism, being 

closed-minded, imperceptive, shallow. 

Conscientiousness 

Achievement-orientation, efficiency, 

organisation, planning, reliability, self-discipline, 

being dutiful, obsessive, stubborn, thorough. 

Flexibility, negligence, spontaneity, 

unreliability, being careless, easy-going, sloppy. 

Extraversion 

Activity, engagement, high energy, positive 

affect, sociability, being assertive, attention-

seeking, domineering, outgoing, talkative. 

Passivity, reserve, self-absorption, silence, being 

aloof, reflective, solitary. 

Agreeableness 

Compassion, cooperativity, naïveté, trust, 

warmth, being friendly, helpful, kind, submissive, 

well-tempered. 

Analytical detachment, antagonism, hostility, 

suspicion, being argumentative, challenging, 

competitive, deceitful, selfish. 

Neuroticism 

Dynamism, excitability, impulsivity, instability, 

sensitivity, temperamentality, being highly 

reactive, moody, nervous. 

Confidence, impulse control, lack of concern, 

security, being calm, emotionless, uninspiring. 

 

Fig.4: The ‘Big Five’ personality trait-dimensions 

 

Each subject ‘sits’ at a certain ‘point’ on these spectrums, and the combination of these ‘points’ constitutes 

their overall personality-profile. The stronger a given trait—i.e., the more a subject sits at one end of a 

dimension—the likelier they are to exhibit that series of subordinated traits. Of course, subjects may 

have ‘no strong preference’ on any or all of these dimensions, in which case their personalities are seen 

as adaptable, moderated, reasonable, but occasionally also unprincipled, inscrutable, or calculated. There 

is still disagreement over how complete a picture of personality this ‘Five-Factor’ or ‘OCEAN’ model 

gives, or whether it needs additional factors, such as humility (as in Michael Ashton and Kibeom Lee’s 

HEXACO model), excellence, or decency.239 But the ‘Big Five’ dimensions have proven a rich and reliable 

source of insight so far, so this enquiry will use them as well.240 

                                                   
239 Ashton et al. 2004; Boyle 2008; Briggs 1989; John 1989; Livneh and Livneh 1989; Santrock 2005, pp.366-99; Waller and 
Ben-Porath 1987. 
240 Cattell 1946; Fiske 1949; Tupes and Christal 1961. 



92 
 

While the link between personality-traits and subjects’ concrete opinions has yet to be fully 

established, personality evidently affects the content of values and attitudes qua discursive norms and 

dispositions.241 Of the five trait-dimensions, openness to experience and conscientiousness have the most 

significant effect, with the former associated with strong aversion to values of traditionalism, 

judgmentalism, universalism, and security, and the latter associated with strong embrace of them.242 In 

social-scientific opinion research, this has been taken as an indication of a correlation between openness 

and progressivism, often (misleadingly) termed “liberalism”—defined (very loosely) as an “interest in new 

solutions to existing […] problems and the willingness to embrace societal change”—and between 

conscientiousness and reactionarism, or “conservatism”—that is, “cautious[ness] in policy making and 

reluctan[ce] to alter the status quo”, alongside “valu[ing] personal responsibility”.243 The effects for other 

dimensions are weaker but still discernible. In particular, Bryce Dietrich has found “more modest” but 

still significant correlations between agreeableness and progressivism, and neuroticism and reactionary 

views respectively.244 This is borne out to a large extent by the commitments of different social ideologies. 

Progressive ideologies often favour “unusualness”, “independence”, “creativity”, or “self-actualisation”, 

alongside “kindness”, “helpfulness”, or “cooperativity”—e.g., variously, in the embrace of ‘eccentricity’ 

and aversion to ‘mediocrity’ by liberals like John Stuart Mill or Alexis de Tocqueville, the importance of 

‘compassion’ to social solidarity emphasised by Martha Nussbaum, the endorsement of spontaneous 

voluntary decision-making by autonomist Marxists like John Holloway or Antonio Negri, the rooting 

of emancipation in mutual charity with liberation theologians like Gustavo Gutiérrez, or the ‘catallactic’ 

view of market activity as driven by diverse and disparate individual goals by Austrian school economists 

such as Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich von Hayek.245 Conversely, reactionary ideologies lay weight on 

“self-discipline”, “organisation”, “dutifulness”, and “achievement-orientation”, as well as “dynamism”, 

“excitability”, and “moodiness”—e.g., with the submission to political and religious hierarchies endorsed 

by theocrats such as Joseph de Maistre and Louis de Bonald, the romantic sentimental attachment to 

tradition defended by conservatives like Roger Scruton or Christian socialists such as John Ruskin, the 

                                                   
241 Price 1992, p.55. 
242 Caprara, Vecchione, and Schwartz 2009; Carney et al. 2008; Gerber et al. 2010; Mondak 2010; Mondak and Halperin 2008; 
Mondak and Hibbing 2012, p.226; Riemann et al. 1993. 
243 Mondak and Hibbing 2012, p.226. 
244 Dietrich et al. 2012. 
245 Gutiérrez 1973; Hayek 2012; Holloway 2002; Lotringer and Marazzi 2008; Mill 1989; Mises 2007; Nussbaum 1996; 
Tocqueville 2003. 



93 
 

‘militia’ tendencies and state-sanctioned terror of fascist and conservative movements like the Spanish 

falange, German Stahlhelm, or the Hungarian Magyar Gárda, the spectrum of nationalisms ranging from 

benign patriotism to chauvinist demonisation of ‘others’, and the cults of obedient loyalty to personalist 

state leadership cultivated under left- and right-wing totalitarianism.246 

However, personality-traits do not just affect the substantive judgments that subjects form about 

‘the social’, but enter in earlier to have an impact on how they acquire and process information about it 

as well. First, different combinations of traits shape subjects’ perceptual horizons by giving them 

different levels of attentiveness and awareness. Here, (high) openness has the strongest impact, as 

subjects who are curious, imaginative, and prefer novelty are more likely to receive and accept stimuli 

and cues from their environment than those who are cautious, imperceptive, and closed-minded.247 

‘Open’ subjects—e.g., those who are ‘in touch with’ and ‘attuned to’ the world around them—consciously 

‘try to’ see, hear, feel, &c, their MRCs, precisely in order to ‘extract’ and ‘absorb’ information from them. 

There is a similar role for (high) extraversion, since, according to Zaller, “the greater a person’s level of 

cognitive engagement with an issue, the more likely he or she is to be exposed to and comprehend—in 

a word, to receive—[social] messages concerning that issue”.248 Subjects who are active, engaged, and 

sociable—e.g., those in influential or leadership positions, and those with wide-ranging social contacts—

are likely to put themselves in situations, or act in ways, that enable them to ‘encounter’ their MRCs 

more ‘frequently’, and more ‘deeply’, than those who are passive, reserved, or solitary. Further, different 

combinations of traits affect how closely subjects conform to their a priori predispositions when forming 

opinions—i.e., whether they think in accordance with the norms and dispositions of their discursive 

habitus. Here, (low) openness and (high) conscientiousness have the main impact, as subjects who are 

consistent, dogmatic, thorough, and dutiful are more inclined to view and evaluate the social information 

they receive strictly through the lens of their pre-existing attitudes and values, as well as “tend[ing] to 

resist [stimuli and cues] that are inconsistent with their [social] predispositions”.249 Subjects with this 

tendency are typically seen as (excessively) ‘proper’ or ‘pernickety’, either as ‘sticklers for the rules’, ‘stuck-

in-the-muds’, or ‘swivel-eyed true believers’ inflexibly committed to some idée fixe. Lastly, different traits 

also make subjects more or less inclined to make use of the other means of thinking available to them to 
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form their opinions. For instance, high extraversion and high neuroticism—i.e., positive affect, 

sensitivity, moodiness, or emotional instability—steer subjects towards greater reliance on emotional 

means of thinking.250 This is stereotypically associated with subjects who have an ‘artistic’ or ‘dramatic’ 

temperament, display religious fervour, or have a predilection for lurid sensationalism in literary or media 

consumption tastes. In a similar way, high openness, high conscientiousness, moderate extraversion, 

moderate agreeableness, and low neuroticism—i.e., imagination and thoroughness, some reflectivity and 

analytical detachment, and impulse control—push subjects towards a more extensive use of reason in 

forming their opinions.251 This often characterises subjects tasked with ‘working out’ complex social 

problems, such as those engaged in theoretical and practical analysis, financial calculations, finding 

medical or legal solutions, or formulating governmental or business strategy. In other words, there is 

always a degree of reciprocity and co-determination between the three constituent elements of subjects’ 

means of thinking. The analytical separation in this analysis is not intended to imply that they are 

independent of each other in their practical operations. 

While personality represents an underlying structure that shapes subjects’ acquisition of 

information and longer-term patterns in its conversion into opinions, the two other elements have a 

more contingent effect on these processes. Subjects experience emotions towards their MRCs in the form 

of “gut reactions”—what Jonathan Haidt calls unconscious “flash[es] of intuition”—to particular stimuli 

in their social environment as and when they interact with them.252 Physiologically, emotions ‘pick up’ 

where sensory perception ‘leaves off’: as information is acquired, based on either subjective perception 

or intersubjective cues, it provokes a “complex set of interrelated reactions […] that can include electro-

chemical processes in the brain, changes in autonomic and motor systems (e.g., breathing, heart rate, 

muscle tension), facial expressions, behavioural impulses, and conscious feelings”. What subjects ‘detect’ 

are the affective states these processes create—“liking and disliking, pain and pleasure, moods, and 

emotions”—which they integrate into their mental pictures of the MRCs in question.253 These states 

become “equiprimordial”, in Heidegger’s phrase, to the way MRCs are perceived: forming opinions 
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about them becomes a matter of processing information that always-already embeds some affective 

reaction, which subjects can perhaps counter, or change, but never wholly transcend.254  

There are many available classifications of emotions, but there is broad agreement that in their 

basic form, emotions fall into a small number of categories of varying sizes. These were originally defined 

by Paul Ekman, and later grouped into opposed (broad) ‘positive-negative’ pairs and expanded by Robert 

Plutchik: anger and fear; happiness and sadness; trust and disgust; and anticipation and surprise (see fig.5).255 

 

‘Positive’ 

emotion 
Associated range 

‘Negative’ 

emotion 
Associated range 

Anger 

Aggravation, annoyance, bitterness, 

dislike, envy, exasperation, ferocity, 

frustration, fury, grumpiness, hatred, 

hostility, jealousy, outrage, rage, 

resentment, scorn, spite, torment, 

vengefulness, wrath. 

Fear 

Alarm, anxiety, apprehension, distress, 

dread, fright, horror, hysteria, 

mortification, nervousness, panic, shock, 

suspense, terror, unease, worry. 

Happiness 

Amusement, bliss, cheerfulness, 

contentment, delight, ecstasy, elation, 

enjoyment, enthrallment, enthusiasm, 

exhilaration, gladness, glee, hope, joy, 

jubilation, pleasure, pride, relief, 

satisfaction, serenity, zeal. 

Sadness 

Agony, anguish, dejection, depression, 

despair, disappointment, dismay, 

embarrassment, gloom, glumness, grief, 

guilt, humiliation, hurt, loneliness, 

melancholy, misery, neglect, pensiveness, 

pity, regret, rejection, shame, sorrow, 

suffering, sympathy, woe. 

Trust Acceptance, admiration. Disgust Boredom, loathing, revulsion. 

Anticipation Interest, vigilance. Surprise Amazement, astonishment, distraction. 

 

Fig.5: Basic emotional categories 

 

At any given moment, each subject may feel any number of these basic emotions, and the resulting 

combination—however brief or durable it might be—constitutes their emotional ‘state’. Plutchik and 

others, such as Jessica Hagy, have suggested that, when these basic categories are combined, they give 
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rise to more complex emotions, typically the result of dyadic pairings, such as: optimism (anticipation 

plus happiness), opposed to disapproval (surprise plus sadness); love (happiness plus trust) versus remorse 

(sadness plus disgust); submission (trust plus fear) versus contempt (disgust plus anger); and awe (fear plus 

surprise) versus aggressiveness (anger plus anticipation).256 However, there is much less agreement within 

individual and social psychology on how emotions ought to be combined, and how to define the complex 

‘states’ that emerge from these combinations, so this analysis will restrict itself to using only the basic 

categories. 

Within opinion research, the enduring hegemony of analyses that prioritise “cognitive” thought 

processes—i.e., conscious reasoning—means that approaches focused on affect, as championed by 

Joseph LeDoux and Robert Zajonc, are still in their infancy.257 However, the effects of some of the basic 

emotional categories on information-processing and opinion-formation, as well as the substantive 

content of subjects’ judgments, have begun to be identified.258 Fear and especially anxiety, which respond 

to threats and (potential) danger in the social environment, encourage attentiveness and compromise, 

causing subjects to “pay greater attention to what is happening […], seek out more information, 

reconsider their options in light of available information, avoid risky courses of action, and prefer public 

policies focused on prevention and protection”. This applies equally to financial investors staring intently 

at their boards during stock market crashes, students ‘cramming’ before examinations, or viewers ‘glued 

to’ TV coverage of natural disasters or other momentous events. Anger, prompted by (un)fair or 

(un)intentional frustration of goals, has the reverse effect, making subjects “stick with their convictions, 

eschew compromise, spend less time thinking things through, embrace risks more readily, and prefer 

aggressive and punitive public policies”. This can be seen in the resurgence of British nationalism and 

Empire nostalgia associated with Eurosceptic hostility to the supposed ‘overreach’ of EU institutions, or 

the aggressive entrenchment around ‘muscular liberalism’ in response to popular outrage against terror 

attacks by religious extremists.259 Enthusiasm, a specific form of happiness arising from good conditions 

and success, bolsters subjects’ confidence but “reinforce[s] the automatic tendency […] to spend little 

time reflecting on their opinions and to stick more closely to their [social] habits and loyalties”. There 
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are aspects of this to be detected, for example, in the rapid transformation of liberal-capitalist euphoria 

over ‘winning’ the Cold War into an un-self-critical and complacent ‘end of history narrative’, as well as 

recurring jingoistic attempts to play up the ‘fun’ aspects of warfare, from the ‘pals battalions’ of WW1 

to Daesh’s high-octane recruitment videos.260 Sadness is largely similar to fear, causing subjects to 

“expend more effort on thinking through decisions … [making them] more likely to pay attention to 

the details of a situation and, as a result, take account of those situational details”. This can cover 

everything from bereaved friends and relatives ‘dwelling on’ the life of a loved one to the declaration of 

a period of ‘national mourning’ after the death of a prominent figure or the occurrence of some mass 

tragedy. Meanwhile, pride and shame, as specific forms of happiness and sadness respectively, are ‘social’ 

emotions that arise when subjects are judged to “exemplify” or “fall[] short of … the standards and values 

expected by their community or group”, and make them “adopt or apply” these values “more faithfully”. 

These are often associated with rituals of reward or humiliation, such as school prizegiving days, political 

‘show trials’ and publicised criminal trials, and sporting or military medal ceremonies. Finally, disgust 

resembles anger in that it inclines subjects to “purify [their] environment”, provoking in them “harsher 

moral judgments and moral conservativism”. This is often leveraged in the context of societal scandals, 

whether in the form of corporate fraud, governmental corruption, or ‘taboo’ sexual behaviours. 

In general, the link between emotions and opinions is fairly straightforward: positive emotions 

tend to foster positive opinions, and negative emotions foster negative opinions. Enthusiasm and pride 

straightforwardly reinforce the ‘pro’ ‘verdicts’ contained in subjects’ mental pictures, with fear, shame, 

and disgust doing the same for ‘con’ ‘verdicts’, while anger and sadness respectively foster positive and 

negative reactions to MRCs in a more nuanced, indirect way. But, as with personality-traits, emotions 

also affect how subjects acquire and process information about ‘the social’, again specifically their 

attentiveness to, and awareness of, environmental stimuli and cues, and their conformity to their 

discursive predispositions. Broadly, positive emotions encourage subjects to fall back on their memories 

of past judgments rather than considering new social information, and to conform weakly to their a 

priori predispositions. As a result, subjects become less likely to receive and accept, and more likely to 

resist, environmental stimuli and cues—especially if these clash with their predispositions—and “retrieve 

… from memory … related considerations” that they have “recently used, seen, heard, or indirectly 

referenced, … [and] called to mind or thought about” to form new opinions.261 This is what is often 
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referred to as the ‘blindness’ or ‘shortsightedness’ of anger, enthusiasm, or pride, in the sense that these 

emotions lead subjects to ‘shut out’ all but the most dramatic happenings around them. Meanwhile, 

negative emotions make subjects more attentive to new information, as well as driving them to ‘revisit’, 

and in extremis revise, their predispositions.262 These correlatively increase subjects’ likelihood of 

receiving and accepting stimuli and cues, and open up their thinking to including “long unused” or 

“forgotten … consideration[s]” regardless of whether these have been “recently activated”.263 Emotions 

like fear, sadness, shame, and disgust all have a strong ‘shock value’, in the sense that they ‘jolt’ subjects 

into abruptly ‘breaking out of’ their ideative inertia, or their path dependency on ‘inherited’ attitudes, 

values, and information. Both inflate the effect of “affect-congruent” predispositions—i.e., attitudes and 

values that are close in their positivity or negativity to the emotions subjects feel—in forming opinions 

about a given social stimulus, although it is debatable whether positive or negative emotions have the 

more clearly discernible impact.264 This is what leads to compound associations between predispositions 

and emotions, such as ‘righteous anger’, the disgust cultivated towards medically unhealthy behaviour, 

the fusion of ‘guilt’ and ‘illegality’ in the concept of ‘penitentiary’ imprisonment, or the historical 

treatment of ‘hysteria’ and ‘melancholy’ as noxious medical conditions.265 Moreover, different emotions 

incline subjects to use reasoning as a further means of thinking to form their opinions in different ways. 

Positive emotions tend to foster “heuristic processing”, encouraging subjects to apply familiar, even 

‘garbled’ or ‘corner-cutting’ reasoning, while negative emotions encourage “systematic processing”—i.e., 

conformity to the demands of formal logic or rationality—and make subjects ‘refresh’ their grasp of the 

practices of thinking demanded by their prevailing ideative habitus.266 Ultimately, this comes down to 

the relative ‘urgency’ that different emotions lead subjects to attribute to their MRCs, since if their view 

of ‘the social’ is more positive than negative, subjects feel they can ‘afford to’ redirect their limited 

energies at least partly away from ideation and towards other social activities. Of course, as Carroll Izard 

argues, it is rare for subjects to experience any of these emotions in their “pure” form. Rather, subjects 

tend to feel a complex cocktail of emotions towards any given stimulus or cue, which makes their 

opinions about it proportionately more nuanced.267 
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Lastly, subjects use reason, or reasoning, to process their mental pictures of their environment. 

Opinions are ‘reasoned’ if subjects consciously apply their ‘thoughtful’ and ‘intellectual’ cognitive and 

neural processes to ‘reflect on’ and ‘make sense of’ their MRCs. The redefinition of ‘opinion’ as (at least 

partly) a “matter of reason”—i.e., formed through a certain measure of “cool deliberation” as well as 

“affective impulse” and “intense feeling”—is a particular legacy of Enlightenment thought.268 At heart, 

reason “essentially involves the acquisition of an accurate, fine-grained mental picture of the […] world”, 

as Tom Hoffman puts it, involving additional mental processing to that provided by personality and 

emotions.269 While, contra Tönnies, it is not only reason that distinguishes ‘opinion’ from its underlying 

beliefs (whether attitudes or values)—since it is partly also a “matter of heart”—subjects use reason to 

give their opinions the character of ‘thought-out’ choices or decisions.270 Unlike with emotions, subjects 

‘detect’ both the process and the outcome of reasoning, which means that cognitive states are not 

integrated as firmly as affective states into subjects’ mental pictures of ‘the social’. Thus, they do not 

become ‘equiprimordial’ to the way MRCs are perceived, in that information does not as such always-

already embed a ‘reasoned’ reaction in the same way. They do, however, become ‘primordial’ in that, as 

Milton Lodge argues, subjects accumulate conclusions from past reasoning as new information into their 

pictures.271 In short, the psychic route from information to opinion via reason is more complex (because 

more conscious) and less consistent than via emotions, which makes its precise effects on opinion-

formation harder to predict. 

There are several types of processing that belong to the overall category of reason. One of the 

most prominent is rationality, which, as Jesús Mosterín observes, is often wrongly seen as the only type 

of reasoning.272 Subjects use ‘rational’ thinking to streamline and systematise (‘rationalise’) their 

information acquisition and processing, in order to refine the efficiency and effectiveness of their 

opinion-formation.273 At its most basic, this is simply the application of Karl Popper’s ‘principle of 

rationality’—i.e., the assumption that subjects try to achieve their purposive ends—to the activity of 

ideation.274 But, following the classic Weberian distinction, this general principle disguises two ways in 
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which rationality refines how subjects think. First, instrumental rationality (Zweckrationalität) refines 

the relationship between ends and means. Subjects show “informed awareness of the nature of the ends 

[they] are proposing to achieve”—i.e., the outcomes into which they want to convert their purposes, 

here, forming opinions from the ‘marriage of information and predisposition’—and “select those means 

which, on the best available evidence, are the most effective way of realising those ends”, i.e., relevant 

cognitive and neural processes.275 They choose and deploy ‘thinking aids’, often particular rules and styles 

of consistent stepwise reasoning, which can sometimes be materialised in the form of ‘handbooks’ or 

‘guidelines’—containing, for instance, logical rules, mathematical and scientific formulae, or conceptual 

and interpretative models—and apply tried-and-tested reasoning tools and strategies designed to create 

opinions. Second, value-rationality (Wertrationalität) refines the relationship between ends and starting 

commitments. For the same end—the ‘marriage of information and predisposition’ to form opinions—

subjects select the commitments, i.e., relevant attitudes and values, which are most important, or 

desirable, to incorporate into their opinions. They then pursue ‘lines of argument’ that ‘flow from’ their 

predispositions—i.e., rules and styles of reasoning that ‘match’ or ‘expand on’ their orientations towards 

‘the social’, such as utility calculus for ‘usefulness’, maximisation for ‘profitability’ or ‘efficiency’, &c—to 

‘rationalise’ their mental pictures, imparting cogency and sophistication to their ‘worldviews’.276 

When ‘thinking rationally’, subjects combine these two (often divergent) aspects to raise the 

qualitative calibre of their opinions. In general, as Hoffman argues, this consists of finding “better inputs 

into decision-making processes”, such as becoming more circumspect to acquire “more diverse 

experience[s] and better quality information”, and hence better grasp the “complexity and nuance” of 

their environment.277 Subjects increase their opportunities to see, hear, feel, &c, environmental stimuli 

from multiple situations in their given physical and temporal context, and become more selective in the 

sources from which they acquire intersubjective cues. Moreover, subjects who think rationally pay closer 

attention to the logical structure of their reasoning processes, and attempt to “render accurate judgments” 

that avoid fallacious or specious argument, and which are consistent by the standards of deductive, 

inductive, or abductive inference. They seek to ‘iron out’ cognitive and estimative dissonances within 

and between their mental pictures of ‘the social’, and ‘join up’ steps of reasoning into an unbroken and 

                                                   
275 Sibley 1953. 
276 Dewey 2012, p.50. 
277 Parkinson 2012, p.28; Hoffman 2001, pp.129, 131. 



101 
 

internally correct sequence.278 Even with these stipulations, ‘what counts as’ rational thinking can vary 

between subjects and situations. One use of rational thinking implies that subjects pay special attention 

to the opportunities they have to broaden their perceptual horizon, or to supplement it with cues from 

their social environments—which is, of course, influenced by subjects’ levels of openness to experience 

and conscientiousness. This is the rationality of the scientist, and the academic or policy researcher, who 

tries rigorously to accumulate as large a body of ‘evidence’ and corroborative ‘references’ as possible in 

order to make their reasoning ‘complete’. But rationality might alternatively imply something more akin 

to Anthony Downs’ concept of “rational ignorance”, whereby subjects systematise their reasoning by 

making it more parsimonious, and reducing potentially complicating inputs by refraining from acquiring 

new experiences or information—which, again, depends on their openness and conscientiousness.279 

This is the rationality of the overwhelmed shopper or the busy voter, who tries to ‘cut out’ extraneous 

detail in the information they take into account, and ‘boil down’ the basis and stages of their 

consideration to its most parsimonious minimum. Precisely which approach is ‘rational’ in any situation 

depends on subjects’ context: the nature of the predispositions, and the quantity and quality of the 

information, which they combine to form opinions, and the processes by which they do so. This does 

not, of course, mean that ‘rationality’ is entirely subjectively-determined. Rather, following W.M. Sibley, 

opinions cannot be considered rational or irrational without “assum[ing] knowledge of the agent’s 

controlling dispositions or purposes”—i.e., respectively, their underlying attitudes and values, such as 

‘right/wrong’, ‘strong/weak’, ‘legitimate/illegitimate’, ‘cheap/expensive’, &c, and the formation of 

opinions—as well as the information with which (and processes by which) these are ‘married’.280 This 

insight is not typically acknowledged sufficiently in liberal treatments of mass opinion, as well as within 

many social-scientific approaches in opinion research, both of which generally assume an impoverished, 

fixed understanding of rationality as either information-maximisation or (as a second-best) ignorance.281 

It is crucial that a more pluralistic understanding of rationality be incorporated into opinion research, in 

order to give a more accurate representation of the diversity of ways in which mass opinion can be 

‘rational’, let alone more broadly ‘reasoned’ or ‘thought’. 
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But the refinements in opinion-formation which rationality provides do not automatically take 

the extreme form of optimisation. Although rationality certainly “prefers the greater value to the 

lesser”—i.e., it veers towards thinking that is more rather than less efficient and effective—it does not 

strictly seek to “maximise value”, and ‘full’ rationality exists more as an aspiration rather than an 

imperative for subjects.282 Even scientists and researchers are not expected to accumulate every single 

piece of evidence or reference that might be relevant to their focus, and it is the relative ‘completeness’ 

of their reasoning that gives their thinking ‘fuller’ rationality. There are also several examples of uses of 

reason where the requirements of pure subjective rationality are relaxed. One such is Herbert Simon’s 

concept of “bounded rationality”, which arises as a result of (exogenous) constraints on subjects’ thinking 

processes.283 These include above all informational limitations—hence Samuel Popkin’s alternative term 

“low-information rationality”—but also subjectively insuperable challenges such as the scale or 

tractability of the issues about which subjects form opinions, or restrictions on the time and mental 

resources subjects can devote to doing so.284 In each case, subjects may need to form opinions in light of 

‘known and unknown unknowns’ (following Donald Rumsfeld) about the object in question, or have to 

confront objects whose complexity is beyond the limits of their comprehension—e.g., complex financial 

modelling, the nature of divinity, the consequences of conflict in the South China Sea—or be forced to 

come to ‘snap judgments’ within an extremely short timescale, yet still aim to think ‘rationally’ within 

these constraints. In response to such constraints, subjects take reasoning shortcuts that ‘rationalise’ their 

thinking without ‘optimising’ it, whether by getting tolerably close to optimisation, as with Huw Dixon’s 

model of “epsilon-optimisation”, or by reaching a predefined ‘acceptability threshold’, as with Simon’s 

own concept of “satisficing”.285 They may try to incorporate a certain minimum proportion of the 

information available to them, or allow for a certain maximum number of omissions, and make their 

reasoning ‘logical enough’ or ‘broadly consistent’, by either a subjective or socially-derived standard of 

tolerance. 

Another example of reasoning without pure subjective rationality is reasonableness (or 

reasonability), which represents the complexification and social expansion of rationality’s individualistic 

aspects. Reasonable thinking expands subjects’ circumspection from their own commitments, means, 
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and ends, to those of other subjects, which they consider from a perspective tending towards that of a 

“disinterested, impartial spectator”. Beyond “correctly calculating future consequences”, as with pure 

subjective rationality, reasonable subjects think transperspectivally, and can “justify [their opinion] in 

terms of some principle capable of being appealed to by all parties concerned, some principle from which 

from which [others] can reason in common”.286 Subjects thus reason with reference to mental pictures 

insofar as they share them with other subjects—i.e., to the extent that they rest on commonly available 

information and are oriented by mutually agreed-upon predispositions—and using only those ‘thinking 

aids’, tools, and strategies to which all the subjects concerned have easy recourse. This gives the concept 

its connotations of fairness or “equity”, proportionality, prudence, and moderation, as opposed to the 

excess, extravagance, or hostility associated with ‘unreasonable’ opinions. Again, as with rationality, 

reasonable thinking is context-contingent, and must be judged with reference to the specific values and 

attitudes—e.g., ‘right/wrong’, ‘just/unjust’, ‘holy/unholy’, ‘healthy/noxious’, ‘efficient/inefficient’, &c—

shared by the group towards whom subjects are being ‘reasonable’, as well as the information about 

MRCs with which they are ‘married’ to form subjects’ opinion. However, while both bounded rationality 

and reasonableness have been accepted as categories of thinking within economic and philosophical 

analysis respectively, they have yet to be integrated into opinion research—again, a serious neglect of 

the sheer plurality of reasoning by which mass opinion can be formed.287 

Beyond rationality, there are a number of more ‘basic’ uses of reason on which subjects rely to 

form opinions, which are bracketed under the category of heuristics.288 These are relatively simple ‘rules 

of thumb’—rather than the logically rigorous reasoning required by rationality—that offer subjects 

mental ‘shortcuts’ to fall back on when they experience what John Sweller terms high “cognitive load”, 

or, again, are working from limited information.289 Heuristic thinking works on the basis of “attribute 

substitution”: subjects deal with a complex ‘target’ problem by answering a simpler and more easily 

calculated ‘heuristic’ problem, often one that focuses only on some partial aspects of a more complex 

totality.290 They may turn to comparative analogies, memories of prior experiences, or others’ behaviour 

for ideative ‘guidance’, or ‘pick out’ certain features of their mental pictures—their clarity or obscurity, 
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familiarity or novelty, simplicity or complexity, &c—as particularly important to include in their 

thinking about them. This places fewer demands on subjects’ psychic resources, and offers a “fast and 

frugal” way to form tolerably accurate opinions without full information—i.e., making their judgments 

more ‘reflective’ without pushing for full optimisation.291 As Gerd Gigerenzer observes, this can make 

opinion-formation based on heuristics more efficient and effective than thinking that insists on ‘full’ 

rationality—albeit at the potential cost of introducing what social science derogatorily calls ‘cognitive 

biases’ into subjects’ judgments.292 However, the opinions formed using heuristics are ‘biased’ only in 

that they are a ‘skewed’ version of what they ‘would be’ if they were formed rationally—generally by 

inflating or downplaying the importance of certain kinds of information and predispositions relative to 

the putative ‘impartiality’ of ‘full’ rationality—and there is no reason why they should be a less legitimate 

way of doing so. Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky originally identified three heuristics that are of 

particular importance in subjects’ thinking: the availability, or simulation heuristic; the representativeness, 

or (closely related) similarity heuristic; and anchoring and adjustment heuristic.293 Subsequently, a vast 

range of others have been identified, some of which derive from Kahneman and Tversky’s original three, 

and some of which incorporate parallel and prior work by Robert Axelrod, James Frazer, Michael Lynn, 

Muzafer Sherif, and Itamar Simonson, among others.294 Each of these has specific effects on how 

subjects interact with objects in their environment in general, and in particular how subjects process 

their predispositions, information, and the resultant mental pictures into complex opinions (see fig.6). 

 

Heuristics Effects on opinion-formation 

Availability/ 

simulation 

Subjects use how vividly information comes to mind—i.e., how easily they can form mental 

pictures of it—as an estimate for its correctness, likelihood, or frequency of incidence. 

Representativeness/ 

similarity 

Subjects rate information—and hence mental pictures—according to its similarity to posited 

or memorised prototypes, seeking out favourable pictures and avoiding unfavourable ones. 
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Anchoring and 

adjustment 

Subjects use a pre-defined value—and hence mental picture—as a ‘starting point’, and 

selectively choose information to shift (‘upwards’ or ‘downwards’) to reach a plausible opinion. 

Contagion 
Subjects avoid (or seek out) information—and hence mental pictures—about anything seen as 

‘contaminated’ by prior contact with objects or subjects valorised as bad (or good). 

Diversification 
Subjects forming several opinions simultaneously introduce more variety into their judgments 

than when they form them sequentially. 

Effort 
Subjects estimate the significance of a mental picture according to the perceived time and 

effort that went into creating it—e.g., by acquiring information—with more seen as ‘better’. 

Equity 
Subjects treat all available information—and hence mental pictures—about a given part of 

‘the social’ equally, and distribute resources equally among them when thinking about them. 

Familiarity 
Subjects steer towards old, or already-known predispositions and information—and hence 

mental pictures—in preference to novel ones. 

Fluency 
Subjects determine the significance of judgments by the speed, ease, skilfulness, elegance, or 

smoothness with which they can be mentally processed into opinions. 

‘Hot hand’ fallacy 
Subjects see (their own or others’) judgments about random events as evidence of an increased 

chance of similar judgments for later versions of the same events. 

‘Peak-end’ 
Subjects process their mental pictures based on their most intense aspect(s) (memory bias) and 

their final aspect(s) (recency bias), rather than the total sum or average of all their aspects. 

Scarcity 
Subjects estimate the significance of information—and hence mental pictures—by how hard 

(or easy) it is to acquire (or lose), with perceived abundance indicating lower quality. 

Social proof/social-

circle 

Subjects adopt the thinking of others, in a descending order of proximity to themselves, to 

determine and reflect ‘correct’ opinions for ambiguous social situations, on the assumption 

that they have a better notion of ‘how to judge’ the parts of ‘the social’ in question. 

Tit-for-tat 
Subjects reciprocate, or mirror, others’ previous judgments, especially in choices between 

agreement (‘cooperation’) and disagreement (‘defection’). 

 

Fig.6: Heuristics 

 

This tabulated list is not complete, not least because in the ongoing process of individual and social 

psychological research new potential heuristics are constantly being hypothesised and discovered. But 

the point is, rather, that even the importance of this series of heuristics to subjects’ thinking—which has 

been extensively accepted by, for instance, decision theorists such as Maurice Allais and Daniel Ellsberg, 
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prospect theory, or behavioural economic analysis—has been all but ignored by the dominant currents 

in opinion research.295 These still wrongly and unjustifiably see heuristic reasoning as ‘flawed’ or ‘lower-

quality’—a symptom of their preference for rational reasoning—which leads them to adopt unrealistic 

and impoverished understandings of how subjects can (and do) turn their mental pictures into more 

complex judgments.296 

Between them, these three means of thinking cross-cut the parallel cognitive and estimative 

meanings of ‘opinion’ as ‘holding-for-true’.297 Yet while they clearly coexist in subjects’ minds, there is 

serious theoretical dispute over their relative importance and normative position in opinion-formation. 

For some theorists, reason (especially in its rational form) is simply a superior means of thinking to ‘raw’ 

emotions or ‘basic’ personality—and contributes to a ‘better’ mode of ideation ‘across the board’.298 

However, in the context of ‘opinion’ specifically, it is by no means obvious that narrow reason must have 

automatic priority over the other two means. Indeed, defenders of the “primacy of affect” go so far as to 

argue that, at least as far as emotions are concerned, the direction of this priority is the other way 

around.299 The reality almost certainly lies between these two extremes, and the relationship between 

reason and emotions especially is far more reciprocal than their separate analytical treatment might 

imply. The role of reason is usually supportive, helping subjects convert simple views into more complex 

arguments—while, in turn, as observed by Antonio Damasio, emotions provide reason with its frame of 

reference, making them “indispensable” for reasoned thinking.300 L.T. Hobhouse expresses the link 

between “rational determination by clear-sighted purpose” and “the rule of impulse” as, in effect, one of 

guidance: 

The passions of men must be aroused if the frost of custom is to be broken or the chains 

of authority burst; but passion of itself is blind and its world is chaotic. … When it comes 

to be a question of any far-reaching change, [men] must not merely conceive their own 

immediate end with clearness. They must convert others, they must communicate 

sympathy and win over the unconvinced. … They are, in fact, driven on by the 
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requirements of their position to the elaboration of ideas, and in the end to some sort of 

social philosophy.301  

Subjects invest different levels of effort in information processing, depending on the context—from 

“systematic” and “careful” reflection, “taking the time and effort to sift through the available information 

and weigh arguments for or against each option”, to “peripheral” and “heuristic” thinking, “mak[ing] a 

quick judgment based on simple cues and decision rules”.302 The application of reason is thus a 

(relatively) conscious choice, and far from a sine qua non of cognition or estimation.  

Opinion research in particular must decisively abandon the view that reasoned thinking leads to 

cognitive or estimative judgments that are inherently ‘better’ than those from personality-influenced or 

emotional insights. Indeed, the question of ‘goodness’ should be removed entirely from comparisons of 

different types of information processing and opinion-formation. It is a peculiar norm of the 

Enlightenment mode of ideation—and a fallacy prominently and anachronistically entertained both by 

political philosophers, such as Rawls, and political scientists, such as Price—that rationality alone is 

“thoughtful” and “intelligent”, and should thus be valorised as the way for subjects to orient themselves 

in their environment.303 A full account of ‘opinion’ must accept that subjects’ processes of information 

acquisition and thinking are clearly “mixtures of rationality and irrationality”, as Lane and Sears put it.304 

Further, as Brader argues with particular reference to emotions, the ‘irrationality’ of any of these modes 

is no reason to disqualify them from contributing to opinion-formation—they “are neither good nor bad 

in themselves, but simply useful” for human thinking.305 Hobhouse is particularly emphatic in endorsing 

the usefulness of emotional thinking: 

[T]he philosophies that have driving force behind them are those which arise […] out of 

the practical demands of human feeling. The philosophies that remain ineffectual and 

academic are those that are formed by abstract reflection without relation to the thirsty 

souls of human kind.306 

In other words, in any well-rounded model of opinion, “[e]motion and logic” cannot be conceived as 

mutually conflictual, or on opposite sides of a ‘forced choice’, but rather “must be combined […] in some 
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kind of balance”.307 Contra Rawls, judgment does not only have to take place under “conditions … 

favourable to the exercise of our powers of reason” for it to be “considered” and “sound”.308  

Together, personality-traits, emotions, and reason combine in different ways to add complexity 

to subjects’ psychic responses to the MRCs they experience. Subjects’ cognitive and estimative 

judgments can be more or less reasoned, emotional, or personality-driven, without having any prima 

facie effect on their quality or significance. All three forms of thinking count as subjects “us[ing] 

intelligence in pursuing” their purpose of converting their mental pictures with attitudinal-valuative 

‘leanings’ into “conscious decision[s] to support or oppose”.309 However, it is worth noting that subjects 

use them above all when they form new opinions, especially opinions about what Bernays, Lippmann, 

and Tönnies call “news” or “events”—i.e., opinions based on new mental pictures, relying on information 

about physical or intertemporal changes in MRCs.310 The more ‘familiar’ objects of opinion are for a 

given subject—i.e., the more often they have experienced and registered stimuli (directly or indirectly) 

from the relevant MRCs—the more likely they are already to have several relevant opinions “stored 

away” in their longer-term memory, often condensed into their mental pictures of those MRCs.311 In 

these cases, subjects are unlikely to use all available means of thinking to (re)process these mental 

pictures, which means they do not ‘waste time’ elaborating on the cognitive or estimative orientation 

their values and attitudes give them. Rather, they “retrieve” the outcome of their prior opinion-formation 

and “auto-process” their informational cues into opinions based on the pre-existing values and attitudes, 

bypassing much of the process of thinking, and forming opinions “off the top of [their] head”.312 

Conversely, to the extent that their MRCs are new and unfamiliar, subjects may use new information, 

and fresh thinking based on it, to (at least partly) “update” the pictures they store in their memory for 

future use, as suggested by proponents of the ‘on-line processing’ model of opinion-formation.313 

However, as Zaller observes, it is “wildly unrealistic to expect citizens to use each piece of incoming 

information to update all of the ‘attitudes’ to which it might be relevant”.314 Rather, such changes to 
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subject’s pictures are incremental, and depend on multiple, iterative experiences of the new MRCs and 

information, processed using the means of thinking outlined above. 

To return to an earlier point, then, the means outlined in this section describe the full range of 

‘options’ subjects have control over, disposal of, or access to, when they form opinions. Bearing in mind 

the possibility for subjects to have multiple mental pictures for any given part of their MRCs, as well as 

the multiple alternative combinations of means of thinking they can use to formulate complex 

judgments, there is a possibility for subjects to form at least one if not more substantively different, parallel, 

or conflicting opinions of the same object. The different opinions subjects have about any given aspect 

of ‘the social’ may be more or less mutually integrated or isolated, either organised into “opinion-

clusters”, or “groups of related opinions”, or perhaps “simply … scattered about”.315 In either case, these 

opinions can exhibit varying degrees of breadth—i.e., they fit within wider or narrower general 

tendencies—as well as of consistency—i.e., levels of mutual consonance or dissonance between the 

contents of individual judgments.316 In general, subjects’ opinions are arranged more systematically than 

just a random collection of cognitions and estimations—i.e., they ‘hang together’ in collocations of some 

description. But they are usually less systematised, and more ad hoc and contingent, than concrete, 

durable, or complex forms of ideation referred to as ‘ideologies’ or ‘philosophies’.317 Opinion research 

has barely started to recognise the need to find analytical tools that can capture both the full range of 

ways in which complex opinions are formed, and accurately situate subjects’ different individual opinions 

relative to the others they hold about the same part of ‘the social’. 

 

§3. The means of articulation: bodily organs and media 

 

So far, this analysis has treated only those aspects of ‘opinion’ that fall under the activity of 

ideation: the use of means of thinking to add complex elaboration to the basic ‘verdicts’ on MRCs 

contained within the mental pictures subjects form of ‘the social’ within and beyond their subjective 

environments. The output of this activity is the content of ‘opinion’, or the concrete ideas—concepts, 

axioms, propositions, arguments, or other ‘thoughts’—that give opinions their substance. Occasionally, 

‘opinion’ is used to refer only to this ideative content—recall, for instance, Dewey’s account of ‘opinion’ 
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as “judgment which is formed and entertained”.318 On this usage, opinion is defined as opinion by its 

substance—the epistemological or evaluative judgment it contains—which suggests that opinion 

research only needs to consider its objects (MRCs, &c) and the means of thinking (personality-traits, 

emotions, and reason). But this view is too narrow. It neglects situations in which ‘opinion’ clearly refers 

to more than just ‘silent’ processes of opinion-formation, but (additionally or separately) to 

communicative processes of opinion-expression. The existence of an analytic distinction—even 

“contradiction”, for Tönnies—between two activities that both ‘belong’ to ‘opinion’ is recognised in 

vernacular usage as well as academic opinion research.319 Vernacularly, ‘opinion’ and ‘judgment’ are often 

described in expressive terms, as being ‘given’ or ‘written’, and ‘cast’ or ‘passed’ respectively. This is 

particularly strong in the case of legal and medical verdicts and opinions, but applies equally to other 

types of opinion-formation throughout ‘the social’. At the same time, opinion researchers acknowledge 

that the cognitive or estimative formulation of judgment is a separate consideration to whether, and 

how, judgment is projected into subjects’ environments. This acknowledgment underlies the whole 

subfield of polling methodology analysis within opinion research, which seeks to establish whether, and 

how, factors such as question framing, interviewer and respondent demographics, and survey media 

(e.g., write-in, telephone, online) change the opinion-statements subjects make. But opinions are not 

self-expressing once they are formed: instead, it is incumbent on subjects to invest extra purposive agency 

in order to express them. This has even prompted some researchers, such as William Albig and Tom 

Harrisson—perhaps due to the growing influence of the polling industry—to insist that ‘opinion’ is 

incomplete without an expressive element, and that the designation ‘opinion’ should be reserved 

exclusively for observable “statement[s] of support or opposition”.320 While this analysis does not go as 

far, it accepts that ‘opinion’ only partly operates within subjects’ mental faculties, and only partly remains 

framed in imaginary terms. Opinions can also acquire an independent existence beyond subjects’ mental 

processes by being realised in physical form—but for them to appear in ‘the social’ at all, they must be 

made capable of physical transmission. 

Of course, the link from opinion-formation to opinion-expression is far from automatic or 

inevitable. As Richard Hodder-Williams notes, “it is surely the case that men hold opinions in the 
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common sense of the word without actually expressing them”.321 This means that, rather than simply 

presuming a like-for-like equivalence between formed opinions and the form they take when they are 

expressed, this model of opinion needs an account of how the former are ‘turned’, or ‘translated’, into 

the latter. The onus for this lies with subjects themselves—i.e., subjects face an active choice of whether, 

and how, to give their cognitive or estimative judgments an expressive form. Zaller argues that, when 

faced with the opportunity, or need, to express opinions about their MRCs, subjects “sample” the 

relevant psychic responses—i.e., they make a “non-random but stochastic” selection from among the set 

of opinions or opinion-clusters they have previously formulated about that part of ‘the social’—and 

“average across” these responses to derive the specific substantive opinion they express.322 Subjects’ 

expressed opinions thus depend on the precise constellation of their formed opinions that they have 

‘sampled’ and ‘averaged across’. For instance, in the case of straightforward ‘pro-con’ binary judgments, 

“the probability that a person will support or oppose a given policy depends on the mix of positive and 

negative considerations available in the person’s mind at the moment of answering a question about 

it”.323 This is the case with many opinion polls and surveys, especially those fielded ahead of plebiscites 

and other referenda, or two-way run-offs for presidential candidates and parliamentary parties. Thus, 

for example, a British voter’s decision whether to choose ‘Remain’ or ‘Leave’ in the EU referendum will 

have been influenced by their (positive or negative) appraisal of any number of partly related issues, 

including: the proper locus of sovereignty (Brussels versus London versus more local), immigration (EU 

and non-EU), trade strategy (free versus protectionist), and the government’s record (Westminster in 

general, and David Cameron’s Conservative administration in particular). Likewise, a French voter’s 

decision between two of François Fillon, Marine Le Pen, Emmanuel Macron, and Jean-Luc Mélenchon 

in the second round of the 2017 présidentielle required them to ‘fit’ their ‘true’ ideological position into 

the binary framework imposed by the results of the first round, which includes considerations such as: 

the acceptability of candidates’ views on different policy areas (e.g., welfare, education, healthcare, the 

EU, immigration), their absolute and relative positions (Gaullist conservative, far-right nationalist, 

Third Way social-democratic, and left-wing populist respectively, and ‘comparative’ left and right), and 

the expected behaviour of other voters. With judgments that fall into more subtly gradated ‘pro-con’ 

spectrums, or even more pluralistic choices, the set of considerations subjects have to ‘sample’ and 
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‘average across’ becomes larger and more complex, but the process fundamentally remains the same. 

Thus, while the first round of the présidentielle is usually presented as an opportunity for voters to cast 

ballots for their ‘true’ ideological preferences, the reductive effect of party structures and their awareness 

of the last opinion polls before the vote still force them to choose ‘strategically’ based on comparisons of 

the candidates’ platforms and manifestos with their own policy views. Crucially, which considerations 

subjects sample—including whether they “canvass their minds for all considerations relevant to the given 

issue”, or only use “whatever considerations are accessible ‘at the top of the head’”—and which they thus 

‘average across’ to determine the opinion they express, remains entirely their subjective choice.324 This 

implies that, contra James Lemert, it is not necessarily possible to infer the form that opinions will take 

(how subjects will express themselves) merely from their content (the fact that subjects have formed 

certain judgments).325 Nor, contra Noelle-Neumann, is it possible to “reverse[] the direction of this 

presumption”, and ‘reverse-engineer’ the full content of subjects’ opinions (what precise judgments they 

have formed) merely from observing the forms they take (how subjects choose to express themselves).326 

As Splichal rightly argues, “both assumptions are reductionist; neither variable can be used as the 

predictor of the other one”.327 This is as much as to say that opinion-formation and opinion-expression 

are separate activities, and must be analysed discretely.  

Moreover, the distinction between opinion-formation and opinion-expression is not just a 

question of theoretical rigour, but also has significant practical implications. All too often, opinion 

research elides, or omits, not just the thoughtful nuances that differentiate complex opinions from their 

underlying mental pictures, but also the mental processes which subjects perform to choose which of the 

complex opinions they ‘hold’ to ‘give’ into their environments. Opinion polls and surveys do not normally 

have scope for respondents to ‘show their working’ for how they ‘arrived at’ the opinion they state, nor 

to offer more than one opinion in their ‘statement’ if they are ‘torn’ between several conflicting ‘thoughts’. 

Whenever this happens, much of the richness and diversity the concept of ‘opinion’ contains becomes 

lost. These elisions and omissions lead to opinion research failing to capture the distinctions between, 

for instance, mainly emotional or reasoned opinions based on the same mental pictures, or the subtle 

variations in substantive outcomes when the same cognitive or estimative ‘verdicts’ are “wobbled through 
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the prism of personality” and its different trait-dimensions, to borrow a phrase from Martin Amis.328 

For instance, opinion research currently cannot tell the difference between a subject who gives their 

intention to vote for Donald Trump because of their fear of ‘radical Islamic terrorism’, one who does so 

out of anger at losing their job under previous administrations’ trade policies, one who does so because 

they are a proud white nationalist, one who does so because they heuristically vote ‘straight-ticket’ for 

Republican candidates in every election, or one who does so based on a rational calculation that his 

election will accelerate the collapse of capitalism in the U.S.A.329  

The major cost to this is that opinion research often fails to recognise (formed and expressed) 

opinions as opinions at all if they fail to map conveniently onto the kinds of narrow binaries—‘pro-con’, 

‘for-against’, ‘yes/no’—that characterise the ‘verdicts’ in subjects’ mental pictures in their most basic 

form. First, the tendency to blur ‘opinions’ into ‘attitudes’ has meant that opinion research may fail to 

consider adequately the ‘elaboration’ aspect of opinion-formation, leading it to dismiss judgments that 

are simply too complex to condense into a more basic ‘mental picture’ form.330 For instance, while the 

‘degree’ of a subject’s judgment of, e.g., the Royal Family, the works of Eduard Bernstein, or the relative 

merits of Portsmouth F.C., &c, in their mental picture of them may be constrained by their having some 

reservations about their judgment, it is only through the addition of personality-driven, emotional, and 

reasoned thinking that they can ‘work through’ these reservations, and convert them from amorphous 

doubts into concrete objections. Second, another significant cause of apparent ‘nonopinions’ is precisely 

the fact that subjects’ opinion-formation and opinion-expression do not always ‘match up’—that is to 

say, that subjects cannot always find a suitable way to communicate their ideative judgments.331 They 

may, for example, lack the vocabulary to express adequately the sheer disgust they reserve for the Liberal 

Democrats’ u-turn on university tuition fees, or be constrained by the famous 140-character limit on 

Twitter from detailing the full reasoning that brought them to their broadly favourable reception of an 

article on stem cell research. In both cases, as Splichal observes, within the especially restrictive scope of 

opinion polls and surveys, subjects may express any qualifications of their opinions through “answers 

such as ‘I don’t know’, ‘I’m not aware’, or ‘I cannot answer’”, or, frequently, by choosing ‘at random’ 

between the positions they are offered, because they lack the ability to represent the complexity added 
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by their thinking processes.332 The conventional response within opinion research to such situations has 

been, following Converse, to argue that subjects “simply do not have meaningful beliefs”, or are 

“missing” ‘actual’ judgments, and to discard the expressions they make as “nonattitudes” or 

“nonopinions”.333 However, this analysis takes the view, shared by Splichal, that it is theoretically 

ungrounded and unsatisfying to infer from either ‘don’t knows’ or random answers that subjects 

necessarily have no opinions about the MRCs in question. Rather, it suggests that the existence of so-

called ‘nonattitudes’ and ‘nonopinions’ is a symptom of the failure within opinion research to provide 

adequate and sufficient opportunities for subjects to convert their formed opinions into opinion-

expressions, and to formulate the tools and criteria needed to measure them properly. In other words, 

then, this enquiry holds that the analysis of ‘opinion’ is only partially complete without a detailed 

conceptualisation of the great plurality of ways in which the opinions subjects form can become 

‘materialised’. 

The material existence of opinions outside, and independent of, the mental processes of the 

subjects who formulated them—i.e., the creation of a concrete ‘place’ for them within ‘the social’—is the 

result of a range of mechanisms, or tools, that subjects use to convert the ‘intangible’ substance of 

cognition and estimation into a ‘tangible’ form. In chapter I, these were described as the means of 

articulation—“the biological and other physical mediums, mechanisms, and ‘ways of expression’ that 

subjects use to communicate”—which subjects ‘use on’ their objects of articulation—in general, the 

outputs of ideation, and here specifically, the opinions subjects have formed using their personality-

traits, emotions, and reason—to transmit their ideas, or in the case of ‘opinions’, subjective 

epistemological and evaluative judgments.334 The means of articulation fall into two categories: bodily 

organs and media. Again, as with the means of thinking, each of these elements has a unique function in 

transforming subjects’ judgments about MRCs into different types of message, and this section examines 

how (and to what extent) these functions have been captured within opinion research. A similar caveat 

must be raised here as well, perhaps even more urgently given the great and growing diversity of means 

of articulation. Subjects do not have to use all of these means to express every opinion: instead, they are 

‘options’ at their disposal, in their control, or accessible to them for doing so. Again, they are also options 

that all subjects have to some degree. Many means of articulation are partly connected to subjects at the 
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personal and basic level of their embodiment—specifically, to physiological aspects of their pre-social 

‘kernel’—so that, again, the extent to which they use them is only partly a result of socialisation.335 

However, at the same time, and unlike with the means of thinking, the shift from opinion-formation to 

opinion-expression also introduces mechanisms and tools that are wholly external to subjects’ 

embodiments, and are the result of developments in other social activities, especially innovations in 

commodity-production. This means that different strands of communications analysis—ranging from 

linguistics and semiotics to media and telecommunication studies—are all vital to ensuring that opinion 

research has an up-to-date understanding of how opinions are expressed, and hence offer necessary 

starting-points for this model of mass opinion. 

First, subjects’ bodily organs. This category includes any elements in the human physiology that 

can be used to convey symbolic meaning and transmit information, with especial focus on the organs 

subjects have that are specifically designed to deliver signals into subjects’ environment, and make their 

presence ‘detectable’ within it. Of these, the voice is the most significant, followed by the face and eyes, 

alongside specific combinations with the rest of the body, in producing a range of expressive behaviours 

that can be grouped into several sub-categories.336 The main focus within communication studies is often 

given to vocal and, more broadly, sonic means of articulation, which includes speech and language, song, 

and other sounds or verbalisations subjects make with their bodies.337 The other organic means of 

articulation are often categorised in aggregate as ‘nonverbal communication’, an area of research first 

introduced by Charles Darwin and then pioneered by Ray Birdwhistell and Adam Kendon, although 

the label disguises the sheer variety of different actions that fall within this bracket.338 Postural and 

gestural means of articulation cover the ways in which subjects use their posture, body position, distance, 

and other cases of body language, as well as gestures, physical contact, and other kinds of movement, to 

express themselves.339 Meanwhile, ocular, visual, and facial means of articulation refer to the expressive 

possibilities of eye contact and movement, gaze, facial expressions, countenance, mien, or other aspects 

of subjects’ visages.340 The combination and juxtaposition of these means gives a very large number of 
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ways in which subjects can use their own bodies to ‘be expressive’ (in general)—ways that may be more 

or less voluntary or deliberate on subjects’ part. In late modernity, as it has been throughout history, the 

way subjects use each of these bodily elements is governed by (natural or synthetic) systems of rules, or 

codes, derived from the changing norms (and, more widely, the habitus) of successive prevailing modes 

of communication.341 Perhaps most prominently, these include the changing standards of social etiquette 

around ‘polite’ uses of oral, vocal, facial, or gestural forms of organic communication—e.g., encouraging 

subjects to clap, cheer, laugh, smile, or enjoining them not to sing, hum, whistle, drum their fingers, tap 

their feet, or use taboo vocabulary.342 These codes are highly specific to the characteristics of each means 

of articulation used, and in each case frame—i.e., restrict or enhance—how, and to what extent, these 

means can convert the abstract substance of subjects’ ideas into the concrete form of information. 

Some of these organic elements have become particularly associated with opinion-expression, 

though their exact meaning is often left to be determined by various social contexts. In each case, bodily 

organs have specific ways of expressing both the underlying ‘pro-con’ direction, intensity, degree, 

certainty, salience, and importance of subjects’ judgments, and the additional complexity imparted to 

them in their conversion into ‘fully-fledged’ opinions via personality-traits, emotions, and reason, which 

depend to a great extent on the intrinsic possibilities and limitations of each means (see fig.7).343 

 

Organic means Some examples for opinion-expression 

Vocal and sonic 

Various forms of stress or accent (loudness, vowel length, heightened articulation, pitch 

changes, timbre differences) used for emphasis or prominence and changing meaning—e.g., 

high signifying anger, fear, or enthusiasm; low signifying sadness. 

Various forms of intonation (mostly pitch variation) to indicate ‘pro-con’ ‘verdicts’ and 

emotions—e.g. high-to-low pitch signifying enthusiasm; low signifying anger or disgust; high 

signifying fear. 

Rhythm (isochrony, repetition, cadence, pausing) used for emphasis or prominence—e.g., 

shorter duration signifying disgust; longer duration signifying sadness, fear. 

                                                   
341 For more on the distinction between codes, mediums (or channels), and messages, see Debray 1996, p.71; Eco 1986. 
342 Elias 2000; Martin 1979; Vanderbilt 1957. 
343 Bachorowski 1999; Celce-Murcia, Brinton, and Goodwin 1996; Coulson 2004; Cruttenden 1997; Crystal 1969; Dael, 
Mortillaro, and Scherer 2012; Duclos et al. 1989; Hirst and Di Cristo 1998; Izard 1977; Jack, Garrod, and Schyns 2014; James 
1932; Ladd 2009; Laver 1994; Naumann et al. 2009; Oosterwijk et al. 2009; Park 2014; Parrott 2001; Pittam and Scherer 1993; 
Rossberg-Gempton and Poole 1993; Sauter et al. 2010; Trager 1961. 
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Variations in language tone (diction, syntax, imagery, details, figurative language) used to 

convey emotions. 

Tempo (articulation rate variation) to indicate emotions—e.g., faster signifying enthusiasm, 

fear, or anger. 

Particular (often respiratory) paralinguistic noises to indicate ‘pro-con’ ‘verdicts’—e.g., gasps, 

yawns, moans, sighs, hissing, cheering, throat-clearing, whistling. 

Postural and gestural 

Emblematic gestures to indicate ‘pro-con’ ‘verdicts’—e.g., nodding or shaking one’s head; 

raising or waving one’s hands and arms signifying enthusiasm; crossing or stretching out one’s 

arms to signify anger, fear, or disgust; clenching fists signifying anger; approaching or 

recoiling from objects or other subjects signifying enthusiasm or disgust; various classic 

‘thinking’ actions to indicate more complex reasoning (stroking face with hand). 

Subjectively ‘natural’ poses as strong indicators of personality-traits, and contingent postures 

associated with different emotions—e.g., open postures (straight or raised head, spread feet 

and hands) associated with pride and other positive (‘pro’) emotions; closed postures (bowed 

head, crossed arms and legs, clasped hands, cowering) reflecting sadness, fear, shame, and 

other negative (‘con’) emotions. 

Ocular, visual, and 

facial 

Use of eyes to indicate ‘pro-con’ ‘verdicts’ and specific emotions—e.g., glancing, gazing, or 

staring to indicate attention, desire, and positive (‘pro’) appraisal; averting or rolling eyes to 

indicate negative (‘con’) appraisal; closed, downturned, or widened eyes signifying fear; glaring 

eyes for anger; ‘glittery’ eyes for enthusiasm; teary or downturned eyes for sadness and shame; 

aversion of eyes for disgust. 

Facial movements to convey ‘pro-con’ ‘verdicts’ and specific kinds of thinking—e.g., smiling 

or frowning to indicate positive or negative appraisal; raised eyebrows to show fear; furrowed 

eyebrows and snarling lips for anger; wrinkled nose for disgust; various classic ‘thinking’ facial 

expressions to indicate more complex reasoning (furrowed brow, squinting eyes, pursed lips). 

 

Fig.7: Bodily organs 

 

This list is far from complete, and there is a vast literature in vocalics, kinesics, proxemics, haptics, 

oculesics, and other fields associated with defining precisely how different bodies can be used to express 

the underlying ‘verdicts’ and thinking processes of opinion-formation.344 With organic means of 

articulation, the dimensions of judgment and the complexity of opinion are all generally interpreted 

                                                   
344 Birdwhistell 1975; de Meijer 1989; Furnham 1999; Mehrabian 1981; Montepare et al. 1999; Moore 2010; Wallbott 1998. 
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through the speed, angle, pitch, volume, vigour, or extremity (in any other sense) of subjects’ behaviour, 

with the exact meaning of each one contextually determined. But by relying on the specific capacities of 

subjects’ embodiment to express all of these dimensions and this complexity—i.e., a swift or reticent 

response, shouting or whispering, forceful or muted motions, &c—the finer differences between them 

risk being ‘lost in translation’. Opinion research has not devoted nearly enough attention to the full range 

of ways in which subjects can articulate judgments through their bodily behaviour, and has generally 

restricted itself narrowly to analysing vocal means—specifically, spoken language—often within only 

very specific contexts—e.g., live-response surveys, public oratory and rhetoric, interviews, &c.345 

Although some recent research has begun to widen this analysis to focus especially on ocular and facial 

expression of opinion, the field as a whole has largely failed to leverage the disparate analyses of various 

branches of communication studies and integrate them into a pluralistic understanding of how subjects 

use their bodies to express opinions.346 

Second, media. This category covers the resources in subjects’ environments that can be acted on, 

or used, to create physical representations, replications, or ‘stores’ of what opinions are ‘trying to say’. 

These resources range from the most rudimentary, generic materials, appropriated ad hoc and arranged 

so as to take on symbolic meaning and transmit information, to intricate fabrications (technology, 

machinery, &c) specifically designed to do so. In this range are found all the devices familiarly classed 

as ‘media’, also arranged into several sub-categories.347 In their most basic form, media include various 

forms of imagery and symbolism, such as pictures, photographs, and other visual depictions, as well as 

alphabetic and numerical systems and their statistical derivatives.348 Throughout history, these have been 

accompanied by media oriented towards writing and (later) printing, which includes the press, and more 

broadly publishing and advertising.349 A much more recent addition has been the sub-category of 

telecommunications and broadcasting media, represented by the telephone and its historical equivalents 

(e.g., the telegram), television, radio, and other broadcast media, as well as sound, film, and other 

audiovisual recordings.350 More recent still has been the emergence of electronic and digital means of 

                                                   
345 Dael, Mortillaro, and Scherer 2012. 
346 Vrij et al. 2015. 
347 McLuhan 2001, pp.v-vi, and passim. 
348 Daniels and Bright 1996; Ifrah 1999; Lenman 2005; Levinson 1997; Logan 2004; Powell 2009; Schmandt-Besserat 1996; 
Sontag 1977; Wells 2004. 
349 Chandler 1995; McLuhan 2001, pp.88-96, 170-94, 220-35; Powell 2009; Robinson 2003; Rogers 2005. 
350 Carey 1989; Goggin 2011; Haykin 2001; McLuhan 2001, pp.267-80, 289-36; Meyrowitz 1995; Stallings 2004; Thompson 
1995; Wells 1996; Wheen 2011. 



119 
 

articulation, especially the online resources associated with social networks, forums, blogs (and 

microblogs), apps, and other virtual and computing media platforms.351 Lastly, there are also a series of 

sui generis means of articulation, whose function as ‘mediums’ is not their primary, or most obvious 

purpose: infrastructure and modes of transport, clothing, housing and other buildings, mediums of 

exchange and stores of value, feedback and accountability mechanisms in social institutions, and even 

weaponry.352 The various ways in which subjects can use these to ‘be expressive’ is even greater than for 

their organic elements—not least because, unlike subjects’ bodies, the materials used as mediums are not 

tied to the various constants of human physiology, and hence the scope for (and impact of) technological 

innovation is far greater. Given that subjects act consciously on the means in the environment, it is likely 

that these ways of expression are, in general, much more voluntary or deliberate than their organic 

equivalents. Like bodily organs, the way subjects use each of these mediums is determined by (mostly 

synthetic) codes, which are also not fixed, but depend even more closely on the changing norms (and 

habitus) of successive modes of communication. While they also have some etiquette-type content, for 

media these codes generally take the form of ‘styles’ associated with different content formats—e.g., 

writing systems and scripts, ways of rendering art materials, musical notation, digital and analog audio 

and video coding formats, printed and electronic document formats, statistical models, graphic organiser 

styles, chemical formulae, time standards, mapping/geographic information schemes, &c. Similarly, 

these codes are specific to the characteristics of each medium, and frame how they convert subjects’ 

abstract ideas into concrete information. 

Again, some mediums recur more frequently in opinion-expression than others, and in general 

their exact meaning is customised more precisely than that of bodily organs to the social contexts in 

which they are used. Like bodily organs, however, different media have specific ways of expressing 

opinions’ underlying ‘pro-con’ direction, intensity, degree, certainty, salience, and importance, as well as 

their personality-driven, emotional, or reasoned complexity, which again depend on their intrinsic 

possibilities and limitations (see fig.8). 

 

                                                   
351 Boyd and Ellison 2007; Herbert 2000; Kawamoto 2003; Pavlik and MacIntosh 2015; Scott 2005; Shirky 2008; Wheen 
2011; Wright and Hinson 2008. 
352 Cumming 2004; Davies 1996; Jevons 1875; Jones 1976; Laver 1979; McLuhan 2001, pp.129-69, 195-203, 236-45, 369-
77; Menger 1892; Polhemus and Procter 1978; Sassen 1992; Weatherford 1997; Wright 1983; Yammiyavar, Clemmensen, 
and Kumar 2008. 
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Media Some examples for opinion-expression 

Imagery and 

symbolism 

Artwork indicating varying complexities of judgment—e.g., colours; paintings, pictures, and 

sketches; cartoons; photographs; animations; statues. 

Visual models to ‘illustrate’ opinions—e.g., graphs and charts; diagrams and tables; technical 

illustrations. 

Symbols with specifically attributed meanings—e.g., alphabetic and numerical systems; 

scientific symbols (astronomical, chemical, electronic, engineering, ecological, medical); maps 

and cartography; ideograms and emblems (brand logos); consumer symbols (currency signs, 

food safety, dietary law, recycling, barcodes and QR codes, certification marks, copyrights and 

trademarks); ticks and crosses (voting, product ratings); religious symbols (iconography). 

Writing and printing 

‘Informal’ ways of expressing either ‘pro-con’ ‘verdicts’ or more complex opinions—e.g., 

signatures; marginalia; graffiti; calligraphy; labels; worksheets; memos; ‘write-in’ survey 

responses and opinion polls; notes; cards; letters; diary entries; essays and précis summaries. 

Forms of publication that express complex opinions—e.g., newspaper and magazine leaders, 

opinion-pieces, and ‘op-eds’; academic journal and press articles; pamphlets; theoretical and 

‘trade’ books; press releases; feedback forms; reports; manifestos and campaign literature; 

petitions; textbooks; course guides and readers. 

Telecommunications 

and broadcasting 

Audiovisual recordings and broadcasting of opinions expressed via other means—e.g., 

speeches and lectures, classes, seminars, dramatic and musical performances (instruments, 

CDs, DVDs). 

Unique ways of using telecommunications and broadcasting to express complex opinions—

e.g., landline and mobile telephony (conversations, opinion polls); telefax; radio stations and 

television channels (news programmes, shows, commercial advertising, jingles); film and 

cinema; text messaging. 

Electronic and digital 

Digitisations of opinions expressed via other means—e.g., digital image files; ‘emoji’; ‘memes’; 

photo and video sharing services (Instagram, Snapchat, Vine); podcasting; videotelephony 

(FaceTime, Google Hangouts, Skype). 

Unique electronic and digital ways of expressing either ‘pro-con’ ‘verdicts’ or more complex 

opinions—e.g., email; instant messaging (Yammer, Slack, WhatsApp); websites (news 

websites, opinion polls); search enginges; forums and wikis (Wikipedia); blogs (Blogger, 

Medium, Technorati, Wordpress); microblogs (Tumblr, Twitter, Weibo); ‘apps’; social media 

posts, likes, ‘reactions’, ‘favouritings’, and comments (Facebook, Google+, LinkedIn, 

Pinterest). 

Sui generis 
Various ways of expressing either ‘pro-con’ ‘verdicts’ or more complex opinions—e.g, food 

and drink (ethical consumption, environmentalism, dietary laws, healthiness); clothes (dress 
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codes, uniforms, casual/home wear); buildings and infrastructure (planning, investment, 

construction, moving in or out, using means of transport); money (purchasing choices, 

investment); immigration and emigration; weaponry (aggression, capital and corporal 

punishment).  

 

Fig.8: Media 

 

With physical mediums, the sheer range of options for communication available allows for a more 

differentiated and nuanced representation of the dimensions of judgment and the complexity of opinion, 

even as mediums operate on the same principles of extremity and contextualisation of meaning. The 

capacities of these media are far more plastic than those of subjects’ physiologies, and can be refined 

specifically to better articulate these dimensions and this complexity—including choice of language, 

aesthetics and other aspects of appearance, timing, and the repetition of messages. Opinion research in 

late modernity has also neglected to account for the full variety of ways in which subjects can use media 

to articulate judgments, and restricted itself to analysing predominantly written, telecommunications, 

and some sui generis means (or those aspects of other means modelled on them), again often only in 

specific contexts—e.g., online or telephone polls and surveys, online or print media articles, referendums 

and elections, &c. Despite the existence of marginal trends towards examining above all the innovations 

afforded by electronic and digital media, here again opinion research has mostly failed to integrate the 

analyses of different branches of cultural and media studies, and discourse and content analysis, into a 

syncretic understanding of how subjects use material resources to express opinions.353 

It is clear that the sheer pluralism of the means of articulation—bodily organs and media—creates 

a vast number of ways in which opinions can be expressed in late modernity. What unites the means in 

each category, and what differentiates the two categories from one another, is the differing extent to 

which they are connected to subjects’ personal embodiment, or the external MRCs of their social 

situations. The unifying characteristic of bodily organs is their (extensive) subjectivity: they are contained 

within the same pre-social physiology as the means of thinking, at least in their most basic forms. 

Meanwhile, what unites media, and what separates them from organs and the means of thinking, is their 

(necessary) intersubjectivity: they are all external materials ‘activated’ by subjects in their interactions with 

                                                   
353 For overviews of these research fields see, for example, Berelson 1952; During 2007; Grossberg, Nelson, and Treichler 1992; 
Krippendorff and Bock 2008; Miller 2006; Roberts 1997; Wimmer and Dominick 2005. 
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their social environments. In social terms, this typically manifests as subjects having ‘full possession’ over 

their organic means of articulation—connected to an economic or juridical understanding of ‘full self-

ownership’—but less than ‘full possession’ over media.354 However, this differentiation between organs 

and media also has a distinct effect on how widely opinions can be communicated—i.e., on the size of 

the audience that receives them. Organic communication is generally limited to subjects’ fairly immediate 

vicinity, because it is contingent on their embodied existence and social situation, which limits the 

potential ‘reach’ of the messages they are trying to project. This imposes on subjects a personal 

articulatory horizon within their social environment, which restricts the audience for their opinion-

expression by organic means to only those others situated ‘within range’ of their physical embodiment—

i.e., ‘within view’ of their faces and bodies, ‘within earshot’ of their voices, &c.355 By contrast, the main 

advantage of media communication is that it is not limited to subjects’ personal articulatory horizons, 

because it is not contingent on their embodied existence and situation, which means that the ‘reach’ of 

their messages can be (indeed, is usually designed to be) spatially and intertemporally unlimited, as 

Thompson notes.356 Media extend the ‘range’ of subjects’ opinions by vastly expanding, or often simply 

transcending, their articulatory horizons, allowing them to communicate with a greater number of other 

subjects—e.g., ‘over the phone’, ‘over the radio’, ‘through the television’, ‘on social media’, &c.357  

The substantial variation between the ways in which different means of articulation can be used 

to express judgment also serves as a reminder that, while the ideative aspect of ‘opinion’ (formation) may 

take ‘precedence’—in that it is a prerequisite for opinions to exist at all—it is the communicative aspect 

(expression) that ultimately determines how they appear in ‘the social’. This is the thrust of McLuhan’s 

observation that “the medium is the message”—namely, that the particular means by which information 

is communicated embeds itself in the message that this means transmits, in addition to and distinct from 

its substantive content.358 In other words, it is not just that the form that opinions take when they are 

expressed depends on the means used, but that the activity of opinion-expression itself is always one of 

finding a compromise between substance, or content, and form, or message. Rather than letting the 

                                                   
354 Dan-Cohen 2002, pp.199-245, 264-302. 
355 Strictly speaking, a subject’s articulatory horizon is not necessarily the same as their perceptual horizon, as their sensory organs 
are separate from their organs of expression, but it can be assumed that there is a fair amount of overlap between them in 
practice. 
356 Thompson 1995, pp.81-7. 
357 McLuhan 2001, p.278. 
358 Ibid., p.7. 
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content of opinions “blind[] us to the character of the medium”, in McLuhan’s terms, it is important to 

pay careful attention to the possibilities and processes for how cognitive or estimative judgments can be 

transmitted by any given means of articulation.359 In turn, this means that opinion research must become 

more sensitive to problems of symbolic transposition. It cannot simply assume that, since opinions are 

defined by their substance, they remain constant and identical regardless of the form they take. Nor can 

it treat the connection between opinion-formation and opinion-expression as merely incidental, 

attributing no theoretical or practical significance to possible differences in how opinions can be 

‘materialised’. 

The fundamental concern for all variants of opinion-expression is how accurately and successfully 

a message can ‘render’ content, and hence how closely subjects’ concrete opinion-statements match their 

substantive ideas. The quality of articulation processes—i.e., how well opinion-expression ‘captures’ or 

‘preserves’ formed opinions—can be impaired in several ways. Opinion-expression can distort or deform 

the ‘contours’ of formed opinion, leading to aberrations in, and either over- or underplaying of, the 

various dimensions of subjects’ judgment.360 For instance, a one-off opinion poll that offers subjects 

binary ‘pro-con’ options for their views on a small number of political issues—e.g., immigration, welfare, 

and healthcare—may exaggerate how important these issues actually are versus others that shape their 

political ‘worldviews’, how intense the views are that subjects hold, and how firmly they are committed 

to them. Opinions are also susceptible to leakage and crosstalk at the point of articulation—the ‘spillover’ 

of their content, carried as a message by a given means of articulation, into that of another message 

carried by a closely related means—as well as, conversely, noise and other interference—effectively the 

reverse, namely the ‘spillover’ of content from other messages into the one under consideration.361 While 

this is mainly a problem for recording and broadcast media, a similar effect can happen if subjects ‘change 

tack’ several times in quick succession when verbalising or writing down their arguments, to the point 

where the separate ‘points’ that comprise their opinions become ‘blurred together’ or ‘confused’. Content 

formats may require simplification and compression of opinions, leading to ‘unnecessary’—i.e., 

‘redundant’, ‘peripheral’, or ‘supplementary’—parts of their ‘overall’ substance being omitted from the 

information produced.362 This is the logic of crude discursive instruments such as (especially tabloid) 

                                                   
359 Ibid., p.9. 
360 Eargle 2005; Huber 2005; Newell 2007.  
361 Barthes 1985; Cowell 2004; Kosko 2006; Ott 1976; Russolo 2004; Schwartz 2011. 
362 Salomon 2008; Wade 1994.  
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newspaper headlines—e.g., ‘Gotcha’, ‘The Truth’, or ‘It’s Paddy Pantsdown’—as well as campaign 

slogans—e.g., ‘Tiocfaidh ár lá!’, ‘Drill, baby, drill’, or ‘¡No Pasaran!’—and protest placards—e.g., ‘We are 

the 99%’, ‘Power to the People’, or ‘Wir sind das Volk’. Opinions may also be expressed at varying levels 

of definition or resolution—from ‘low’ to ‘high’, or what McLuhan terms ‘cool’ to ‘hot’—that affect their 

‘clarity’, or the ease or effort with which ‘missing details’ of its content can be inferred or ‘filled in’.363 

Here, the contrast is between opinions that can be adequately ‘stated’ using only one or a few means of 

articulation—e.g., nodding, saying ‘Yes!’, ticking a box, or ‘liking’ a social media post—and those that 

rely on a complex combination of means to communicate their full ‘meaning’—e.g., reading out a 

passage of writing in a sceptical tone while rolling one’s eyes to denote irony or sarcasm. Depending on 

the possibilities and limitations of different means of articulation in overcoming these concerns, they 

will lend themselves more or less well to faithful, or ‘high-fidelity’, ‘materialisation’ of the substance of 

subjects’ opinions.364 Even under best conditions, then, the ‘purity’ of subjects’ thinking processes may 

be partly ‘warped’ as they are translated from one stage of discourse (ideation) to another 

(communication), creating an articulatory deficit between subjects’ opinions as substantive ideas and their 

opinions as informative statements—i.e., a distinction between ‘what subjects mean’ and how they ‘put 

it’. This effect may even be exaggerated in cases where information is deliberately encrypted or scrambled 

at the point of expression, in order to ‘protect’ the content of subjects’ opinions from any subjects who 

do not have the ‘key’ required to access it.365 In all cases, this is not just significant for encoding itself, and 

for the intrinsic quality of the information produced, but also for the information’s ultimate purpose of 

being perceived and understood—i.e., it has direct implications for how the information is to be decoded 

by other subjects.366 The more separate and dissimilar formats for information are from subjects’ psychic 

processes, the bigger the impact of ‘translation’, and hence the more effort will be required to ‘retranslate’ 

information back into its underlying ideas.  

Together, or separately, then, bodily organs and media ‘materialise’ the substance of subjects’ 

opinions in various concrete forms. Subjects’ cognitive and estimative judgments can be more or less 

organic or mediated, without having any prima facie effect on their quality or significance. Both forms 

of articulation—or, rather, all its many variants across the two categories—count as subjects ‘realising’ 

                                                   
363 McLuhan 2001, pp.24-35. 
364 Hartley 1958, p.200; Read 1952; Read and Welch 1976. 
365 Fouché Gaines 1939; Lee and Kim 2013; Piper and Murphy 2002; Paar and Pelzl 2011. 
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their personality-driven, emotional, or reasoned “conscious decision[s] to support or oppose”.367 Again, 

as with the means of thinking, the means of articulation outlined in this section describe the full—and 

evidently considerable—range of ‘options’ subjects have control over, disposal of, or access to, when they 

express opinions. Moreover, just as the possibility of having multiple mental pictures for any given set 

of MRCs, coupled with the multiplicity of means of thinking, means that subjects are able to form 

several different opinions about the same object, the vastly greater ‘choice’ of means of articulation adds 

a further layer of pluralism, enabling subjects to express at least one if not more parallel or conflicting 

opinions for any or all of the opinions they have formed as well. For example, a subject with conflicted 

views on whether the UK ought to ‘Remain’ within or ‘Leave’ the EU had the opportunity to do (or not 

do) any of the following as a way of expressing their ‘position’: donating to, and canvassing for, the 

‘Stronger In’ and ‘Vote Leave’ groups; sharing articles in support of either view on social media; ringing 

their relatives to discuss the case for continued EU membership; flying an EU or UK flag from their 

window; or attending speeches by leading campaigners on either side. However, under current 

understandings of opinion measurement, only their decision to tick the box marked ‘Remain’ or ‘Leave’ 

on the actual referendum ballot paper will have ‘counted’ as their ‘definitive’ opinion.  

These expressed opinions may also be more or less mutually integrated or isolated, and exhibit 

greater or lesser breadth and consistency—albeit not through the ‘clustering’ or ‘scattering’ of ideas, or 

their ‘width/narrowness’ and ‘consonance/dissonance’, but rather through the ‘harmonious’ or ‘jarring’ 

juxtaposition of subjects’ various expressive behaviours. These manifest as cases of everyday low-level 

‘hypocrisy’, or ‘performative contradiction’ (performativer Widerspruch), that are entirely typical of the 

vast majority of subjects—e.g., a committed environmentalist who adheres to a strict vegan diet but 

owns a petrol-fuelled car, or a thoroughgoing socialist who attends anti-government protests but enjoys 

wearing expensive clothes.368 Overall, the choice of means of articulation adds extra layers of significance 

and ‘colour’ to the ‘materialisation’ of subjects’ opinions—and it is too arbitrary to impose any kind of 

hierarchy of importance that stipulates that any of these choices is necessarily more or less ‘legitimate’ 

than others In reality, this means that the ‘sum total’ of any individual subject’s judgmental discourse 

about any given set of MRCs will ‘deliver’ a vast array of different bits of information, embedding a wide 

range of separate ideas. These may be partly mutually corroborative or contradictory, depending on the 

processes of thinking and articulation by which each individual bit of information was created, but they 

                                                   
367 Zaller 1992, p.3. 
368 Habermas 1990. 
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must all be taken into account. In other words, it is not plausible for opinion research just to look at 

subjects’ opinion poll responses and voting habits, and hope to infer from this narrow ‘dataset’ the full 

complexity of ‘mass opinion’ about ‘the social’. Instead, it has to come to terms with the full range of 

ways in which opinions can be expressed, develop the analytical criteria and assessment tools to capture 

this range, and accurately compare subjects’ different individual opinions relative to the others they ‘give’ 

about the same part of ‘the social’. 

 

§4. Conclusion 

 

The fundamental insight of this analysis is that opinion-formation and opinion-expression, which 

varies to a great degree between subjects, relies on ideative and communicative tools that they all 

(broadly) share. It may be helpful to illustrate the full trajectory of these processes in the form of a 

diagram, summarised as follows (see fig.9): Subjects form and express opinions based on their mental 

pictures of the social world around them, which contain ‘verdicts’ that result from the ‘marriage’ of their 

discursive predispositions—i.e., cognitive and estimative attitudes and values—and information—

derived either from stimuli within subjects’ perceptual horizons, or from cues received from beyond these 

horizons. Next, subjects process these pictures into more complex opinions using various combinations 

of three means of thinking—personality-traits, emotions, and reason. Finally, subjects use means of 

articulation that fall into either of two categories—bodily organs and media—to transmit their opinions 

as information, either limited in its ‘reach’ to their articulatory horizons, or able to transcend them. The 

full set of opinion-formation and opinion-expression processes can be built up to varying degrees of 

complexity, depending on the balance of physiological and psychological capacities, as well as material 

resources, that subjects choose to use to respond discursively to their experiences of ‘the social’. However, 

the analysis thus far has depicted these processes of opinion-formation and opinion-expression in a 

somewhat atomistic way. It treats subjects as ‘closed systems’, ascribing to them strong control of their 

physiological and psychic capacities, and their social resources, and viewing them as discrete loci of 

cognition and estimation whose judgments about ‘the social’ are fundamentally original. Yet it is not 

clear that this holds in practice for any of the stages in the trajectory of opinion-formation and opinion-

expression outlined in this chapter. It is to this consideration that the analysis now turns. 
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III. Experts in our own experience: pluralism in predispositions 

and information 

 

 

EMILY: Really Charles, people will think… 

CHARLES: …what I tell them to think. 

——Citizen Kane369 

 

 

MALCOLM TUCKER: I’ve got an expert who will deny that. … My expert would totally 

oppose that. 

HUGH ABBOT: Who is your expert? 

MALCOLM TUCKER: I’ve no idea, but I can get one by this afternoon. You see, the thing 

is, you’ve spoken to the wrong expert. You’ve got to ask the right expert. And you’ve got to 

know what an expert’s going to advise you before he advises you. … So what I’m going to 

do is, I’m going to get you another expert. 

——The Thick of It370 

 

 

The previous chapter presented an account of ‘opinion’ as a ‘marriage of information and 

predisposition’, which takes place through a twofold process of formation (using means of thinking) and 

expression (using means of articulation). At this point, the enquiry can start to explore in detail how 

subjects’ social conditions shape the nature and basis of their opinions—i.e., to apply the social-theoretic 

framework developed in chapter I to the account of information and predispositions, opinion-formation, 

and opinion-expression outlined in chapter II. The overall aim is to cash out this enquiry’s overarching 

claim that subjects’ social activities, occupational positions, and class situations extensively determine 

the opinions that they form and express. Subjects’ interaction with their material and relational 

conditions (MRCs) leaves traces on their activities of ideation and communication that are far more 

subtle than merely provoking stimuli or providing media of expression (which are ‘obvious’ aspects of 

                                                   
369 Welles 1941. 
370 Ianucci 2007. 
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their environments). Rather, these MRCs themselves ‘bootstrap’ these activities, in that occupational 

(and classist) distributions of resources and capacities among subjects, and arrangements of linkages and 

statuses between them, directly affect how (and whether) subjects form and express opinions. The 

objective in the rest of this enquiry is thus to trace the precise impact of ‘the social’—i.e., MRCs, their 

effects on power, and the contingently differentiated ways in which subjects act purposively to deal with 

them—on subjects’ biological, psychological, and physiological processes of thinking and articulation. 

The aim is to provide a more nuanced understanding of the concept of ‘opinion’ than the near-total 

individualism of its treatment in contemporary opinion research—which Splichal acknowledges as a 

legacy of positivist social science—and outline an account that is more strongly oriented towards the 

core characteristics of ‘the social’.371  

In this chapter, the enquiry examines how the processes by which subjects acquire the 

predispositions and information which they combine into the mental pictures, on the basis of which 

they form and express opinions, is determined by the activities in which they are engaged, the 

occupations they hold, and the class situations they occupy. The chapter starts by examining how 

subjects’ values and attitudes are affected by the activities they engage in, and the occupations (and 

classes) they occupy (§1). Next, it turns to look at how subjects’ location in the social division of agency 

and inputs impacts on the way in which they acquire information directly or indirectly about ‘the social’ 

(§2). Finally, the chapter details the particular categories of individuals and groups who play a significant 

part in shaping both predispositions and information in late modernity, and hence disproportionately 

influence the ‘verdicts’ subjects have about ‘the social’ in their most basic form (§3). Overall, it argues 

that the predispositions and information on which contemporary mass opinion is based are characterised 

by a large and growing degree of pluralism, which it refers to as the multipolarity of the concept in late 

modernity. 

 

§1. The social constitution of predispositions 

 

First, the social determinants of the predispositions that orient subjects’ opinions. Here, the 

enquiry takes the basic observation that, while all subjects use some judgmental values and attitudes 

when they form and express opinions, different subjects approach the information they acquire about 

                                                   
371 Splichal 2001b, pp.26-7. 
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‘the social’ with very different values and attitudes. The ‘pro-con’, ‘for-against’, or ‘yes/no binary ‘verdicts’ 

that subjects form and express about ‘the social’ can embed any number and combination of competing 

pairs, the definition of which can vary radically between subjects: ‘good/evil’, ‘right/wrong’, 

‘desirable/undesirable’, ‘just/unjust’, ‘legitimate/illegitimate’, &c. The task here is to explore what effect 

‘the social’ itself has on determining why this is the case, and identify some broad trends within these 

intersubjective differences. The premises of this exploration are fairly straightforward. In chapter I, this 

analysis argued that subjects are partly ‘thrown’ and partly gradually socialised into habitus that guide 

their social action, and constitute them as social subjects who hold specific occupations within certain 

social activities (and their sub-types).372 In particular, it noted the emergence of distinct occupations and 

habitus in the activities of ideation and communication (together comprising the domain of discourse). 

Further, it also suggested that social action in late modernity is characterised by such a high degree of 

functional differentiation that the ‘available’ ideative and communicative habitus have greatly 

proliferated, both through the emergence of multiple sub-types of ideation and communication 

‘dedicated to’ different social activities, and the creation of both informal and systematic ‘hybrid’ 

discursive subjectivities from the subdivision of ideation, communication, and the activities they address 

into occupations and classes. Meanwhile, chapter II provided a general account of the ‘place’ of 

predispositions in subjects’ opinion-formation and opinion-expression, locating them in subjects’ 

discursive habitus, specifically their ideative norms and dispositions.373 It argued that these 

predispositions give the mental pictures that all subjects have of ‘the social’ a universal judgmental 

quality, in the form of basic cognitive and estimative ‘verdicts’ about their environments. The aim in this 

section is thus to try and reconcile the differentiation identified in chapter I with the universality of the 

account outlined in chapter II. 

To outline how subjects acquire the norms and dispositions for their social activities, occupational 

positions, and class situations, recall that the general process of socialisation by which subjects are 

endowed with their habitus can be disaggregated into its constituent aspects, associated with different 

activities: the ‘raising’ function of curative activity, the ‘qualifying’ function of education, &c.374 Here, in 

the first instance, the analysis focuses specifically on the processes by which activity, occupational, and 

class habitus—especially norms and dispositions—are defined and disseminated, which is a socialising 

                                                   
372 See pp.54-61. 
373 See pp.73-84. 
374 Bourdieu 1977, pp.87-9; Therborn 1980, pp.17, 25, 53. 
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function that belongs mainly to sub-types of ideation and communication. Briefly put, discursive 

socialisation gives habitus its substantive ‘content’ and converts it into various forms of ‘message’—e.g., 

‘instructions’, ‘orders’, ‘guidelines’, ‘directions’, ‘explanations’, or ‘explications’, &c, that are ‘delivered’ by 

verbal, written, broadcast, or other means—thereby ‘informing’ subjects of the practices, systems, 

structures, norms, and dispositions that frame their social action.375 This aspect of the ‘constitution of 

subjects’ can be described using the Althusserian idea of ‘interpellation’, and the Heideggerian concept 

of ‘calling’. Partly building on Lacanian psychoanalysis, Althusser argues that one of the primary 

functions of discourse is to “hail[] or interpellate[] concrete individuals as concrete subjects”.376 By this, 

he means that, in a context of the social division of purposive agency and purposive inputs, discourse 

“‘acts’ … in such a way as to ‘recruit’ subjects among individuals (it recruits them all) or ‘transform’ 

individuals into subjects (it transforms them all)” in order for them to ‘take on’ the occupational ‘roles’ 

that have been created through the emergence of functional differentiation in the way subjects deal with 

their MRCs.377 Specifically, ideation defines (formulates) and communication disseminates (transmits) 

the practices, systems, structures, norms, and dispositions that constitute a subject’s habitus, given their 

particular personal combination of occupational positions (and class situations) within specific social 

activities. The aim is for subjects to internalise their habitus to the extent that it becomes their (socialised) 

“conscience”. Heidegger, echoing Kant, argues that subjects experience conscience as a “call [Ruf]” that 

“has the character of an appeal to [subjects] by calling [them] to [their] ownmost potentiality-for-Being-

[themselves]”—here (from a social perspective), their ‘best possible’ fulfilment of the occupational ‘roles’ 

to which they are assigned. Conscience operates by “summoning [subjects] to [their] ownmost Being-

guilty”, which occurs (again, from a social perspective) if they fail to abide by the habitus for the social 

activities in which they are engaged.378 The inculcation of such ‘guilt’ is how socialisation attempts to 

ensure that subjects will conform as closely as possible to the ‘ideal-types’ of their occupational identities. 

There is a close, and far from accidental, similarity between this ‘call’ (Ruf), which subjects ‘hear’ when 

                                                   
375 Adorno and Horkheimer 1979; Curran 1977; Gauntlett 2002; Hurrelman 2009; McQuail 2010, pp.307-36, 419-50, 477-
536; Rancière 1992. 
376 The Althusserian tradition talks about interpellation as being a function specifically of ideology. However, since both 
ideation and communication can be defined very broadly—not just as “exhibit[ing] a recurring pattern” and being “held by 
significant groups”—this analysis addresses interpellation in terms of the broader category into which ideology can be 
subsumed: discourse. Althusser 2014, pp.189-97, 261-70; Freeden 2003, p.32. 
377 Althusser 2014, p.190. 
378 Heidegger exclusively addresses the internalised aspects of ‘conscience’, without considering its social origins. Heidegger 
1962, pp.314-5; Kant 1996, p.18. Original emphasis. 
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they are interpellated, and the concept of ‘vocation’ (Berufung). The point of interpellation is to turn 

subjects’ ‘occupation’ (Beruf) into their ‘calling’, or a ‘role’ to which they feel that they are ‘called’—i.e., 

not just a set of tasks into which they are ‘thrown’ or ‘grown’, or for which they are ‘qualified’, but a 

‘purpose in life’ to which they experience a subjective inclination, and towards which they are therefore 

oriented. 

Under the strong functional differentiation that characterises late modernity, the ‘siloised’ sub-

types of ideation and communication for a given activity—especially their interpellating functions—

become institutionalised via ideative and communicative (together, discursive) apparatuses, in the 

Althusserian sense of the term.379 Apparatuses ‘enforce’ the ‘dedication’ of these sub-types of discourse 

to each ‘primary’ activity by ‘attaching’ them to it on a more (1) exclusive, (2) quasi-permanent, and (3) 

systematic basis. Exclusivity comes about when, and insofar as, sub-types of ideation and communication 

that take place uniquely within the context of, or with respect to, specific activities become so extremely 

siloised that they start to lose contact with one another. If this happens, each sub-type takes on a ‘life of 

its own’, and follows an independent trajectory of operation over and above developments in ideation, 

communication, and their ‘primary’ activities taken separately. Thus, for instance, the institutions and 

processes by which subjects are interpellated (and more broadly, socialised) as investment bankers, 

barristers, primary school teachers, or civil servants in late-modern society—e.g., training workshops, 

schools and colleges, staff meetings, mentoring schemes—have next to nothing in common with one 

another.380 Quasi-permanence arises when, and insofar as, sub-types of ideation and communication 

become part of their ‘primary’ activities’ own MRCs and modes of cooperation. If so, interpellation is 

integrated as a contingent, ‘fabricated’ parameter for subjects’ action in the environment imposed on 

them by their engagement in certain activities and performance of their designated occupational tasks. 

In late modernity, processes of interpellation (and socialisation) often take place ‘on the job’ or ‘in-

house’, and are carried out by subjects who are directly ‘attached’ to the places where subjects perform 

their occupational tasks—e.g., the roles of strategists, consultants, and ‘chief economists’ in companies, 

governmental ‘special advisors’, legal counsels, policy researchers, &c.381 Finally, systematisation occurs 

                                                   
379 Althusser 2014, pp.74-93, 103-47, 198-206, 218-31, and passim; Eagleton 1994; Pêcheux 1994; Therborn 1980, pp.84-9; 
Therborn 1994. 
380 Jee, Schafheutle, and Noyce 2016; Mangset, Maxwell, and van Zanten 2017; Martinez 2016; Mazerolle, Bowman, and 
Dodge 2014; Tabvuma et al. 2015; Yanson and Johnson 2016. 
381 Gill 2015; Hugon, Kumar, and Lin 2016; Kaufman, Allan, and Ibrahim 2013; Newman et al. 2011; Schaffer and Stearn 
2015; Yong and Hazell 2016. 
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when each sub-type of ideation and communication takes place not ad hoc but within a “system of defined 

institutions, organisations, and the corresponding practices” such that it is “structured in a particular way 

into a system of linkages and interdependence”, to combine Althusser’s and Therborn’s definitions.382 

Specifically, it takes place in institutions that form part of subjects’ MRCs not only in the ‘parent’ activity 

it originally ‘comes from’—i.e., ideation or communication—but also in the activities towards which it 

is oriented, and to which its apparatuses are attached. That is to say, the structures of ideation and 

communication also become consolidated as part of subjects’ habitus for the activities they ‘discourse’ 

about—e.g., through the creation of company compliance departments, research and data analysis ‘units’ 

with a permanent staff, hospitals, thinktanks, universities, ‘secondment’ of consultants, &c.383 

Thus, apparatuses institutionalise the overlap between sub-types of ideation and communication, 

and the activities they are oriented towards, by partly internalising the former within the latter. Each 

activity has its own set of discursive apparatuses, which means that subjects engaged in them are 

interpellated for it in a unique way, independently of their interpellation for other activities. Like 

Therborn, this analysis also parts company with Althusser’s “rather sterile and even actively confusing” 

attempt to bracket all the discursive apparatuses that exist in a given society under the label of ‘state 

apparatuses’, and their operations under the auspices of governmental activity.384 Strictly speaking, any 

activity sub-type that takes place within the context of, or with respect to, another ‘primary’ activity can 

become institutionalised through apparatuses in this way, without necessarily having a connection to 

state structures or ‘the political’ as a domain. Each activity’s ‘mini-superstructure’ thus takes the form of 

multiple parallel apparatuses that institutionalise the different sub-types of activities ‘dedicated to’ it, 

above all their socialising functions—e.g., curative apparatuses such as ‘in-house’ sports teams, weekly 

‘drinks’, charities and food banks, or ‘in-work’ benefits systems, educational apparatuses like mentorship 

schemes, skills workshops, training drills, or research seminars, and juridical apparatuses such as military 

provosts, university proctors, canon law, or the Independent Parliamentary Standards Authority, &c.385 

Generally, all of these apparatuses support and assist each other in achieving the various disaggregated 

aspects of the overall process of socialisation—although there may occasionally be cases where their 

attempts to endow (incentivise, discipline, define, disseminate, inculcate, &c) subjects with particular 

                                                   
382 Althusser 2014, p.77; Therborn 1980, p.86. 
383 Embi and Tsevat 2012; Katwala 2009; Lapsley, Miller, and Pollock 2013; Struyk 2002. 
384 Therborn 1980, p.85. 
385 For a more orthodox rendering of this position, see Althusser 2014, pp.140-1, and passim. 
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activity- or occupation-specific habitus become mutually contradictory or misaligned. For instance, 

school pupils may be intensely ‘sanctioned’ by ‘strict’ teachers for failing to work hard (their juridical 

apparatus), but at the same time be indulged by ‘laid-back’ parents who insist that ‘there’s more to life 

than school’ (their curative apparatus). Or there may be stringent laws against drug possession, 

jaywalking, or domestic violence in a given jurisdiction (the juridical apparatus), to which the police are 

prepared simply to turn a blind eye (the political apparatus). Overall, however, apparatuses ‘streamline’ 

socialisation—and discursive apparatuses ‘streamline’ interpellation—so that subjects’ engagement in 

activities and performance of tasks becomes homogenised along occupational and class lines.386 

Depending on which activities they engage in, and which occupations they hold, subjects are socialised 

into very different habitus to guide their social action, which in the case of interpellation means that they 

have defined for and disseminated to them very different and mutually unrelated sets of norms and 

dispositions. 

It is worth pausing here to outline more precisely how interpellation works—i.e., how discursive 

apparatuses define and disseminate the norms and dispositions by which subjects abide. As a first step, 

ideative apparatuses—e.g., research ‘clusters’ and institutes, economist divisions, theological seminaries, 

medical laboratories, law schools, policy ‘units’, &c—formulate and refine particular fragmentary ideas 

with substantive normative or dispositive ‘content’. These include the important underlying principles 

and overarching themes for each of the given activities, and in the case of opinion-formation and 

expression itself refer to valuative or attitudinal orientations. These ideas are not necessarily arranged 

into complex conceptual ‘maps’ or ‘patterns’—as compared with the elaboration that Freeden associates 

with fully-developed ideologies—but are directive, ‘intention-forming’, and ‘action-guiding’ even so.387 

Next, communicative apparatuses—e.g., publicity and messaging institutions, marketing and advertising 

departments, religious proselytic groups, public health bodies, statutory codification and publication 

media, government propaganda and information services, &c—convert these ideas into the ‘messages’ 

by which subjects are ‘called’ to their identities. Since the ideas themselves are generally fragmentary, 

the messages based on them are also rarely comprehensive, and sometimes not even explicit. Rather, 

they take the form of ‘micro-indications’, ‘bitesize’ cues containing normative and dispositive signals about 

                                                   
386 Allen and Meyer 1990; Ashforth and Saks 1996; Bauer and Erdogan 2011; Bauer et al. 2007; Jones 1986; Klein, Fan, and 
Preacher 2006; Klein and Weaver 2000; Menguc, Han, and Auh 2007; Ostroff and Kozlowski 1993; van Maanen and Schein 
1979. 
387 Freeden 2008, pp.47-95. 
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how subjects ‘should’ act, implied through specific applications, illustrative ‘case-studies’, or examples 

meant for emulation—e.g., ‘fables’, ‘parables’, legal precedents, medical case notes, graphs, memos, lists 

of ‘dos and don’ts’, ‘worked examples’, iconic imagery, &c.388 Together, these fragments and micro-

indications conceptually create and delimit subjects’ social identities based on their activities and tasks. 

Specifically, they constitute what Therborn calls the “existential”, “historical”, “inclusive”, and 

“positional” aspects of subjects’ identities—i.e., respectively, their identities as “sexed individual[s] at 

[…] particular point[s] of [their] life cycle[s] related to other sexed individuals of different generations 

at a certain point of their life cycle”, as “person[s] who exist[] only in certain human societies at a 

particular point in human history”, as “member[s] of a meaningful world”, and as “having a particular 

place in the world in relation to other members of it”.389 

Part of the reason for this disjointed process of definition and dissemination of norms and 

dispositions is the sheer complexity of the habitus required to constitute human agents as the kind of 

subjects who can perform the tasks required of them in their occupational position. In most cases, it 

would totally overwhelm, or to use Alvin Toffler’s term, “overload”, subjects if this information were 

transmitted to them all in one go.390 Instead, processes of subjectivisation in general and interpellation 

in particular are gradual and incremental, taking up a significant portion of subjects’ lives, and taking 

place ‘alongside’ subjects’ activity-specific and occupational exercises of social agency. Since subjectivity 

cannot be miraculously bestowed, but must be built up patiently over time, it is the function of 

interpellation, and of discursive apparatuses, to provide subjects with a steady ‘stream’ of micro-

indications, which ‘accumulate’, or ‘stack up’, to give subjects their activity-specific, occupational, and 

class identity. These micro-indications need to be constantly repeated, since much of their content is 

‘wasted’ in the sense of not being fully absorbed by subjects in any one instance of dissemination, and 

because activities must limit the scope for interpellated subjects to ‘creatively interpret’ their norms and 

dispositions. So, for example, graphs and iconic imagery need to be used again and again (e.g., the 

‘hockey stick’ climate change graph, chemical hazard symbols), fables and parables need to be retold 

(e.g., in religious sermons), lists and memos reissued and ‘put up’ in several places, legal precedents 

compiled and accumulated, medical trials repeated, and so on.391 This also implies that each individual 

                                                   
388 Dunne 2012; Ginns et al. 2016; Hanauer and Waksman 2000; Liu 2015; Pachman, Sweller, and Kalyuga 2014.  
389 Abercrombie, Hill, and Turner 1994; Therborn 1980, pp.22-5. 
390 Bargh and Thein 1985; Edmunds and Morris 2000; Gross 1964; Jones, Ravid, and Rafaeli 2004; Toffler 1970. 
391 Edworthy et al. 2015; Mitchell 2014; Temperley and Gildea 2015; Unkelbach, Fiedler, and Freytag 2007. 
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micro-indication needs to ‘deliver’ to subjects a carefully-honed ‘right’ amount of normative and 

dispositive information, in an attempt to avoid the dangers of incurring either a ‘surplus of meaning’ in 

Paul Ricoeur’s sense, as well as its opposite, a ‘deficit of meaning’—i.e., making instructions, orders, 

guidelines, and explanations, &c, ‘simple’, ‘straightforward’, and ‘clear’, but also ‘comprehensive’ and 

‘complete’.392 However, these sorts of attempts are almost always limited in their effectiveness and prone 

to fail, since discursive apparatuses cannot control completely for how subjects ‘receive’ such micro-

indications—through misapprehension, confused understanding, under- or overinterpretation, or in any 

other way ‘missing the point’.393 Ultimately, interpellation cannot ensure that subjects ever fully meet 

the requirements of their activity-level, occupational, and classist ideal-types. Subjects can only be ‘told’ 

and periodically ‘reminded’ what their relevant behaviour ought (or is expected) to be. This is why 

subjects are to some extent always kept ‘within’, or ‘subjected to’, the discursive and other apparatuses 

for their activities—as opposed to merely constituted in a ‘one-off’ way—since this allows their 

socialisation for their social roles to continue (and be maintained) without interruption as far as possible. 

Alongside the functions of the other socialising apparatuses in endowing subjects with their 

relevant habitus, then, discursive apparatuses aim to interpellate subjects with the norms and dispositions 

of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ ‘conduct’ for their activity in general, and their occupation (and class) in particular. 

In other words, as well as the other hallmarks of ‘professionalisation’—e.g., demonstrating the skills 

required to perform their tasks, attaining acceptable and relevant qualifications, being members of 

professional associations, abiding by ‘codes of conduct’, &c—subjects engaged in different activities and 

occupations are demarcated from one another, as well as from ‘outsiders’ or ‘amateurs’, by the ‘way they 

behave’, specifically, how they are oriented when they deal with ‘the social’ in the particular way 

associated with a given activity and occupation.394 With the high degree of functional differentiation in 

late modernity, different social activities under their prevailing modes of cooperation have developed 

distinct and distinctive portfolios of norms and dispositions with which subjects engaged in them are 

interpellated. For instance, economic activity is strongly guided by (often maximising and minimising) 

emphases on revenue versus cost, profit versus loss, growth versus decline, usage versus waste, &c, usually 

                                                   
392 LeDoux 2017; Ricœur 1976. 
393 Bazzanella and Damiano 1999; Collini 1992; Dascal 1999; Weigand 1999. 
394 Abbott 1988; Collins 1979; Darity 2008; Derber, Schwartz and Magrass 1990; Jacobs and Bosanac 2006; Kenschaft 2008; 
Macdonald 1995; Meehl 1997; Vollmer and Mills 1966. 
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with the aim of increasing production, exchange, and consumption as far as possible.395 Political activity, 

meanwhile, is often characterised by a focus on success versus failure, order versus chaos, probity versus 

corruption, publicity versus privacy, &c, generally concerned with the ‘reach’ of administration and 

coercion.396 Curative activity prioritises concepts such as prophylaxis versus indulgence, healing versus 

injury, palliation versus aggravation, help versus hindrance, support versus neglect, &c, with the aim of 

bettering nurture, or care-giving.397 Religious activity across various faiths has adopted principles like 

spirituality versus secularity, occultation versus divulgence, exaltation versus debasement, forgiveness 

versus blame, &c, geared towards more extensive devotion.398 Juridical activity focuses on behaviour 

versus misbehaviour, stipulation versus implication, compliance versus refusal, ratification versus veto, 

endorsement versus censure, &c, which are designed to achieve more effective regulation.399 Lastly, 

educational activity relies on concepts such as accomplishment versus ineptitude, endurance versus 

lethargy, understanding versus speculation, practice versus improvisation, consistency versus variation, 

&c, to facilitate more thoroughgoing instruction and study.400 Of course, there is clear occupational and 

classist variation between subjects within each activity in how far their social behaviour is ‘motivated’ or 

‘generated’—to use Bourdieu’s terms—by every one of these norms and dispositions.401 But to some 

extent they are shared by all the subjects engaged in each activity, as part of the unique social identity 

they ‘gain’ by being engaged in it. In Therborn’s terms, the habitus subjects acquire as “practitioners of 

particular occupations” are predominantly “positional-historical”, in that they try to relate subjects to 

others around them in ‘the social’ at a given physical and temporal conjuncture.402 

                                                   
395 For various overviews of the norms and dispositions of production, exchange, and consumption, see, for instance, Brenkert 
and Beauchamp 2012; DeMartino and McCloskey 2016; Kincaid and Ross 2009; Rugman and Brewer 2009; Weingast and 
Wittman 2006. 
396 On norms and dispositions of administration and coercion, see variously Box-Steffensmeier, Brady, and Collier 2008; 
Dryzek, Honig, and Phillips 2008; Estlund 2017; Goodin 2011; Levi-Faur 2014; Moran, Rein, and Goodin 2006; Rhodes, 
Binder, and Rockman 2006. 
397 On norms and dispositions of caregiving, see variously Francis 2017; Leach 2012; Sadler, van Staden, and Fulford 2015. 
398 On norms and dispositions of devotion, see variously Clarke 2009; Flint and Rea 2009; Juergensmeyer 2011; Meilaender 
and Werpehowski 2007; Stausberg and Engler 2016; Wainwright 2007. 
399 On norms and dispositions of regulation, see variously Coleman, Shapiro, and Himma 2002; Deigh and Dolinko 2011; 
Orford and Hoffmann 2016; Reimann and Zimmermann 2008; Rosenfeld and Sajó 2012; Shelton 2015; Whittingon, 
Kelemen, and Caldeira 2008. 
400 On norms and dispositions of instruction and study, see variously Cowen, Kazamias, and Unterhalter 2009; Hayden, Levy, 
and Thompson 2015; Siegel 2009; Tight 2009. 
401 Bourdieu 1990, pp.52-3. 
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The same distinctiveness is found within late-modern norms and dispositions of ideation and 

communication, especially the values and attitudes that constitute discourse in the specifically 

judgmental form of opinion. Given that judgment-claims can be divided into cognitive and estimative 

categories, the assessment criteria they ‘apply’ to ‘the social’ are either epistemological or evaluative—

i.e., the values and attitudes from which subjects create their opinions in their most basic form are 

derived from either some theory of truth and validity, or some account of morality and ethics. Very 

briefly, on the epistemological side, subjects’ values and attitudes derive from several possible criteria for 

truth: appeals to authority for a known source; the coherence of integrated arrangements of information; 

consensus with the values and attitudes of other subjects; consistency (via non-contradiction or relation) 

between values and attitudes; correspondence between information and its referents; instinct and intuition 

assumed from an unexamined source; revelation by a supernatural source; tradition or custom by ‘handing 

on’ values and attitudes over time; and so on.403 On the evaluative side, meanwhile, subjects’ values and 

attitudes stem from intrinsic or instrumental criteria of evaluation: consequentialist assessments of good 

outcomes; deontological views of inherent goodness; hedonist or utilitarian analyses in terms of pleasure, 

happiness, welfare, and lack of pain; virtue and role ethics assessments of subjects’ character, individually 

or within a community; and so on.404 Of course, it is extremely rare for subjects outside academic research 

to have a detailed command of which epistemological and evaluative criteria they favour—an indication 

especially of classist divisions between ‘specialist’ and ‘vernacular’ ideation in late modernity.405 But, 

either alone or in combination, these criteria underpin all of the judgmental orientations subjects can 

‘give’ their mental pictures of ‘the social’, and hence their opinions about them. Again, in Therborn’s 

terms, subjects’ discursive habitus are mostly “inclusive-existential”, as they attempt to ‘make meaningful’ 

subjects’ membership of ‘the natural’ (and, as a narrower subset of it, ‘the social’), given their own physical 

conditions.406 

For subjects engaged in different activities, or with different occupations (and class situations), 

their predispositions emerge via a contingent combination of the judgmental parts of their discursive 

norms and dispositions with those of the activities with regard to which they are forming and expressing 

                                                   
403 On epistemology, see variously BonJour 2002; Bovens and Hartmann 2003; Dancy 1991; Greco and Sosa 1999; Hendricks 
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opinions—or, in Therborn’s terms, a reconciliation of subjects’ ‘inclusive-existential’ and ‘positional-

historical’ habitus. In late modernity, as in any other temporal context, it is the norms and dispositions 

under prevailing modes of ideation, communication, &c, that are combined in this way. However, the 

way this takes place differs slightly between (1) the specialised discursive subjectivities created by the 

emergence of sub-types of ideation and communication, and (2) subjects who ‘informally’ form and 

express opinions in the context of their activities, occupations, and class situations. First, the values and 

attitudes of specialised discursive subjectivities—e.g., different types of academics, researchers, publicity 

agents, journalists, and others in the ‘intelligentsia’—systematically hybridise ‘general’ values and 

attitudes with the occupational and classist norms and dispositions of the activities with which they 

concern themselves. In turn, these hybrid values and attitudes become an integral aspect of their 

discursive identity. Here, the ‘order’ of hybridisation matters, i.e., that it is sub-types of ideation and 

communication with respect to (other) social activities for which subjects are interpellated, not the other 

way around. Specifically, this means that it is the habitus—i.e., especially the norms and dispositions—

of ‘primary’ activities that are “determinant” (in Althusser’s sense) in their hybridisation with ideative 

and communicative habitus—i.e., especially ‘general’ values and attitudes.407 Interpellation thus has a 

‘direction’, not from the ‘general’ to the ‘specific’ (i.e., here, from discursive activity to its sub-types), but 

rather from the ‘primary’ to the ‘secondary’ (i.e., in this case, from the activities subjects are engaged in 

to the sub-types of discourse ‘dedicated to’ these activities).  

The upshot of this is that subjects in different activities, occupations, and classes judge ‘the social’ 

in different ways. As a result, the plurality of values and attitudes identified in chapter II can be separated 

into the different hybridisations of ‘general’ values and attitudes and occupational and classist norms that 

created them. For instance, values like ‘efficient/inefficient’ and ‘cheap/expensive’ (e.g., applied to goods 

and services, investments, production processes, &c) stem from a consensus or correspondence view of 

economic concerns about usage/waste and revenue/cost, coupled with a consequentialist evaluation of 

its effects on profit/loss, itself often treated as a deontological good qua ‘profitability/unprofitability’.408 

Similarly, values such as ‘healthy/noxious’ (e.g., for food and drink, exercise, causes of illness, &c) come 

from correspondence, consensus, or traditional views and deontological evaluations of healing/injury, 
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combined with consequentialist evaluations of the medical emphasis on prophylaxis/indulgence.409 

‘Holy/unholy’ (e.g., referring to sacred objects, figures, places, rituals, &c) is a partly revelatory view and 

partly deontological or virtue-based evaluation of religious concerns about spirituality/secularity and 

exaltation/debasement.410 Values such as ‘strong/weak’, ‘legal/illegal’, ‘legitimate/illegitimate’, and 

‘just/unjust’ (e.g., describing strategies, policies, loci of authority, wars, &c) are partly correspondence, 

consensus, consistency, intuitive, or traditional views, and partly deontological evaluations, of political 

concerns about success/failure and order/chaos, or juridical concepts of behaviour/misbehaviour or 

compliance/refusal.411 Meanwhile, attitudes of ‘kindness/cruelty’ and ‘tolerance/bigotry’ (e.g., about the 

mutual relationships and behaviour of family members, friends, or members of different ethnocultural 

groups) represent either deontological, virtue-based, or utilitarian evaluations of curative emphases on 

help/hindrance and support/neglect, as well as religious principles of forgiveness/blame.412 And, as a 

final example, ‘diligence/laxity’ (e.g., applied to completing set work, examination revision, &c) is linked 

to both coherence views and deontological evaluations of educational concerns for endurance/lethargy 

and consistency/variation.413 All of these highly specific values and attitudes interplay and overlap to 

shape the ‘verdicts’ contained in subjects’ mental pictures. The processes of systematic hybridisation that 

create these specialised discursive subjectivities are same ones that institutionalise the ‘dedicated’ sub-

types of ideation and communication via discursive apparatuses. For instance, the rise of ‘economic 

theory’ as an autonomous sub-type of ideation—due in part to Alfred Marshall—was swiftly followed 

by the emergence of ‘economist’ as a discrete occupation, as well as the establishment of university 

economics departments, government economics offices and services, and economics divisions within 

private-sector banking and finance, commerce, accountancy, or marketing corporations.414 As a result, 

the hybrid values and attitudes taken from the habitus of ‘general’ discourse and (other) social activities 

can become ideal-types for how any subjects are meant to form and express opinions with respect to the 
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relevant activities in late modernity—although, in reality, no subjects will (or are expected to) conform 

to these ideal-types more than those with specialised discursive roles. 

Second, with subjects who combine ideation and communication more ‘informally’ with their 

(other) social activities, the hybridisation of values and attitudes—like the wider ‘synthesis’ between their 

discursive activities and any other activities with respect to which they might be ‘discoursing’—is (to a 

large extent) ‘up to’ subjects themselves. Rather than constituting a necessary integral aspect of their 

social identity—which, moreover, they share with a specific group of similar subjects, e.g., theologians, 

jurisprudents, medical researchers, PR specialists, communications directors, business reporters, or war 

correspondents—their hybrid predispositions are more subjective and ad hoc. In effect, they are more of 

a ‘spillover effect’ of being endowed with norms and dispositions for their ‘primary’ activity, and 

(especially qua values and attitudes) for discourse taken separately. That is to say, subjects are trained, 

qualified, employed, organised, interpellated, &c, as teachers, nurses, soldiers, factory workers, &c, and 

they are exposed (at least to some level, even if only implicitly) to relatively up-to-date epistemological 

and evaluative methods as part of their early-years development and schooling—which means they 

possess the ‘building blocks’ from which to create ‘their own’ hybridisation of their occupational norms 

and dispositions with their ‘general’ discursive values and attitudes.415 As a result, subjects who form and 

express ‘everyday’ or ‘vernacular’ opinions with respect to their activities, occupations, and class situations 

are not expected to conform perfectly to any one ideal-type. However, in practice, their predispositions 

are often derived from, or bear at least a strong underlying similarity to, the ‘systematic’ ideal-types 

provided by specialised discursive subjectivities, albeit with significantly greater latitude for deviation, 

inconsistency, or other kinds of lower-calibre conformity. Thus, for example, both doctors and patients 

form and express opinions oriented by predispositions of ‘healthy/noxious’, even if they do not define 

them as precisely, and in the same way, as medical researchers. At the same time, the ‘streamlining’ 

effect of discursive (and other socialising) apparatuses sets limits to this latitude, and leads to at least 

some degree of homogenisation of predispositions across subjects within the same activities, and to a 

slightly greater extent those within the same occupational groups and classes. Thus, seminaries, law 

schools, policy ‘units’, marketing departments, propagandists, health correspondents, &c, will still try to 

‘spread’, or ‘popularise’, conceptions of, e.g., ‘holy/unholy’, ‘legitimate/illegitimate’, ‘cheap/expensive’,  
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‘just/unjust’, ‘healthy/noxious’, &c, even if only the subjects active within each of these apparatuses use 

these predispositions ‘fully’ or ‘properly’ to orient their opinions.416 

Of course, most subjects engage in several social activities and hold multiple occupations, if not 

always simultaneously, then at least over the course of their lives. For instance, in late modernity, it is 

reasonable to expect that most subjects will variously be children, parents, pupils, consumers, workers, 

citizens, voters, as well as possibly teachers, employers, jurors, religious adherents, organisers, &c, at 

some point. This means that they are subjected to a multiplicity of “interlapping” or “interlaced” mini-

superstructures of socialising apparatuses across each of their activities, to borrow a description from 

Bernays and Dewey.417 In particular, they are discursively interpellated from multiple angles, and ‘called’ 

to different purposes within and orientations toward ‘the social’, as part of their constitution as subjects 

with several different identities—e.g., participating in late-capitalist production, Rechtsstaat regulation, 

parliamentary-democratic administration, evangelical-Christian devotion, conjugal-familial caregiving, 

&c. This multiplicity adds more aspects to their social ‘role’ when they form and express opinions by 

vastly expanding and diversifying the set of norms and dispositions that guide how subjects engage in 

social activities and perform occupational tasks. In turn, whether because subjects hold specialised 

discursive occupations, or because they discourse more informally about their activities, this multiplicity 

expands and diversifies the cognitive and estimative impetuses and inclinations which subjects apply to 

the social information they acquire to form their mental pictures of ‘the social’. In other words, an 

inevitable effect of the functional differentiation of society is that subjects are endowed with multiple 

parallel predispositions, or judgmental orientations, towards ‘the social’.418 They may be simultaneously 

predisposed towards the MRCs they encounter as (any or all of) a child, parent, pupil, consumer, worker, 

citizen, voter, or any other occupation from the various activities in which they are engaged—with all 

the complexities this adds to their mental pictures of ‘the social’. There is no necessary reason why these 

multiple aspects of their general social and specifically discursive subjectivities should ever be consonant, 

rather than contradictory. This means that subjects are interpellated by the discursive apparatuses 

associated with different activities in several ways that ‘set them up’ to form and express opinions very 

differently about (even the same set of) MRCs. It also means that subjects always retain to some extent 
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a degree of ‘choice’ over which habitus and the predispositions derived from it to abide by when they 

form and express opinions, i.e., which of their socialised judgmental orientations to ‘go with’. 

Overall, then, the social constitution of predispositions manifests as a particular kind of plurality, 

both within subjects individually and hence in mass opinion on aggregate. For subjects, the attitudes 

and values that orient their opinions are not simply a cross-section of all those present within their 

society, but rather a more restricted, personal ‘set’ determined by the activities they are engaged in, and 

the occupations (and class situations) they hold within them. With mass opinion as a whole, the 

processes of society-wide cognition and estimation are suffused with attitudes and values from across 

the full spectrum of social activities—e.g., ‘legal/illegal’ from ‘the juridical’, ‘noxious/healthy’ from ‘the 

curative’, ‘profitable/unprofitable’ from ‘the economic’, ‘legitimate/illegitimate’ from ‘the political’, 

‘holy/unholy’ from ‘the religious’, &c—which means that any understanding of how ‘the mass’ judges 

any given object must be rounded out to incorporate a far wider spectrum of ‘verdicts’ than simply ‘pro-

con’ or ‘for-against’. This implies that if opinion research is going to continue testing for subjects’ generic 

attitudes without concrete points of reference for them to ‘attach to’, in order to identify ‘majority 

consensual’ or ‘unanimous’ dÒxa, then it must become more sensitive to the effects of functional 

differentiation on greatly expanding the full set of attitudes and values that comprise this dÒxa. Above 

all, it must decisively reject the misguided efforts of some, such as Rawls, to imbue “basic man”—and, 

by aggregation, ‘the mass’—with a single complex pre-packaged “moral psychology” as unjustified 

attempts to ‘naturalise’ and universalise the contingent “cultural inscription of values” with which 

subjects are interpellated.419  

Of course, opinion research must also seek to understand better that there is always scope for the 

social constitution of predispositions to the problematised and resisted in late modernity. The analysis 

so far has assumed that subjects involved with any given activity acquiesce to the nature and existence of 

the socialising (including discursive) apparatuses ‘attached’ to it, and the processes of interpellation they 

carry out. Recall that, through their physical embodiment, all subjects have a ‘kernel’ that acts as the 

target of different activities’ habitus, which to some extent pre-exists ‘the social’ and processes of 

socialisation (including interpellation).420 Further, recall that these socialising processes are never quite 

successful or complete, but rather ongoing moments of subjection and subjectification, whose effects on 
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subjects and their social actions are “normalising” but not “totalising” in Foucauldian terms.421 Together, 

these leave subjects some scope for ‘unguided’ agency, whereby they can (at least potentially) act outside 

the tasks they are expected to perform, and counter to the habitus they are expected to abide by. It is in 

this sense, therefore, that, as Foucault and Bourdieu suggest, the human body—and its biological, 

physiological, and psychological faculties—can act as a “site of resistance” within any social activity.422 

As a result, the proper and successful functioning of apparatuses and interpellation relies to some extent 

on subjects’ (tacit or explicit) cooperation.  

But this cannot necessarily be taken for granted. Lapses in subjects’ acquiescence to their 

occupational and classist norms and dispositions, and the hybridised predispositions they help create, 

can be fairly banal in origin. For instance, subjects may be irremediably ‘bad at’ their social occupations, 

and hence at discoursing about them, perhaps by making incompetent or insufficiently skilful use of 

their bodies and their activity’s means. But they are especially brought out by instances where subjects’ 

habitus are not designed (except by induction) to ‘cope with’ novelty, or abnormal deviation, within the 

parts of ‘the social’ with which they interact. If their subjective experience diverges sufficiently from the 

way they are socially ‘called’ to judge it, subjects are suddenly ‘abandoned’—that is, left beyond the reach 
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Case study 1: ‘Brits 45 mins from doom’? 

 

The reception of the 2003 Iraq War in public discourse, and in particular its lead-up and aftermath, was characterised 

by a particularly visible series of conflicting epistemological and evaluative orientations. IR and military theorists argued 

over whether the Coalition forces’ swift victory (e.g., ‘Mission Accomplished’) but subsequent failure to ‘win the peace’ 

(e.g., Iraq’s inability to form a government in 2010, the rise of Daesh in 2013) were a sign of the U.S.A.’s strength or 

weakness in projecting global geopolitical influence. President George W. Bush declared the war a central part of the 

War on Terror, which he had described as a ‘crusade’ against Islamic jihadism—thereby elevating suppressed echoes of 

medieval wars of religion—and was in turn decried as fostering a new strain of bigotry and cultural imperialism in U.S. 

liberal democracy. Critics of U.S. militarism highlighted the vast cost of the war, framing it as an unnecessary and 

expensive exercise, and a painfully inefficient allocation of state expenditure given the existing pressures on health or 

welfare spending. Meanwhile, arms manufacturers and oil companies (e.g., Lockheed Martin, Boeing, BAE Systems, 

General Dynamics, BP, Shell, CNPC, Halliburton) saw in it the creation of profitable opportunities for market 

expansion via large-scale contracts for natural resource exploitation and government military procurement. And, perhaps 

most prominently of all, debates raged—and still continually flare up to this day—in domestic parliaments and 

international bodies over the legality of the war, and the justice of instigating a ‘preemptive strike’ based on at best 

tenuous evidence of a concrete threat (i.e., the non-existence of caches of long-range Weapons of Mass Destruction). 
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of interpellation—both for ‘dealing with’ the MRCs in question, and for discoursing about them. This 

anomie creates the possibility for contradictions to emerge between (1) the existence and nature at any 

given point of the MRCs with which subjects interact, (2) the way they are expected to actively engage 

with them according to their occupational and classist habitus, and (3) the way they are expected to form 

and express opinions about them according to their specific hybridised predispositions.  

When they emerge, such contradictions reveal themselves through what Žižek calls “spectral 

apparitions” from beyond the limits of discursive interpellation.423 While the initial experience of these 

contradictions is often accompanied by a vague sense of unease or dread of the sort alluded to by 

Heidegger and Søren Kierkegaard, the nonconformity they engender among subjects to norms and 

dispositions, and ‘general’ and hybridised values and attitudes when they form and express opinions, is 

often raised to the level of reified norms of resistance.424 On the epistemological, or cognitive side, 

discursive resistance often take the form of a revision or explicit rejection of a prevalent ‘method’, 

although not always as systematically expressed as in Paul Feyerabend’s account of ‘epistemological 

anarchism’.425 This tendency has been especially prominent in the popular anti-scientism of certain 

pockets of late-modern society, which opposes the scientific or scholarly consensus on everything from 

anthropogenic climate change, the risks of vaccine use, abortion, crime and incarceration, or the teaching 

of creationism versus evolution in school curriculums—the dangers of which have been amply elaborated 

by Bruno Latour.426 On the evaluative, or estimative side, resistance usually aims to undermine or oppose 

some form of hegemonic ‘morality’, though again, this does not always take as rigorous or comprehensive 

a form as the ideology critique of the Frankfurt School or the postmodern deconstructionist tendency 

initiated by Jacques Derrida.427 This can be seen in countless appropriations and counter-appropriations 

of valorised terms—e.g., ‘queer’, ‘dyke’, ‘Yankee’, ‘redneck’, ‘tree hugger’, ‘fat’, ‘free speech’, ‘safe space’, 

‘social justice warriors’, ‘cuck’, &c, by progressive and reactionary forms of identity politics—which has 

led Habermas, among others, to criticise deconstructionists as aiders and abettors of the most divisive 

and discriminatory tendencies in late modernity.428 
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§2. The social sources of information 

 

Next, the social determination of the information towards which subjects’ opinions are oriented. 

The approach here is analogous to the one for predispositions in the previous section. It starts with 

another basic observation, namely that all subjects acquire information about ‘the social’ by experiencing 

stimuli from it, but that different subjects acquire this information via different combinations of direct 

interaction and representational cues: scientific research, accidental observation, talking to their friends, 

‘reading the papers’, ‘watching TV’, ‘going online’, &c. This section examines what effect ‘the social’ has 

on determining why this is the case, again combining premises taken from the analysis in previous 

chapters. In chapter I, subjects were characterised as ‘surrounded by’ and ‘embedded in’ particular 

MRCs—i.e., as having particular materials distributed to them and as arranged within particular 

relations—because they hold specific occupations in certain activities.429 That is to say, each subject has 

control over, disposal of, and access to particular (material) means, and a particular (de)privileged, 

(dis)advantaged, or (im)balanced location within relations, thanks to the activities they engage in and 

the tasks they perform. Meanwhile, chapter II gave a general account of the sources of information about 

which subjects form and express opinions in their experience of a combination of stimuli.430 These 

stimuli have two types: either subjects register within their perceptual horizon the MRCs they interact 

with within their environment, or they rely on representational cues from a network of other subjects 

about the MRCs beyond their horizon. In the former case, subjects are ‘competent’ to form and express 

opinions about their MRCs, while in the latter case, their opinions about MRCs are ‘ignorant’. Again, 

the aim here is to try to reconcile the differentiation from chapter I with the universality from chapter 

II. 

The main effect of the social division of purposive agency and inputs is to add a significant degree 

of occupational variation to which MRCs subjects interact with, and hence which they register within 

their perceptual horizon. Occupational specialisation refines and modifies the discursive competence 

that subjects have when judging these MRCs into the special category of expertise.431 This happens in 

two connected ways. First, holding an occupation alters and restricts the nature of subjects’ interaction 
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with their environment. Subjects are not just ‘thrown’ into—or embodied within—any random physical 

and temporal context, and they do not (passively or actively) interact with MRCs, and experience stimuli 

from them, in an ad hoc or casual way. By being socialised for particular occupational positions and class 

situations, subjects are ‘steered’ towards affecting ‘the social’ in specific systematic ways by the practices 

in their habitus. In addition, the modes of cooperation for the activities in which they hold occupations 

decide which material resources they have control over, disposal of, or access to, and what (de)privileged, 

(dis)advantaged, or (im)balanced relational linkages they are arranged into. For example, a craftsman, 

soldier, and teacher use very different means in their day-to-day lives—e.g., machinery, graph paper, 

paints, maps, assault rifle, aerial drone, textbooks, whiteboard, coloured pen—and are put in different 

relations to others—e.g., employment or apprenticeship, chains of command and obedience, pastoral 

support, &c. Together, these effects restrict how much of ‘the social’ falls into subjects’ environment by 

determining specific contexts in which subjects are predominantly situated, and where they spend much 

of their time. In other words, subjects’ occupation and class ‘shrink down’ the specific set of proximate 

MRCs with which they are presented, and with which they interact, either by their ‘obstinacy’ in 

subjects’ environments, or because subjects deal with them through purposive action. The 

disproportionate proximity of these MRCs to subjects compared with the rest of ‘the social’—the 

frequency, consistency, and intensity of their interaction with them, and their integral social role in being 

the ones to do so—gives them greater experience of the stimuli these MRCs offer to prompt subjects’ 

cognition and estimation. It is this that makes subjects ‘experts in their own experience’, to follow the 

modern proverb, and not merely ‘competent’: subjects are systematic and regular ‘participants’ in their 

social conditions, and consequently accumulate a ‘wealth of experience’ through their extensive exposure 

to their particular part of ‘the social’.432 The implication of this is that expertise—contra many ‘Brexiteers’ 

and Trump supporters, as well as much of the academic literature—is not necessarily at all an ‘elite’ 

phenomenon.433 Every subject can be an expert in, or about, some part of ‘the social’, depending on the 

activities they engage in, and the occupations they hold within them. 

Second, having specific occupational tasks to perform reshapes and focuses the outline of subjects’ 

perceptual horizon. Again, subjects are not universally attentive to, and aware of, all the MRCs they 

interact with, nor do they simply register an arbitrary cross-section of them as experiential stimuli. 

Rather, the occupations they hold give their activity a specific orientation, which means that their 
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attention and awareness is ‘turned’ towards the (narrow) subset of MRCs that are distributed to them 

and into which they are arranged, and with which they interact. To use the same examples, a craftsman, 

soldier, and teacher only ‘care about’ MRCs insofar as they ‘belong’ to those they need to ‘take into 

account’ in their carefully circumscribed tasks—e.g., hand-producing an artisanal commodity in a 

workshop, incapacitating enemy hostiles to achieve a tactical objective, or helping pupils understand a 

new mathematical concept—which usually leads to them ‘ignoring’, ‘blanking out’, or ‘overlooking’ 

MRCs that do not fall into these categories.434 This restricts how much of their environment subjects 

can register within their perceptual horizon by determining which parts of it are particularly ‘of concern’ 

to subjects, and hence which they predominantly ‘concentrate on’. In other words, subjects’ occupation 

and class ‘shrink down’ the extent of their social environments that are strictly ‘relevant’ to their activities 

and tasks, and hence onto which they need to ‘target’ their finite perceptual faculties, again either due 

to the ‘obstinacy’ of the MRCs involved, or the remit of subjects’ purposive action. The disproportionate 

coverage subjects acquire of these MRCs compared with any other part of ‘the social’—the closeness, 

extent, and sensitivity of their attention to and awareness of them, as well as their necessary social role 

in doing so—gives them a better perspective from which to register them as stimuli for cognition and 

estimation.435 In this way, subjects accrue expert “familiarity”, to use Schumpeter’s term, instead of 

merely competent ‘acquaintance’: subjects are systematic and regular ‘observers’ of their social conditions, 

which gives them a ‘practiced eye’ or ‘seasoned view’ due to their sustained focus on their part of ‘the 

social’.436 

Together, these two effects introduce a qualitative division into the remit of subjects’ competence 

to ‘judge’ MRCs. Insofar as subjects interact with a particular set of MRCs (even extensively) merely to 

the extent of being passively affected by them, their competence to form and express opinions about them 

remains basic and partial. Only where subjects interact with MRCs by actively and directly affecting 

them—i.e., by dealing purposively with them thanks to their occupational position and class situation 

within given activities in certain physical and temporal contexts—do they develop the higher and fuller 

competence to form and express opinions about them, which Lippmann calls “an insider’s knowledge”.437 

It is only the latter, higher form of competence, tied to direct action, that falls into the category of 
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‘expertise’. This distinction between competence and expertise is what Schumpeter has in mind when 

he argues that a subject has a “full sense of […] reality” only of  

the things that directly concern himself … or any […] social group[s] of which he is an 

active member … the things under his personal observation, [and] the things … which 

he can directly influence or manage and for which he develops the kind of responsibility 

that is induced by a direct relation to the favourable or unfavourable effects of a course of 

action.438 

In other words, subjects form and express expert opinions about MRCs only if these MRCs ‘belong to’ 

one of the activities in which they hold an occupation—i.e., if their ‘judging’ of these MRCs takes place 

‘secondarily’ within the context of, or with respect to, their engagement in some ‘primary’ activities. The 

overarching logic of this is that where subjects act directly on the aspects of ‘the social’ that form the 

most fundamental stimuli for (their) perception, their conversion of these stimuli into ‘pseudo-

environments’ is the most immediate it could ever be. 

Crucially, all subjects not only can, but actually do have some foundational level of expertise to 

form and express opinions about some part(s) of ‘the social’, simply by virtue of holding one or more 

occupations in society at large. All of them are in some sense, and to some degree, ‘experts in their own 

experience’—an experience determined by their specific engagements in functionally-differentiated late-

modern society. Walter Benjamin puts it as follows: 

As an expert, which for good or ill [they] must inevitably become in a highly specialised 

labour process (be it merely an expert in some minor matter), [the subject] gains access to 

authorship. … [P]utting one’s job into words is part of the skill required to perform it.439 

Since the modes of cooperation for different social activities determine the internal distribution and 

arrangement of MRCs among the subjects engaged in them, they determine how many of the MRCs 

in ‘the social’ enter subjects’ environments, as well as how many of these they can bring within their 

perceptual horizons. In cases where subjects do not actively interact with a given set of MRCs, their 

opinions about them become characterised by ‘laity’ or (archaically) ‘layship’.440 This is a more expansive 

category than mere ignorance—to which only subjects who lack any competence to judge the given 

MRCs are relegated—since it also includes subjects who have a degree of non-expert competence, 
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perhaps by having ‘come across’ this particular set of MRCs ‘in passing’, as it were, or by being 

intermittent ‘witnesses’ to the relevant part(s) of their social conditions. This is the case of the 

‘competent’ or (sometimes) ‘informed layperson’—e.g., subjects who ‘follow politics’ or ‘keep up with 

scientific developments’, but are not themselves professional politicians or scientists.441 Inevitably, each 

subject must strike a personal balance between having the expertise to form and express opinions about 

some part(s) of ‘the social’, and correlatively being a layperson, or even entirely ignorant, about the rest—

and hence reliant on exogenous cues for information about it. The mere fact that subjects have certain 

occupations within some social activities itself precludes (to a large extent) them having a remotely 

comparable level of engagement in many other activities: their heightened proximity to, and coverage 

of, certain MRCs comes ineluctably at the expense of greater distance from, and desensitisation to—for 

Marx, alienation from—other aspects of ‘the social’.442 This can be seen as a paradoxical effect of 

specialisation. On the one hand, it increases subjects’ competence vis-à-vis certain parts of certain 

activities, shrinking subjects’ environments, and adapting their perceptual horizons, to the set of MRCs 

relevant to their occupational position. However, on the other hand, it decreases their competence 

everywhere else, increasing the set of MRCs that lie beyond subjects’ environments, and also increasing 

the set of MRCs that may be present in subjects’ environment, but to which subjects’ perception becomes 

less ‘receptive’ such that they do not register them within their perceptual horizon. 

Subjects’ degree of specialisation ‘in’ a particular set of MRCs, and hence their level of unique and 

exclusive expertise in forming and expressing opinions about them, depends on how far the activity in 

which they hold the relevant occupation is internally functionally differentiated under its prevailing 

mode of cooperation.443 The level of functional differentiation affects the range of MRCs distributed 

among, and arranged between, subjects engaged in each activity—with higher differentiation generally 

leading to subjects having a smaller share of materials, and being located in a more complex framework 

of relations, and lower differentiation having the opposite effect. This varies significantly between 

activities (and domains), each of which can be differentiated into varying numbers of separate 

constitutive classes, occupations, and jobs. For instance, the activities of production, administration, 

medical caregiving, instruction, and regulation are very highly differentiated, through the existence of 
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multiple economic sectors and industries (e.g., primary, secondary, tertiary, &c, or agriculture, 

manufacturing, construction, services, &c), specialist areas of medicine (e.g., anaesthetics, general 

surgery, internal medicine, neurology, paediatrics, psychiatry, radiology, &c), teaching ‘subjects’ (e.g., 

early modern history, Finnish literature, microeconomics, organic chemistry, social anthropology, &c), 

and specialist areas of law (e.g., commercial, criminal, employment, family, intellectual property, patent, 

tort, &c), as well as detailed jobs within each one.444 By contrast, coercion, familial caregiving, and 

devotion are noticeably less differentiated—e.g., police versus branches of the military, and their internal 

‘ranks’, ad hoc roles within nuclear and extended family units, different faiths and their internal 

hierarchies, depending on whether they are ‘sacerdotalist’, &c—while consumption is barely specialised 

at all, as most subjects need to consume some goods and services from all sectors of the economy.445 The 

more internally differentiated an activity, the more specific and restricted the set of MRCs to which 

subjects engaged in this activity have occupational proximity, and of which they have coverage, and 

hence about which they can form and express expert opinions. By extension, and correlatively, the greater 

is the set of MRCs from which subjects have occupationally-determined distance, to which they are 

desensitised, and hence about which their opinions exhibit at best lay competence if not outright 

ignorance. In other words, the breadth or narrowness of the expertise that subjects (and their opinions) 

can achieve within any given social activity is a direct result of the division of purposive inputs and class 

stratifications that obtains within it under its prevailing mode of cooperation, and in particular their 

subjective position within them. 

The distinction between expertise and laity, and competence and ignorance more generally, is 

elevated under prevailing post-Enlightenment modes of ideation and communication into a normative 

distinction between discursive originality and discursive dependence.446 First, subjects who have the 

occupational expertise or at least (to a lesser degree) the experiential competence to form and express 

opinions about some part of ‘the social’ are usually granted a significant degree of discursive ‘priority’, 

‘primacy’, or even ‘sovereignty’, over ‘their’ part of the relevant social activity compared to other subjects 

who lack this expertise or competence, based on their rootedness within, and intense interaction with, 

its MRCs. This can be seen in the widespread tendency of subject ‘from all walks of life’ to ‘turn to’ 
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scientists on questions involving the structure of the natural world, government ministers on questions 

of policy, or clergy on questions of faith, or in the typical practice in, e.g., anthropological or sociological 

research of relying on interviews and other ethnographic methods in order to accurately capture the 

‘lived experience’ of the subjects they are studying. This norm of discursive originality rests on the 

assumption that the more frequently and intensely subjects interact with their MRCs, and the closer 

and more sensitively they are attentive to and aware of them, the more (probabilistically) likely it is that 

they will exhibit epistemic insight in their opinions about them. Subjects are insightful insofar as they 

form and express opinions that are (held to be) new or novel, imaginative and inventive, credible, clear, 

honest rather than deceptive, unique, containing valid discoveries and realisations, or in any other way 

‘right’.447 Second, by contrast, subjects with at most the lay competence to form and express opinions 

about the same part of ‘the social’, and especially those who are entirely ignorant about it, are often 

‘deemphasised’, ‘marginalised’, and even ‘subordinated’ within discourse about the relevant social 

activity. This is manifested through the negative social cachet of ‘un-self-awareness’ attached to subjects 

who express opinions that are ‘clueless’ or ‘naïve’ about the aspects of ‘the social’ in question—ranging 

from ‘put-downs’ of ‘dumb’ comments by friends to the derisive loathing of ‘Twitter eggs’ or ‘comment 

sections’ underneath online articles—generally framed as an inability on their part to acknowledge the 

limits of their understanding. Since ignorance is a direct corollary of the rejection of omnicompetence, 

the norm of discursive dependence is primarily normativised in a negative way as an absence of discursive 

originality. On this basis, it assumes that where subjects interact only rarely or weakly with their MRCs, 

and are only distantly or clumsily attentive to and aware of them, their opinions about them are (again, 

probabilistically) likely to be epistemically banal. This banality manifests itself through subjects forming 

and expressing opinions that are (considered) tired or old, dull and boring, dubious or incredible, vague, 

‘bullshit’, dishonest, ineffectual, commonplace, containing derivative or even trite observations, or held 

to have ‘failed’ in any other way.448 It is this distinction between insight and banality that Jonathan Portes 

alluded to when (in debate with Gove) he described the role of experts as that of identifying things that 

are “true but not obvious”, and acting as “intellectual garbage disposal” for spurious judgment-claims.449 
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The norms of discursive originality and dependence are prima facie intended to provide a criterion 

to discriminate between opinions—and hence informational cues for other subjects—on the basis of 

their quality. They are designed to differentiate between subjects who ‘know what they are doing’ and 

hence ‘what they are talking about’ with respect to a given set of MRCs, and subjects who do not.450 Yet 

while experts’ greater experience of MRCs, and their privileged perspective onto them, is a social fact, 

the assumption that this automatically makes their opinions about them ‘perfectly right/correct’ or 

‘unambiguously true’ is only a contingent discursive norm. Specifically, they cannot quite claim that their 

discursive priority gives their opinions any objective validity. They are still ‘only human’, that is, 

irrevocably embodied and with vantage-points on ‘the social’ that are inextricably contextually bound—

even if their embodiment is within a narrower and more ‘manageable’ context and their vantage-point 

is more focused and refined. Their experience and perspective, while professional, is still subjective—and 

their ‘original’ opinions are entirely capable of being mistaken, flawed, or simply dishonest—which 

means that there is always some room for them to be challenged by subjects in a position of lesser 

expertise or greater laity/ignorance. It is into this technical niche, for instance, that Trump has driven 

the blunt wedge of absolute rejectionism, as with his refusal to listen to intelligence briefings on the 

basis that the CIA and other bodies wrongly identified the existence of weapons of mass destruction in 

Iraq under Saddam Hussein, or his dismissal of all unfavourable opinion polls on the basis that few 

pollsters predicted his election victory.451 In other words, experts’ discursive ‘sovereignty’ may well be 

‘primary’ but it is never quite ‘exclusive’. What the prevailing scientistic-critical mode of ideation does, 

in combination with hierarchical tendencies in successive modes of communication (i.e., visual-oral, 

literary, mechanical-electric, digital), is contingently ‘smooth over’ these caveats about expert discursive 

originality, and by extension lay discursive dependence, and turn a probabilistic likelihood into a 

presumed certainty. Together, they contingently give the ‘first go’ at discursive originality to experts, 

and turn the probabilistic likelihood of their greater insight into the comparative pre-eminence of their 

‘correctness’ vis-à-vis other subjects. Occupational specialisation is seen as lending subjects the greatest 

credibility available for any given context in ‘the social’, because (in that context) it is the ‘best that can 

be done’, and certainly better than casual experience—i.e., parents and children ‘know best’ about their 

respective aspects of familial life, ministers and civil servants ‘know best’ about the executive ‘machinery 
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of government’, &c.452 Nevertheless, the presumed universality of experts’ discursive originality—purely 

because they are experts—is, and remains, a contingent normative approximation. 

But the particular force of discursive dependence is also that, to a large extent, lay and ignorant 

subjects (are expected to) ‘take on’, or ‘follow’, the opinions formed and expressed by discursively original 

subjects. This elevates the reliance on exogenous cues, which all subjects have to accept in order to 

alleviate their partial ignorance about ‘the social’, and complete their views of it, into a norm of what 

Bourdieu calls ‘delegation’, whereby subjects ‘withdraw’ their agency from forming and expressing 

opinions about parts of ‘the social’ in which they are not experts, and ‘outsource’ their cognitive and 

estimative judgments “by proxy” to other subjects.453 Subjects who are discursively dependent on others 

are expected to recognise the insightfulness of these subjects—i.e., accept that these subjects’ opinions 

reflect valid discoveries about ‘the social’—and, by extension, their own banality—i.e., acknowledge that 

their own opinions about that part of ‘the social’ are ineluctably derivative. Discursive dependence is 

thus a relationship of trust in the accuracy of the information passed as cues from discursively original 

subjects to their lay and ignorant ‘dependents’. Subjects, in general, (have to) trust fiscal and monetary 

policymakers to make the right ‘judgment-calls’ on the economy, trust judges to pass the right ‘verdicts’ 

in court cases, and trust students to make the right ‘choices’ when working out their most effective 

learning methods. Conversely, it is precisely the alleged ‘sacrifice’ or ‘gambling away’ of this trust through 

prominent incidents of expert mistakes—e.g., the failure of most orthodox economists to predict the 

2007-8 subprime mortgage and ensuing financial crisis—that Gove was seeking cynically to exploit with 

his wholesale rejection of prognoses for the UK economy after Brexit in his Sky News interview.454  

Moreover, the norm of discursive dependence also refines the network on whom subjects rely for 

cues about ‘the social’. Rather than (at least potentially) including any other subjects, it narrows down 

the sources for cues to only those subjects who experience and register the relevant MRCs within their 

environments and perceptual horizons because of their occupational position(s) and class situation(s). 

Thus, for instance, subjects mainly (or exclusively) tend to ‘turn to’ subjects involved in administration—

e.g., parliamentarians, ministers, civil servants, public officials, thinktank researchers, political scientists, 

policy-specific correspondents, &c—for ‘political information’, or cues about the MRCs-of-

administration, and to subjects involved in devotion—e.g., priests, monks and nuns, pastoral assistants, 
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theologians, preachers, &c—for ‘religious information’, or cues about the MRCs-of-devotion. The 

prevailing (sub-)modes of ideation and communication exaggerate, and intensify, subjects’ discursive 

dependence on one another by (1) strengthening their exclusive expertise and discursive originality 

regarding all the MRCs within their perceptual horizons; and (2) correlatively weakening it for any 

MRCs that lie beyond them. In other words, the general informational networks in which subjects are 

situated are transformed into specific normativised networks of discursive dependence.455 For any given set 

of MRCs, the subjects who have occupational (and classist) expertise in forming and expressing opinions 

about them are located at the ‘centre’, or ‘hub’, of this network. Meanwhile, all other subjects with lesser 

expertise—i.e., the laity—are located further ‘down’ the individual ‘spokes’, ‘chains’, or ‘capillaries’ of the 

network, with their ‘distance’ from the ‘centre’ increasing in direct proportion as their competence in 

judging these particular MRCs decreases. Thus, for political and religious information, for example, 

while the subjects involved in each activity—i.e., parliamentarians, thinktank researchers, priests, 

theologians, &c—are at the ‘centre’ of networks of political-discursive and religious-discursive 

dependence, the ‘spokes’ of each network are populated by competent lay subjects who only interact 

passively with political and religious MRCs, but whose discursive interests are nonetheless highly 

politicised or religified—i.e., subject who are ‘really into politics’ or ‘have strong faith’—while at the 

‘ends’ of each ‘spoke’ sit the subjects who are entirely ignorant of either activity—e.g., subjects who are 

politically ‘apathetic’, ‘irreligious’, or quite simply unaware. The exact structure of this network varies 

between different parts of ‘the social’, as different MRCs are ‘captured by’ the expertise of different 

(combinations of) occupations. In broad terms, however, the effect of the norms of discursive originality 

and dependence is that insofar as subjects are specialist experts in a given part of ‘the social’, they form 

and express opinions about it based on information that is primarily subjective, making them 

predominantly opinion-makers about it (for themselves and for others). The more they are laypersons, 

the more intersubjective their information, and the more they are opinion-takers. 

The normative transformation of informational networks into networks of discursive dependence 

also refines how subjects receive cues about the MRCs beyond their perceptual horizons. At every 

moment, subjects have at their disposal vast quantities of information, both from the sense-data they 

receive from their environment, but also (especially) from the vocalisations of many sources beyond their 
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perceptual horizons—quantities which technological development of the forces of communication is 

constantly increasing.456 For any parts of ‘the social’ that lie beyond their immediate experience, subjects’ 

location in general informational networks provides them with a unique and personal instantiation of 

what Heidegger calls “the ‘they’” (das ‘Man’): a subjective ‘backdrop’ of other subjects whose “idle talk” 

(Gerede) strongly and importantly modulates their perception of the relevant MRCs.457 In this context, 

subjection to very specific networks of discursive dependence for a given set of MRCs helps subjects 

‘decide’ to which cues—i.e., which subjects’ vocalisations within this ‘idle talk’—to pay special attention, 

or of which to be particularly aware, and which subjects within ‘the they’ to ‘count as’ discursively original 

about them. Thus, subjects accept cues about, for instance, their own medical condition, the state of the 

economy, or the history of their country insofar as they have originally ‘come from’ the relevant medical, 

economic, or historical experts, even if only indirectly by having been ‘filtered down’ the ‘spokes’ of the 

relevant network—and are (at least in principle) reticent and sceptical of cues that cannot demonstrate 

the same ‘quality’ in their provenance.458  

However, while the norms of discursive originality and dependence determine who subjects 

consciously ‘turn to’ for cues to incorporate into their ‘pseudo-environment’, subjects often need help 

differentiating ‘insightful’ (and thus desirable) cues from their network of discursive dependence from 

among other ‘banal’ (and less desirable) cues from their general information network. This manifests in 

different forms, ranging from the basic mistakes and ‘illiteracy’ that ‘ordinary’ subjects may show (often 

accidentally) in their ‘everyday’ conversations about economics, science, the law, &c, to the systematic 

‘disinformation’ spread by purveyors of disreputable or ‘fake news’, e.g., Breitbart News, InfoWars, 

Gateway Pundit, LifeZette, The Canary, &c.459 Subjects receive a relentless barrage of stimuli from 

others’ vocalisations of MRCs beyond their perceptual horizons, which (to extend the metaphor) can 

become an overwhelming ‘cacophony’. They are simply not psychologically equipped to deal with the 

sheer volume of ‘overinformation’ they receive in its entirety—rather, they can do so only up to a certain 

limit before reaching the ‘capacity’ of their attentiveness and awareness.460 This means that the 

vocalisations that subjects ‘ought’ to be receiving through their networks of discursive dependence risk 
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being ‘shut out’ or misrecognised, depriving subjects’ ‘pseudo-environments’ of their (normatively) 

optimal level of sophistication and intersubjective corroboration. Discursively dependent subjects thus 

require their discursively original sources to express themselves in such a way that the ‘right’ information 

does ‘get through’—i.e., to identify and use techniques to make their cues stand out within subjects’ 

perceptual horizons in a way that their senses will pick up, and help subjects decode these cues as proxies 

for specific MRCs. Or, to put it differently, subjects need to find a way of arranging themselves within 

informational networks in such a way that there is maximum, or at least significantly increased, 

intersection between the articulatory horizons of discursively original subjects and the perceptual 

horizons of their discursive dependents to ensure a ‘smooth’ delivery of ‘high-quality’ cues from one to 

the other. 

The best way to do this, as Bernays puts it, is for discursively original subjects to “high-spot” the 

information in their opinions—i.e., to make its content and form unique, unusual, or disproportionately 

appealing compared to the rival stimuli that compete simultaneously for dependent subjects’ focus.461 

‘High-spotting’ takes several forms. Information can be dramatised, personalised, exaggerated, and 

narrativised in a way that triggers subjects’ means of thinking (their personality, emotions, or reason). 

While this may allow for complex evidenced argument that allows subjects to ‘show their working’, it 

often requires subjects to ‘pare down’ or omit some nuances of the discursive processes that created the 

information in question in order to ‘fit’ it into easily communicable signals.462 At a basic level, this 

tendency can be seen in the attempts by rival political parties to impose block-colour ‘narratives’ on the 

social conjunctures in which they are competing for office, and to leverage ‘iconic’ stories filled with 

named individuals in order to appeal to voters. In extremis, however, this can also feed into the relatively 

novel tendency towards rival sources using hyperbolic “clickbait” information-claims as they compete to 

“out-high-spot” each other via sheer exaggeration—e.g., sensational headlines such as “23 Books You 

Need To Read Before You Get Married” and “These last moments of the Standing Rock protest will 

break your heart”, or, in a different register, George Osborne’s prediction for ‘Stronger In’ that Brexit 

would cost households £4300 per year versus the infamous ‘Vote Leave’ bus-borne ‘£350m a week for 

the NHS’ pledge during the EU referendum campaign.463  
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Informational cues can also be repeated, playing on subjects’ memory of the stimuli they have 

been exposed to over time to register gradually in their perceptual horizon.464 The aim of this is to render 

the cues from networks of discursive dependence more ‘familiar’ to subjects—pandering especially to 

several forms of heuristic reasoning—and hence more ‘trusted’ by them, than those from their general 

informational networks. These cues usually take the form of ‘soundbites’, ‘slogans’, or ‘mantras’ that are 

expressly designed for their mnemonic value—e.g., ‘Take Back Control’, ‘I’m With Her’, ‘Make America 

Great Again’, ‘Brexit Means Brexit’. Alternatively, cues can be presented in specific combinations or 

‘batches’, relying on subjects’ aptitude for pattern-recognition to ‘draw’ their perceptual focus.465 In 

particular, they can be supplemented with ‘labels’ or ‘metadata’ that indicate that it is specifically from 

discursively original subjects (and not from ‘just anyone’) that the information comes, or encrypted and 

‘scrambled’ in such a way that only the ‘targeted’ discursively dependent subjects have the ability to 

‘translate’ the cues in order to extract their informational content.466 Usually these take the form of 

contextualising authorial information (in Twitter ‘bios’, article bylines, television ‘lower thirds’, book 

blurbs, &c) to indicate the occupational (and hence class and activity) provenance of the cue—e.g., ‘Sam 

Bowman, Executive Director of the @ASI, neoliberal, Irish’, ‘Carolyn Johnson is a reporter covering the 

business of health. She previously wrote about science at the Boston Globe’, &c.467 In all cases, however, 

cues must ‘spell out’ their core meaning unambiguously: as ‘representative summaries’ of MRCs, they 

are supposed to be “easily marketable” to discursively dependent subjects, to borrow a term from 

Freeden.468 They must therefore be ‘high-spotted’ in a way that both stands out to subjects by appealing 

to their activity-specific and occupational roles, habitus, and behaviours, and connotes the activity to 

which the MRCs in question belong. The aim is to trigger dependent subjects’ recognition of, and 

‘delegative’ acquiescence to, other subjects’ discursive originality when they try to form and express 

opinions about the MRCs under consideration, and prompt them to ‘register’ predominantly (or even 

only) their cues within their perceptual horizons. 

Overall, the social sources of information are also characterised by a degree of plurality for 

individual subjects and thus mass opinion as a whole. Subjects all receive some information directly from 

                                                   
464 Hardt and Splichal 2000, p.146; Gramsci 2005, pp.194-5, 339-41; McLuhan 2001, p.340; Schumpeter 1962, p.257. 
465 Bernays 2005, p.73; McLuhan 2001, p.247; Price 1992, p.54; Splichal 1999, p.155. On pattern-recognition see, for instance, 
Margolis 1987. 
466 Fouché Gaines 1939; Lee and Kim 2013; Piper and Murphy 2002; Paar and Pelzl 2011. 
467 Bowman 2016; Johnson 2017. 
468 Freeden 2003, p.7. 



159 
 

‘the social’, namely within the environments and perceptual horizons associated with their occupational 

positions and class situations, but mostly rely for cues on a variety of activity-specific networks of 

discursive dependence. Within mass opinion, information originates from the aggregation of the 

different narrow expertises of a vast array of individual subjects, and circulates intersubjectively through 

networks whose number has been multiplied by functional differentiation in society. McLuhan 

characterises subjects in this situation of plurality as conforming to a model of “man the […] 

information-gatherer”—seeing “electronic man” as a kind of “nomad”, ‘hunting’ and ‘grazing’ on the 

informational cues with which their ‘habitat’ provides them.469 In this light, opinion research must take 

far more serious note of the ways in which subjects’ occupational expertise and laity—and the attached 

norms of originality and dependence—partly align with, and partly cross-cut, subjects’ basic perspectival 

competence and ignorance when evaluating their opinions. The implicit universalistic treatment of all 

subjects, regardless of occupation or class, in the polling industry especially leads to a confusion of 

authenticity with competence, and a failure to qualify subjects’ opinions based on how ‘expert’ (and how 

‘original’) they are when making them.470 Subjects can always be ‘better’- or ‘worse’-informed, more or 

less discursively original or dependent, and more or less opinion-makers or opinion-takers, without this 

making them any more or less authentic—i.e., more or less subjective ‘authors’—when they form and 

express opinions. 

However, as for predispositions, opinion research must also analyse far more thoroughly the 

various ways in which the social provision of information is problematised and resisted in late modernity. 

These stem ultimately from the simultaneous ubiquity and narrowness of social subjects’ expertise—i.e., 

the fact that every subject who has an occupation has some context of direct experience and area of 

familiarity, but that these are radically restricted by the complex functional differentiation of society. 

The first of these, ubiquity, has led to an emergent mistrust of the subjects who sit at the ‘centres’, or 

‘hubs’ of networks of discursive dependence—and to this dependence itself being seen not as a simple 

correlative of the norm of discursive originality in a context of inevitable reliance on intersubjective 

informational networks, but as a source of social disadvantage. Resistance thus takes the form of a radical 

subjectivism, whereby (usually lower-class) subjects deliberately reject the informational cues from their 

networks of discursive dependence in favour of falling back on purely their own perspectives, or in other 
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words, having confidence only in ‘what they find out for themselves’—in extremis an illusory inference 

of equivalent, or even superior, discursive originality observed variously by Bertrand Russell, Charles 

Bukowski, and Darwin, and theorised more recently as the ‘Dunning-Kruger effect’.471 This form of 

resistance can be seen in the periodically-recurring bayardist ‘know-nothing’ tendencies that scourge 

democratic political systems, as with Trump cavalierly dismissing Clinton’s 30 years as a Washington 

‘insider’ as “bad experience” during the election campaign, or in the casual use of “alternative facts” (i.e., 

inaccuracies or outright lies) by Trump’s press team since his inauguration.472 

At the same time, in combination with the second aspect, narrowness, it has encouraged subjects 

to claim for themselves an expertise, and a discursive originality, that far exceeds the remit of their 
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Case study 2: Pluto, déclassé? 

 

The astronomical debate over Pluto’s status as a planet in the Solar System is a classic case of an issue with significant 

social implications whose resolution subjects have been largely content to delegate to a technical dispute between 

academic experts. Pluto gained strong cultural recognition after its discovery by Clyde Tombaugh in 1930 (with several 

prediscovery observations by the Yerkes and Lowell Observatories between 1909 and 1915). Its discovery made media 

headlines throughout the world, prompted a high-profile naming competition (won by then-11-year-old Venetia 

Burney), inspired Walt Disney to create Mickey Mouse’s eponymous canine companion, and led Glenn Seaborg to name 

the newly-created element 94 plutonium. However, from 1992 onwards, an increasing number of other celestial bodies 

were found orbiting the Sun in the same area as Pluto, forming a population of objects called the Kuiper belt, and in 

2005, a new trans-Neptunian object was discovered, Eris, that was considerably more massive than Pluto. This sparked 

growing controversy within and beyond the astronomical community over the definition of ‘planet’ status, with some 

museums and planetariums opting to omit Pluto from their models of the Solar System, while press coverage preferred 

to frame Eris as a ‘tenth planet’ alongside Pluto. In August 2006, the International Astronomical Union convened in 

Prague to settle the definition, and decided to reclassify both Pluto and Eris as ‘dwarf planets’ because neither had ‘cleared 

the neighbourhood’ around its orbit. In general, the reclassification was widely accepted, with encyclopedias and 

educational books and toys quickly amended to reflect the decision. However, some loci of resistance remained, as several 

U.S. state governments passed more-or-less facetious resolutions to reject or criticise the IAU’s decision, the American 

Dialect Society recognised the word ‘plutoed’ as a synonym for demotion or devaluation, several commemorative songs 

were released, such as Aesop Rock’s ‘Bring Back Pluto’ or Robbie Fulks’ ‘Pluto’, and a sentimental page appeared on 

Facebook called ‘When I Was Your Age, Pluto Was A Planet’. Though the IAU did not bow to public pressure to 

restore Pluto’s status, it acknowledged the planet’s cultural popularity by announcing in 2008 that all trans-Neptunian 

dwarf planets would in future be referred to as ‘plutoids’ in the former planet’s honour. 
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occupational specialisation, and thus loses contact with their actual material and relational environment. 

Resistance with such ‘ultracrepidarian’ tendencies makes the flawed inference that the partial, skewed 

perspective that subjects have thanks to their place in the social division of purposive agency and inputs 

can, to all intents and purposes, transcend the specific conditions of their embodiment, and hence be 

transferred, or universalised, to cover a wider part of ‘the social’. This peculiar form of discursive 

arrogance is particularly in evidence in the regular crude (and deliberately asymmetric) political appeals 

to ‘hardworking families’ or ‘taxpayers’ as in some way sources of privileged social insight. While there 

are obviously good grounds to critique, or contest, the norms of discursive originality that obtain in late 

modernity, ‘ultracrepidarian’ resistance of this sort goes too far, and entirely denies the necessary basis 

of expertise in occupational specialisation. Together, these forms of resistance appeal to the superficial 

comfort and security of ‘familiar knowledge’, using norms that reify the nobility and honesty of ‘blissful 

ignorance’ and ‘folk wisdom’—all of which serve to brush over the importance of each subject’s 

instantiation of ‘the they’ to completing their understanding of ‘the social’. In direct opposition to the 

norms of originality, which rest on a particular interpretation of the significance of competence and 

expertise, these resistances manifest as what Isaac Asimov calls a “cult of ignorance”—not, of course, a 

historically unprecedented phenomenon, but one with unusually pervasive ramifications in late 

modernity.473 In so doing, they create a rivalrous distinction between ‘mass opinion’ in the pluralistic 

and deeply complex sense in which this enquiry is theorising it and a highly populist conception of 

‘common sense’ that prefers to homogenise and simplify the aggregative pictures it creates of ‘the social’ 

in subjects’ minds. The dangers of such resistance become all too obvious when its supporters attempt 

to leverage their rejection of current discursive norms into ‘positive’ counter-projects of their own—as 

with the misguided attempt by Beppe Grillo to counteract ‘fake news’ in Italian politics by having news 

articles judged by a randomly chosen popular jury, a feature recently copied by the Washington Post with 

a “fact checker user poll” underneath each of their articles.474 

 

§3. The main influences on judgment in late modernity 

 

To summarise the argument in this chapter so far, the functional differentiation of agency into 

activities and occupations restricts and refines how, and from where, subjects acquire the predispositions 
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and information they combine into their mental pictures of ‘the social’. Subjects are interpellated by 

discursive apparatuses, which define and disseminate to them the predispositions associated with 

forming and expressing opinions about each of the social activities in which they are engaged. They 

receive information about ‘the social’ either because they directly affect MRCs through their 

occupational engagements—in which case, their opinions exhibit expertise, elevated into the normative 

attribute of original insight—or indirectly via informational cues from other subjects who do so—where 

their opinions are characterised by (more or less competent) laity, reliant on normativised networks of 

discursive dependence.  

It remains to ask whether the social sources of predispositions and information can be identified 

more precisely—i.e., whether there are specific types of subjects (and groups) who operate or steer 

discursive apparatuses, and hence define and disseminate norms and dispositions (including values and 

attitudes) to subjects, and who dominate or stand disproportionately at the ‘centre’ of networks of 

discursive dependence, and hence ‘originate’ the information on which subjects depend. The political-

scientific tradition within opinion research has tended to assume that most subjects (especially those ‘lay’ 

subjects who form and express ‘vernacular’ opinions) do not know who they are interpellated by, and on 

whom they discursively depend. As Zaller puts it: 

To an extent that few like but none can avoid, citizens in large societies are dependent on 

unseen and usually unknown others for most of their information about the larger world 

in which they live.475 

In other words, the subjects ‘in charge’ of the discursive apparatuses for each activity are assumed to be 

anonymous and homogeneously nondescript, while those who are discursively original about a given 

part of ‘the social’ remain undifferentiated from the wider Heideggerian ‘they’ of subjects’ general 

information networks. But this is not quite accurate. At the very least, it is possible to narrow down the 

‘cast list’ of subjects in each case, based on the differentiation of social action into activities (and 

domains), and occupations (and classes). The subjects who act as social sources of predispositions and 

information may not necessarily be personally known to other subjects, but they are not the shadowy 

figures that Zaller suggests. To a considerable extent, they are entirely visible and well-known—i.e., if 

they are hiding, they are ‘hiding in plain view’. 
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For a start, throughout history but especially in late modernity, the subjects who define and 

disseminate predispositions and those who provide information are often very similar, if not outright 

one and the same. The functional specialisation that has accompanied the development of the modes of 

ideation and communication has led to the emergence of certain occupations whose specific (and even 

exclusive) task is not only to spread predispositions, but also to ‘gather up’ the ‘representative proxies’ 

that different subjects with occupational expertise (and, under the relevant modes of ideation and 

communication, discursive originality) create about the MRCs they interact with, and ‘pass them on’ en 

masse and on a large scale to other subjects. The most obvious cases of such occupations are, of course, 

journalists and media institutions more generally, but an equivalent role also accrues to, among others, 

academic researchers (above all those with a ‘generalist’ focus on macrosocial phenomena), publishers 

(especially of dictionaries, encyclopedias, textbooks, &c), publicity agents (e.g., spokespeople, preachers, 

lecturers, &c), and others in the intelligentsia.476 This way of ‘streamlining’ the societal circulation of 

discourse, and the presence of occupations ‘responsible for’ it, is not strictly a necessary part of any 

society. Rather, it is a contingent phenomenon of specific physical and temporal contexts, especially late 

modernity, which makes it all the more important to maintain an analytic separation between discursive 

apparatuses and networks of discursive dependence. For instance, the early days of written and print 

journalism from the 15th to the early 18th centuries saw a relatively clear-cut distinction maintained 

between publications with the ‘ideological’ function of defining and disseminating predispositions—e.g., 

pamphlets, periodicals, early magazines—and those with a purely ‘factual’ remit of providing 

information—e.g., ‘relations’, gazettes, bulletins, newsletters—and it was only during the 

Enlightenment that the two began to be frequently combined into single ‘newspaper’ publications.477 

However, one major effect of this pervasive integration of apparatuses and networks—or elision between 

them—is that often predispositions and information are packaged into the same individual cues, or 

‘pellets’, that subjects who operate discursive apparatuses and dominate discursive networks transmit 

into others’ perceptual horizons. Even though they are distinct categories of discourse, micro-indications 

with specific information about how subjects ‘should’ act (here, ‘judge’)—i.e., discourse with a specific 

socialising function—are integrated with the ‘proxies’ that represent a particular set of MRCs—i.e., 

discourse in a more generic ‘informative’ sense. Social phenomena are very often presented alongside a 
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framing that either explicitly states or strongly implies the orientation with which subjects should 

‘approach’ them—e.g., presentation of topics (inequality, liberty, democracy, authority) as well as their 

interpretation as ‘problems’ or ‘goods’ in social research and education, or the collocation and interspersal 

of ‘news stories’ with ‘opinion/comment pieces’ in print, broadcast, or online journalism.478 It is then ‘up 

to’ the interpellated and dependent subjects (often as a result of previous iterations of socialisation) to 

‘pick apart’ the different components of these cues from one another. 

Another point to note here is that, while the sources of predispositions and information are all in 

practice individual subjects, it is not always possible to attribute responsibility to them at a personal level. 

There is a spectrum of possibility for locating the ‘starting-point’ for any given cue—whether 

fragmentary micro-indication or representative proxy—ranging from concrete and identifiable to diffuse 

and vague. In extremis, this spectrum stretches from singular individuals to whom the creation of 

predispositions and discursive originality accrues exclusively, all the way up to entire (occupational or 

classist) subsets of the total set of subjects, to whom this creation and originality accrues evenly and 

collectively, simply because it does not clearly ‘belong’ to any one of them more than any other. The 

former, paraphrasing Gramsci, can be called ‘influential personalities’, while the latter, following the 

conventions of the political-scientific tradition, are ‘reference-groups’.479 There are some obvious examples 

of individuals and groups who can be identified as ‘prime movers’ in ‘directing’ and ‘operating’ both 

interpellation and networks of discursive dependence—e.g., the role of ‘trendsetters’ such as the ‘early 

adopters’ of new technologies, and ‘arbiters of fashion’ in the vein of dandies like Beau Brummell, or of 

state propaganda institutions (such as the Reichsministerium für Volksaufklärung und Propaganda in Nazi 

Germany, the Отдел пропаганды и агитации in the USSR, or the Committee on Public 

Information in the USA).480 But in most instances, their roles are not as obvious, and their personal 

responsibility can, on the surface, only be hinted and guessed at—e.g., the ‘shadowy’ shaping of media 

discourse by certain media proprietors (Rupert Murdoch, the Barclay brothers, Evgeny Lebedev, Lord 

Rothermere), or the subtle homogenising effect of ‘peer pressure’ in friendship groups.481  
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In the case of influential personalities, their definition and dissemination of predispositions, and 

provision of information, takes the form of ‘opinion-leadership’.482 This reflects the fact that other subjects 

rely on them to ‘start’ networks of discursive dependence for ‘their’ part of ‘the social’, and ‘follow’ their 

cues about it when they do so. This covers the role of government spokespeople, ‘prophets’, media 

commentators, senior judges, &c, but, as Foucault suggests, it is especially true in academia, where there 

is a tendency to lionise the role of individual ‘great’ thinkers in ‘founding’ discourses—as with Alfred 

North Whitehead’s eminently tiresome (and historically ignorant) description of “the European 

philosophical tradition” as “a series of footnotes to Plato”.483 By contrast, with reference-groups the same 

processes constitute what Noelle-Neumann calls an ‘opinion-climate’.484 This represents two related 

situations: (1) receiving cues that exhibit a prevalent ‘pattern’ across many subjects involved in them 

implies that these subjects share ‘prevailing conditions’, and hence a ‘prevailing experience’ (of MRCs) 

that explains the ‘prevailing opinions’ among them; (2) subjects see themselves as ‘surrounded’ by sources 

of predispositions and information because the intersubjective cues they receive come ‘from multiple 

sides’. This happens whenever subjects ‘respond to’ their ‘office environment’, adopt the ‘herd mentality’ 

of a political protest, adapt to ‘family expectations’, &c—or, as Bernays and Bourdieu variously note, 

when they ‘look up to’, and take their cues from, the ‘social circles’ in which they aspire to ‘move’.485 Of 

course, all of these concepts—and especially the specific location of subjects on the spectrum from 

influential personalities to reference-groups—are constructs of the prevailing modes of ideation and 

communication, as well as their sub-modes for different ‘primary’ activities. Crucially, they are not fixed 

or absolute, but vary fluidly between different physical and temporal conjunctures. 

Armed with these observations, the individuals and groups who are overwhelmingly responsible 

for transmitting micro-indications and proxies to other subjects can be identified in greater detail. Again, 

Zaller offers a tentative characterisation of the subjects in question, albeit focused exclusively on political 

activity: 

The ‘others’ on whom we depend, directly or indirectly, for information about the world 

are, for the most part, persons who devote themselves full time to some aspect of politics 
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or public affairs—which is to say, political elites. These elites include politicians, higher-

level government officials, journalists, some activists, and many kinds of experts and policy 

specialists.486 

While this is a useful starting-point, Zaller is wrong to group all of these occupations together into the 

‘elite’ class categorisation. It is a particular pathology of political science, and its heavily institutional 

understanding of power, to divide the ‘mass’ into elites and non-elites—a class division that is 

simultaneously too universalistic and too simple. It ignores the far more subtle gradations and social 

hierarchies uncovered by the more structuralist analysis of class this enquiry endorses, which strongly 

problematises its reduction into merely a binary distinction.487 Moreover, Zaller’s characterisation 

wrongly implies that ‘devoting oneself full time’ to some part of ‘the social’—i.e., meeting the 

prerequisites for expertise—necessarily bestows ‘eliteness’ on subjects, in the sense of maximal class 

power underpinned by having the greatest distribution of materials, and the best arrangement within 

relations in the relevant activity. As seen earlier, this is not the case. Expertise accrues to subjects because 

they specialise in some (any) occupation within a social activity, and not because of their class situation 

within it—i.e., because they ‘have’ materials and are arranged into relations in an activity at all, not only 

if their particular ‘share’ of its MRCs happens to favour them over others. By brushing over this 

distinction, and ignoring the classist differences between subjects who act as the sources of 

predispositions and information, the political-scientific tradition panders unwittingly to populist 

rhetoric around an aloof yet pervasive social ‘establishment’—as with Gove’s deliberate elision of ‘elites’ 

and ‘experts’.488 

Nevertheless, with the exception of his slightly one-dimensional exaggeration of eliteness, Zaller’s 

list shows a way to add some differentiation to the ‘they’ from whom subjects receive predispositional 

and informational cues. These are not just an average blur of generic ‘noise’, but can be disaggregated 

into cues transmitted by multiple sources, discretely categorised according to the various roles that 

subjects can play. Of course, this is not only true of political activity, but of all parts of ‘the social’: again, 

it is only a poorly-considered conceit of political science that ‘the political’ fully circumscribes the remit 

of what ‘mass opinion’ is concerned with.489 In broad terms, these categories are the same across all 
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activities, although their internal composition may be somewhat more variable, comprising: (1) members 

of activity elites; (2) co-members of occupational peer-groups; (3) subjects in each activity’s branch of the 

intelligentsia, divided into academics and journalists; and (4) a selection of ‘heroic’ individuals with 

disproportionate discursive influence for their social position, and other occupations with secondary or 

implicit discursive functions. Together, as individuals and as groups, subjects in these categories take 

priority in providing subjects not only with representative proxies for the MRCs beyond their perceptual 

horizons, but also fragmentary micro-indications that shape the way they form and express opinions 

about them. 

It is important to examine each ‘member’ of this ‘cast list’ in turn. In each case, there are two kinds 

of explanation for each one’s role as a source of predispositions and information: (1) a structural logic, 

based on the contingent attributes of different social activities; and (2) a normative justification for their 

discursive priority, especially their endowment with discursive originality, which takes the form of 

specific norms or ideologies. These ideologies each, in their own often very different ways, attempt to 

establish relationships of not just trust but also discursive deference between the categories of subject with 

discursive priority, and all the other subjects who are discursively dependent on them, in order to ensure 

the smooth functioning of networks of discursive dependence and the apparatuses of discursive 

interpellation. 

First, elites. Discourse with respect to a given ‘host’ activity is closely determined by that activity’s 

internal structure—specifically, the nature and degree of its internal hierarchical class stratifications. 

One of the effects of the material and relational differentials which class stratifications (instituted by 

different modes of cooperation) introduce between subjects (as individuals and as groups) is that subjects 

in different occupations and classes within a given activity interact with its MRCs on vastly different 

‘scales’. As argued in chapter I, subjects whose occupation places them into a higher class have more 

materials, and are arranged more favourably compared to other subjects by their relations, than subjects 

whose occupation places them in a lower class.490 This means that they interact with more MRCs within 

that activity as part of their subjective embodiment within a given context, and they use more of them, 

giving their agency within that activity greater ‘effect’—i.e., they not only have more power within that 

social activity, but are also more ‘important’ to its nature (and existence). Elites are simply those 

individuals or occupational/class groups that enjoy this the ‘most’, and who have the greatest ‘impact’ on 
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‘their’ activities—e.g., political leaders and government ministers, military chiefs of staff, senior civil 

servants, judges in supreme courts or highest courts of appeal, headteachers and senior professors, school 

governors and university chancellors, company chief executives and directors, senior doctors and health 

administrators, family patriarchs and matriarchs, or ecclesiastical primates and other religious 

authorities.491 

This ‘scale’, greater ‘effect’, and greater ‘importance’ give elites a fairly universal role as sources of 

predispositions and information across the various social activities. Subjects in elite occupations act as 

what Bernays calls “invisible government[s]” for ‘their’ activities.492 Their actions (individually and as a 

social group) not only have a major ‘impact’ on their activity, but also ‘steer’ how it takes place overall by 

framing, or restricting, how subjects in subordinate occupations can exercise their agency within it. For 

instance, civilian political leaders determine public policies, military leaders give strategic and tactical 

orders, judges issue rulings, and heads of families set instructions, which are implemented or followed 

by subjects in lower tiers of the respective hierarchies. This includes one of the most significant elite 

tasks, namely dispensing occupations among, or determining them for, all the subjects engaged in these 

activities, under the prevailing modes of cooperation—e.g., hiring workers, assigning tasks, determining 

organisational divisions, specifying remuneration, &c—as well as making certain forms of behaviour 

acceptable for them. Thus, elites determine which occupational ‘roles’ subjects need to be ‘prepared 

for’—i.e., the ideal-type of each social subjectivity into which they must be constituted. Elites control, 

or ‘own’, the ‘mini-superstructure’ of socialising apparatuses attached to ‘their’ activities, including the 

discursive apparatuses that carry out interpellation—and, while they may not ‘operate’ these apparatuses 

directly, they decide to which other occupational groups the task of running them should be delegated. 

This can be seen in the division between media owners and newspaper editors-in-chief or television and 

radio executives, the growth of public relations and marketing departments (and even dedicated firms) 

separate to companies’ executive boards, or in the recent emergence of the ‘spokesperson’ or ‘surrogate’ 

as stand-ins for political leaders and government ministers, as observed by Jeffrey Green.493 Elites are 

therefore predominantly responsible for ‘devising’ the occupational and classist norms and dispositions 

they ‘need’ subjects to conform to under the modes of cooperation under which they themselves hold 
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elite class situations, which means they indirectly shape the predispositions that are created when these 

norms and dispositions are hybridised with ‘general’ values and attitudes. At the same time, by virtue of 

their larger scale of engagement within an activity, elites have more expansive perspectives than 

subordinate subjects with lesser scales of action. Their comparatively high control of materials, and 

privileged location within relations—e.g., by owning factories and buildings as assets, holding capital 

for investment, determining teaching syllabi, being at the ‘top’ of a ‘chain of command’, &c—places a 

significant proportion of the MRCs of their activity in proximity to them, allowing elites to experience 

directly a greater range of stimuli in their environments than subordinate subjects. Moreover, the 

orientation of their occupations ‘turns’ their attention and awareness towards the considerable 

proportion of their activity’s MRCs that are distributed to them, and into which they are arranged—

e.g., by adopting a ‘big-picture’ perspective, ‘taking charge’, needing to ‘stay on top of’ the workings of 

companies and departments, &c—which also inclines them to register a larger range of stimuli within 

their perceptual horizons. Together, this gives subjects in elite occupations extensive coverage of the full 

set of MRCs in their activity, where the specific nature of their expertise is one of comprehensive 

familiarity with the activity in question. As such, elites’ class situation makes them vital universalistic 

contributors to the informational networks for ‘their’ activity, on which (other, especially subordinate) 

subjects rely for cues about the MRCs beyond their (narrower) perceptual horizons.494 

In late modernity, elites’ discursive priority is justified by converting their higher ‘importance’ for 

their activities—including their control of discursive apparatuses and their comprehensive coverage of 

the MRCs in their activities—into a set of normative claims about their exceptional social position. 

These claims play a crucial role in consolidating elites’ significant discursive roles by establishing 

hierarchies of epistemic superiority between subjects that replicate the classist stratifications within the 

activities themselves. They are exclusive, in that they address elites’ unique social situation—i.e., their 

disproportionate distribution of materials, and their disproportionate advantage in relations—which 

comes at the expense of (many) other subjects. These claims are also inclusive, in that they constitute 

subjects in elite occupations into singular, powerful classes, rather than merely a random assortment of 

powerful subjects or occupational groups.495 The prevailing modes of ideation and communication 
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elevate both this exclusive and this inclusive aspect to the level of ‘goods’, or ‘virtues’, giving the former 

the guise of ‘success’, and fostering the latter by casting members of elite occupational groups as objects 

of mutual appreciation within the elite, and objects of envy and, above all, aspiration outside it—which 

together manifest as what is termed ‘achievement ideology’.496 This is associated in late modernity with 

shibboleths such as ‘meritocracy’, ‘desert’, ‘equality of opportunity’, or ‘social mobility’, and manifests 

through, for instance, openings for promotion, increasingly generous remuneration levels, the awarding 

of honorific titles and prestigious sinecures—e.g., peerages, national civic awards, board memberships, 

&c—or easier opportunities for media exposure.497 Ostensibly, it is elites’ ‘achievement’ (rather than their 

higher class power) that gives them discursive originality regarding ‘their’ MRCs, as it shows that they 

are not just ‘important to’ the social activity they dominate, due to the scale of their interaction with its 

MRCs, but also ‘good at’ acting within it—an almost Engelsian phase transition from quantity to 

quality.498 Hence, it is ‘achievement’ that is used to explain why businessmen and ministers, rather than 

workers or low-ranking civil servants, are assumed to have priority in opinion-making, even where 

subjects in ‘lower-class’ occupations interact with the same MRCs, often in greater proximity.499 

Second, peer-groups. The discursive role of peer-groups is another effect of the material and 

relational differentials between subjects imposed by their stratification into classes under different modes 

of cooperation. Subjects in the same class, and especially those in the same occupation, within a given 

activity interact with its MRCs in extremely similar ways—specifically, with a very similar degree of 

‘immediacy’. They have similar distributions of materials, and are arranged similarly into relations, 

compared with subjects in other classes—and in the case of subjects in the same occupational groups, 

they have (broadly) the same materials and locations in relations. As briefly noted in chapter I, this gives 

them an alikeness, or affinity to one another, as they interact with, and use, very similar MRCs as part 

of their subjective embodiment—i.e., they have similar power within their social activity, and are of 

equivalent (if not strictly equal) ‘importance’ to its nature and existence.500 Examples of peer-groups 

include: family members (especially those in the same ‘generation’), work colleagues (especially those on 

the same ‘team’), fellow citizens or nationals (especially those in the same locality), other students and 
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pupils (especially those in the same ‘class’ or ‘set’), or fellow members of a religious community (especially 

those in the same congregation).501 

This similarity and equivalence of the ‘immediacy’ and ‘importance’ of their social action give 

peer-groups a likewise fairly universal role as sources of predispositions and information across different 

activities. Subjects in peer-groups act as ‘guarantors’ for how social activities take place at a granular 

level—i.e., they ‘guarantee’ that other members of their groups exercise their social agency in the same 

way as they themselves do. Price suggests that peer-groups offer subjects “social support” for, and a way 

to avoid “opposition” to, the tasks they perform as part of the relevant social occupations (and classes) 

within a given activity.502 Co-workers, friends, classmates, neighbours, &c, act as the ‘frontline’, or ‘first 

point of contact’, for providing help, advice, and guidance to subjects whenever they experience difficulty 

or uncertainty in fulfilling their occupational roles—i.e., they reaffirm the occupational habitus by which 

subjects are expected to abide.503 Peer-groups reinforce the occupational and classist ‘roles’ which subjects 

are expected to ‘fulfil’—i.e., they are the most proximate, everyday mechanisms that perform the ever-

ongoing process of ‘refreshing’ the ideal-types of the social subjectivities into which they have been 

constituted.504 As Lane and Sears (among others) note, they are instrumental to subjects’ ability to 

“achieve a life perspective”, in that they provide both the “life space” and the “picture of reality” their 

members need to ‘function properly’ in the activities to which they belong—and, in return, subjects abide 

by their prevailing occupational and classist norms and dispositions.505 This is especially the case at the 

points when subjects ‘join’ a peer-group for the first time—e.g., enrolling at an educational institution, 

starting work for a company, converting to a religion, even being born—as they are usually provided 

with an initial period of particularly intensive ‘orientation’—e.g., university ‘freshers’ week’, ‘introductory 

training’, ‘learning the ropes’ in a new office, &c.506 In this way, peer-groups ensure that subjects 

hybridise their ‘general’ values and attitudes with these group-specific norms and dispositions to create 

the predispositions with which subjects orient their opinions. Moreover, through the similar nature of 

their engagement within their activities, subjects in any given occupational or classist peer-group share 
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(largely) identical perspectives onto ‘the social’. By having the same (kinds of) materials and the same 

(kind of) location within relations—e.g., being in the same place, having the same job description and 

title, ‘working for’ the same superiors, &c—peer-groups enjoy the proximity of the same (narrow) set of 

MRCs in their activity, and the subjects within them experience the same environmental stimuli. 

Likewise, since subjects in the same peer-groups have the same occupations (and, albeit to a lesser extent, 

because they are in the same class situations), they are attentive to, and aware of, the same MRCs—e.g., 

they purchase the same goods and services, use the same study materials, attend the same meetings, 

&c—and hence register the same stimuli in their perceptual horizons. This means that subjects in similar 

occupational positions and class situations ‘replicate’, and to large (and even disproportionate) degree 

‘reinforce’, one another’s coverage of their particular subset of their activity’s MRCs, and the nature of 

peer-group expertise is that subjects’ familiarity with this activity is (broadly) comparable to, or on a par 

with, that of others in the group. Peer-groups thus contribute to informational networks for ‘their’ 

activity by providing intersubjective cues that corroborate subjects’ direct experience of stimuli within 

their perceptual horizons.507 

In late modernity, peer-groups’ discursive priority is justified by converting their similar 

‘importance’ for their activities—including their socialising effects and their replication of subjects’ 

perspectives—into normative claims about their comparable social position. These claims set out peer-

groups’ significant discursive roles by creating bonds of epistemic equivalence between subjects that 

mirror the occupational and classist differentiations within activities. The claims are predominantly 

inclusive, in that they group subjects on the basis of broadly similar control of materials, mutually 

balanced relations, and hence comparable accrual of power within the given activity. They are also 

slightly exclusive, in that they establish divisions between subjects according to the nature of the tasks 

they perform, and whether they are ‘effective’ at doing so. The prevailing modes of ideation and 

communication elevate both of these aspects to the level of ‘goods’, or ‘virtues’, framing the inclusive 

aspect in terms of occupational ‘solidarity’, and the exclusive one in terms of differential function—which 

combine into an expression of ‘conformity ideology’.508 This is linked in late modernity to concepts such 

as ‘esprit de corps’, ‘teamwork’, ‘organicism/community’, or ‘collective responsibility’, and is materialised 
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through, for example, ‘team-building’ exercises, deliberately similar remuneration levels, performance 

awards—e.g., school prizes, ‘employee of the month’, ‘Hero of Socialist Labour’, military unit citations, 

&c—as well as ‘hazing’ or ‘mobbing’.509 Superficially, it is this ‘conformity’ (rather than their broadly 

equal class power) that gives peer-groups discursive originality regarding ‘their’ part of an activity’s 

MRCs, because it shows that they are ‘well versed’ in the way subjects in their occupations and class 

situations must act to help their fellow group-members perform their tasks. Hence, it is ‘conformity’ 

that makes subjects attuned and responsive to the opinion-making of their occupational ‘colleagues’—

not, pace Bernays and Lippmann, any inherent gregarious drives on their part, appeals to which Dewey 

rightly dismisses as a “lazy fallacy”.510 

Third, the two categories of intelligentsia in civil society. In contrast to social elites and 

occupational or classist peer-groups, the discursive role of academics and journalists as the primary 

representatives of a society’s specialised discursive subjectivities in late modernity is a result of 

differentials in the MRCs of ideation and communication introduced by their contingently prevailing 

modes of cooperation. Through their specialisation, the engagement of these subjects in their sub-types 

of ideation and communication becomes systematised and professionalised, and affords them greater 

access to discursive materials as well as more privileged locations within discursive relations. In turn, this 

places them at the ‘cutting edge’ of the development of forces of ideation and communication, especially 

as these pertain variably to the specific sub-types of ideation and communication that take place with 

respect to different activities—e.g., new theoretical models, new experimental evidence, the latest 

publications, innovative applications of media technologies, &c.511 Together, these enable subjects 

within academia and journalism to interact discursively with the MRCs in their physical and temporal 

context to a higher degree of ‘intensity’ than subjects who only discourse about them in a more ad hoc or 

‘informal’ way. To a significant extent, these classist stratifications within ideation and communication 

are imported into their various sub-types when they take place with respect to other activities. Moreover, 

these stratifications may align strongly with the internal stratifications of their ‘host’ activities. Subjects 

in the intelligentsia often (but by no means always) enjoy a disproportionately close link to subjects in 
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elite occupations—indeed, there is also often extensive osmosis of personnel between the two 

categories—which may translate into them acquiring a degree of occupational and class power within 

the ‘host’ activity in their own right as well. This can be seen in the case of university academics and 

journalists being hired as policy researchers, ‘special advisors’, speechwriters, strategists, or ‘spin doctors’ 

by politicians, thinktanks, and parties—e.g., Maurice Glasman, Paul Mason, Seumas Milne, Marc 

Stears, or Stewart Wood for the UK Labour party at various times—and often ‘going into politics’ 

themselves—e.g., Ed Balls, Yvette Cooper, David Miliband, or Ed Miliband, again for Labour. This, 

ultimately, is why Zaller is able to quietly blur together the shared higher-class situation of “journalists” 

and “policy specialists” with that of “politicians” and “higher-level government officials” when outlining 

the categories of subjects with discursive priority in the political domain.512 In late modernity, the most 

influential subjects in the intelligentsia are those associated with political and economic activity—i.e., 

economists, political philosophers and scientists, or business, finance, war, parliamentary, foreign affairs 

editors, reporters, and correspondents, &c—but also to a lesser degree those for curative, religious, and 

juridical activity—i.e., medical researchers, science and health reporters, jurisprudents, or theologians.513 

This systematisation and ‘intensity’ of their discursive engagement give the intelligentsia a fairly 

universal role as sources of predispositions and information in different social activities—albeit more 

limited and asymmetric for journalists than for academics. By virtue of their specialisation, subjects in 

specialised discursive occupations are (at least partly) incorporated into, and become ‘agents’ of, 

discursive apparatuses. Recall that the processes of systematic hybridisation that create their specialised 

discursive subjectivities are the same ones that institutionalise ‘dedicated’ sub-types of ideation and 

communication via apparatuses—university departments, government offices, company divisions, &c.514 

Thus, it is often (present and former) academics and journalists to whom elites delegate the task of 

running discursive apparatuses, which means that not only do these subjects systematically hybridise 

‘general’ values and attitudes with occupational and classist norms and dispositions for their own discursive 

purposes, but they also ‘pass on’ the hybrid values and attitudes to other subjects engaged in the relevant 

activities (and hold relevant occupations), and to subjects who discourse with respect to them. This is 

ultimately why the ad hoc hybrid predispositions of, for example, workers, students, patients, blackletter 
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lawyers, religious adherents, &c, are so similar in practice to the more systematic hybridisations of the 

researchers and publicity agents ‘attached to’ their respective activities. Of course, for specialised 

discursive subjectivities, interpellation is somewhat reflexive, or recursive, in that—not unlike peer-

groups—the intelligentsia constantly ‘reminds themselves’ of the occupational and classist norms and 

disposition, and the ‘general’ and hybridised values and attitudes by which they ‘call’ (themselves and) 

other subjects to abide. As a result, academics and journalists create self-reifying ideal-types modelled 

on themselves of how to discourse with respect to relevant activities, and use them to set the discursive 

habitus for non-specialised discoursing subjects—although, ultimately, no other subjects will conform to 

these ideal-types as precisely as these specialised discursive subjectivities themselves. Further, through 

their comparatively more intense discursive engagement with their activities, subjects in the intelligentsia 

develop more refined perspectives than subjects with more ad hoc engagement. On the one hand, their 

discursive specialisation means that the context in which their engagement takes place is radically shrunk 

and reshaped to the eventual point where their environment deliberately only includes, and is ‘defined’ 

according to, the proximate MRCs to whose stimuli they are professionally ‘expected’ to respond—e.g., 

disciplinary divisions within academia (arts, humanities, natural sciences, &c), or special foci for 

journalists (business, home affairs, foreign affairs, sport, war, &c).515 On the other hand, the nature of 

their specialisation allows them to ‘sustain’ more evenly their attention towards, and awareness of, the 

MRCs towards which their occupations’ orientation has ‘turned’ them, which allows them to register 

more, and more detailed, stimuli from ‘their’ set of MRCs (however narrow or broad) within their 

perceptual horizons—e.g., dedicate more time to researching or investigating an aspect of ‘the social’, 

focus on it ‘in depth’, accumulate information materials and interview other subjects associated with it, 

&c. Together, these give subjects in the intelligentsia a ‘sharper’ kind of the specific, narrow coverage 

that any subject can gain of their part of ‘the social’, which gives academics and journalists expertise 

characterised by thorough familiarity with ‘their’ activity. This allows them to contribute to informational 

networks for this activity by adding precision to the socially available set of cues about ‘their’ set of MRCs, 

complementing the comprehensiveness of elites and the corroboration of peer-groups. 

The intelligentsia’s discursive priority is justified in late modernity by converting their professional 

discursive ‘intensity’—including their vital role in discursive apparatuses and the precision of their 

perspectives—into normative claims about the social basis of their discourse. These claims bear a certain 
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resemblance to those surrounding social elites, in that they establish the intelligentsia’s significant 

discursive role by creating parallel hierarchies of epistemic superiority between subjects. They are 

exclusive in a similar way, in that they address the intelligentsia’s preeminent social situation—their 

disproportionate distribution of discursive materials, and their disproportionate advantage in discursive 

relations—versus (again, many) other subjects. And they are inclusive in a similar way as well, since they 

constitute subjects in discrete occupations and (often) classes into an ‘intelligentsia’, rather than just a 

collection of discursive specialists. The prevailing modes of ideation and communication elevate both 

aspects to the level of ‘goods’, or ‘virtues’, casting the exclusive aspect in terms of differential ‘intelligence’ 

or ‘sophistication’, and the inclusive aspect by cultivating a shared and mutually validating identitarian 

sense of ‘intellectualism’—which together take the form of a conjoined pair, ‘wisdom (in the broad sense 

of frÒnhsij) ideology’ and a specific form of ‘skill (in the sense of tšcnh) ideology’.516 These are associated 

in late modernity with phenomena such as ‘nerd’ and ‘geek’ culture, the focus on ‘genius’ and ‘talent’, 

‘highbrow’ culture, and ‘the chattering classes’, and are materialised through the heavy reification of 

‘debate’ and ‘conversation’ (usually led by, and modelled on, the intelligentsia), cultural snobbery 

(especially regarding music or literary tastes), the awarding of academic titles—e.g., learned society 

fellowships, memberships of academies, honorary doctorates, &c—and, again, increased opportunities 

for media exposure.517 Notionally, it is their ‘wisdom’ (rather than their higher discursive class power) 

that gives subjects in the intelligentsia discursive originality regarding ‘their’ MRCs, as it implies that 

they are not merely the beneficiaries of socially structured discursive privilege, but that they have also 

become independently ‘good at’ discoursing about ‘their’ activities by internalising ideative and 

communicative skills to achieve ‘enlightened’ insight—specifically, making the ‘jump’ from dÒxa to 

™pist»mh. It is thus ‘wisdom’ and ‘skill’ that are used to explain the priority of, e.g., philosophers, 

scientists, or other higher education researchers, as well as editors, broadcasters, and columnists, in 

opinion-making, even for MRCs with which other subjects who are not discursive specialists routinely 

interact within the activity, often in comparable if not greater physical proximity.518 
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Fourth, lastly, heroic individuals and other occupations. Unlike elites, peer-groups, or the 

intelligentsia, the discursive role of subjects who are ‘heroic’, or who hold occupations that have implicit 

discursive aspects, does not necessarily derive from—indeed, may be radically misaligned with—their 

occupational position or class situation within the activity with respect to which they are discoursing, or 

within the sub-types of ideation and communication ‘dedicated to’ it. ‘Heroic individuals’ are subjects 

who strive for achievement and excellence in their part of ‘the social’, either in a strong-willed “agonal” 

way that is ‘superhuman’ (übermenschlich) or ‘above and beyond the call of duty’, as glorified by Friedrich 

Nietzsche or Ralph Waldo Emerson, or by being ‘representatively average’ in their performance of their 

occupational tasks, as in the sense of ‘ordinariness’ celebrated by late-modern political rhetoric.519 Thus, 

they can come in the form of ‘celebrities’ of various kinds—e.g., ‘star’ business people (Warren Buffett, 

Bill Gates, George Soros, Mark Zuckerberg), ‘colourful’ politicians (Rob Ford, Pim Fortuyn, “Amma” 

Jayalalithaa Jayaram), prophets, comedians, ‘TV’ judges or doctors, or ‘supernanny’ parenting advisors—

or, conversely, in the fetishisation of ‘normality’ and ‘the people’ in contexts as diverse as the eliciting of 

‘vox pop’ views by print and broadcast media, the periodic return of ‘normcore’ tastes in music and 

fashion, or the deification of ‘reality TV’ contestants (Big Brother, the X Factor, Britain’s Got Talent), 

which all subtly underpinned Gove’s populist diatribe.520 Their disproportional discursive influence, and 

their unusually high access to discursive materials and privileged location within discursive relations, 

goes explicitly ‘against the grain’ of prevailing classist stratifications— as a result of either individual 

‘effort’ or social ‘endowment’. With other occupations, meanwhile, this influence and more favourable 

distribution and arrangement of discursive MRCs comes ex officio, as an indirect effect of the discursive 

‘implications’ of the sub-types of whichever activity they are involved in, usually connected to a 

socialising role. There are many examples of occupations in non-discursive apparatuses whose tasks have 

an implicit discursive function—e.g., parents, teachers, propagandists, advertisers, or legal and religious 

authorities. In both cases, subjects’ discursive interaction with their MRCs is ‘extraordinary’, or 

‘heightened’, either because they have achieved a scale or immediacy of occupational interaction with 

them that is unusual for someone in their occupational position or class situation, or because their 

discourse about them has an intensity that would normally be reserved for subjects in specialised 

discursive occupations. In late modernity, heroic individuals are generally to be found in political, 
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economic, and religious activity, and less so in the juridical, educational, or curative domains, while 

examples of ex officio interpellation by other occupations can be identified across all parts of ‘the social’.521 

The ‘extraordinariness’ of their discursive engagement gives subjects in both of these categories a 

fairly ubiquitous role as sources of predispositions and information in the various social activities. By 

acquiring greater access to discursive materials and a more advantageous location within discursive 

relations, heroic individuals of both kinds become ‘tastemakers’ within ‘their’ parts of ‘the social’, and 

are thus integrated as ‘agents’ into discursive apparatuses alongside more traditional members of the 

intelligentsia. Rather than the systematic combinations of ‘general’ values and attitudes with 

occupational and classist norms defined and disseminated by specialised discursive occupations, with 

heroic individuals the hybridisations they ‘pass on’, and which become disproportionately influential, are 

much more personal (and often ad hoc), speaking expressly to the specific (narrow or broad) conditions 

of their subjective social experiences, rather than for entire classes or activities. For both ‘superhuman’ 

and ‘average’ heroic individuals, then, this means that their narrow (at best occupational) 

predispositions—e.g., as an artist, business leader, soldier, chef—are elevated and extended to apply to 

considerations in the rest of ‘the social’—as with Stephen Hawking and Meryl Streep both decrying the 

reactionary political tendencies unleashed by Trump’s election.522 For the subjects in other occupations, 

their agency in discursive apparatuses emerges from the fact that, in reality, different socialising 

apparatuses are not as discrete as they appear when they are portrayed analytically. Many subjects, 

institutions, and processes associated with other socialising activities embed ideative and communicative 

aspects into their activities as well, which often allows them to act as supporting occupations for the 

primary interpellating functions of specialised discursive occupations. For instance, parents do not just 

‘raise’ their children, but also ‘tell them what to do’, school and university staff do not just research, 

teach, or administer, they also ‘lecture’ or ‘present’ and ‘distribute’ information, and trade unions do not 

just organise, they also ‘campaign’, ‘protest’, and ‘argue for’ their views. At the same time, the role of all 

of these subjects in informational networks follows a similar logic to that of elites, peer-groups, and 

(especially) the intelligentsia. Heroic individuals have perspectives that are more refined (and 

occasionally also more expansive) than those of other subjects in their occupational and classist peer-
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groups, but which nonetheless at least superficially resemble them thanks to their shared embodiment, 

because they broadly experience stimuli from, and are attentive to, and aware of, the same proximate set 

of MRCs in ‘their’ activities—goods and services, study materials, office space, employment relations, 

meeting schedules, &c.523 Meanwhile, subjects in other socialising occupations also acquire more refined 

perspectives onto ‘their’ subset of the MRCs in any given activity, as the nature of their non-discursive 

specialisation demands that they ‘sustain’ other sub-types of activity ‘dedicated to’ the ‘host’ activity in 

question. This inevitably reshapes their environment, and intensifies their attention and awareness to its 

stimuli, along similar lines to subjects in specialised discursive occupations—i.e., disciplinary divisions, 

special foci, research and investigation opportunities, &c.524 In all cases, although this means that the 

nature of the expertise of subjects in these categories is also characterised by thorough and comparable 

(as well as possibly comprehensive) familiarity with ‘their’ activities, it is more an unusual, diluted, or 

incidental imitation of the heightened experience, attentiveness, and awareness of subjects who are ‘fully’ 

in the intelligentsia—and of the precision and corroborative force (and possibly universality) with which 

they imbue their informational cues. 

In late modernity, the discursive priority of heroic individuals and subjects in other socialising 

occupations is justified by reflecting their discursive ‘extraordinariness’—i.e., their special placement 

within discursive apparatuses and the moderate corroborative precision of their perspectives—into 

another set of normative claims about the social basis of their discourse. Again, like those for social elites 

and the intelligentsia, these claims establish more hierarchies of epistemic superiority between subjects—

this time, also (partly) within notionally homogeneous peer-groups. Their exclusivity is hence also 

similar, as they address the raised social situation of subjects in these categories—their disproportionate 

distribution of, and arrangement within, discursive MRCs—versus other subjects. Their inclusivity is, 

again, also similar, as they constitute these subjects into discrete sociological categories, if not necessarily 

fully delineated occupations and classes. The prevailing modes of ideation and communication elevate 

these aspects to the level of ‘goods’, or ‘virtues’, framing the exclusive aspect for heroic individuals in 

terms of either ‘atypicality’ or ‘stereotypicality’ (for the different kinds of ‘heroism’), and the inclusive 

aspect in terms of ‘fame’, either through ‘exceptionality’ or ‘relatability’—together bracketed under either 
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‘celebrity ideology’ or ‘everyman ideology’.525 In late modernity, these have become associated with concepts 

such as ‘famous for being famous’ versus ‘15 minutes of fame’, ‘the glitterati’, ‘fascination/recognition’, 

or ‘all-star/prodigy’, and are manifested in, for example, individual product endorsements for marketing 

campaigns, widespread imitation of fashions and styles of speaking, following health advice, as well as 

ritualised media exposure for ‘select’ individuals and groups—e.g., ‘gossip colums’ focusing on 

‘celebutantes’ such as Paris Hilton or Kim Kardashian, or conversely tabloid adulation of the dutifully 

militaristic townsfolk of Wootton Bassett.526 Meanwhile, subjects in the other socialising occupations 

mirror the ‘virtues’ of the intelligentsia, with exclusivity cast as ‘intelligence’ and ‘sophistication’, 

inclusivity as ‘intellectualism’, and the overarching ideology again being that of ‘wisdom’ and ‘skill’. Like 

‘wisdom’, it is prima facie this ‘celebrity’ or ‘everyman’ status (rather than their higher discursive class 

power) that gives heroic individuals discursive originality regarding ‘their’ MRCs, by downplaying their 

socially granted discursive privilege in favour of implying that they are ‘good at’ or ‘well versed in’ both 

performing their occupational tasks and discoursing about ‘their’ activities in general. Thus, it is 

‘celebrity’, ‘everyman’ status, and (again) ‘wisdom’ and ‘skill’ that are used to explain the priority of, e.g., 

‘the rich and famous’, ‘socialites’, ‘self-made’ millionnaires, or ‘voters on the street’, and also (more 

generally) subjects in educational and religious occupations, in opinion-making, often alongside or even 

ahead of the other subjects in the elites, peer-groups, &c, from which they have been ‘selected’.527 

By virtue of having certain occupations, subjects are interpellated by, and discursively dependent 

on, specific combinations of these categories of other subjects whenever they form and express opinions 

about a given part of ‘the social’. The general norm of experts’ discursive originality is refined to include 

an additional order of discursive priority that reflects the contingent norms of deference to, and trust in, 

subjects in these particular categories with respect to each activity. The precise balance of this ‘cast list’ 

varies between subjects, depending on whether they are engaged in the activity in question, or whether 

they only hold occupations in other activities, and thus approach this first activity from a perspective of 

(at best competent) laity. If they are engaged in it, subjects disproportionately receive predispositions 

and information from their activity elite(s) and, first and foremost, their peer-group. Thus, a worker in 
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‘middle management’ is mainly influenced on business topics by their immediate co-workers and their 

company boss, a low-ranking civil servant on policy matters by their ‘team’ members, ministers, and 

‘permanent secretaries’, and a pupil on curriculum issues by their classmates and teachers. If they are not, 

the influence of activity-specific peers is largely removed, and that of elites reduced to the same level as 

that of the activity-related intelligentsia or subjects from other categories in the ‘cast list’. A subject who 

does not have any chronic healthcare needs is thus influenced on medical matters by their GPs or health-

related ‘news stories’, but not usually by specialist medical staff, while one who ‘steers clear’ of politics is 

influenced on public policy issues by senior politicians or ‘current affairs’ discussions ‘in the news’, but 

not typically by civil servants, parliamentary researchers, or activists.528 If the creation of predispositions 

and discursive originality are evenly diffused among the subjects in these categories, the categories as a 

whole become subjects’ main reference-groups and predominantly set their opinion-climate regarding 

the relevant activity—e.g., ‘the people in the office said…’, ‘I saw it on the TV’, ‘I read it in the paper’, 

‘I was chatting with some friends and…’, &c. And insofar as they clearly accrue to individual subjects 

within these categories, these become subjects’ main influential personalities, and predominantly provide 

them with opinion-leadership regarding this activity—e.g., party leaders, newspaper columnists, famous 

scientists and academics, TV ‘personalities’, ‘their friend who is a doctor/lawyer/teacher’, &c.529 

 Uncovering the disproportionate role of elites, peer-groups, academics and journalists, heroic 

individuals, and other occupations refines how the internal ‘shape’ of discursive apparatuses and the 

networks of discursive dependence constructed around subjects should be understood in late modernity. 

In broad terms, these apparatuses and networks are the same for each activity, but their precise 

arrangement depends on the internal structure of that activity—the number of occupations and classes 

it contains under its prevailing mode of cooperation, and the distribution and arrangement of MRCs 

(and hence power) between them. With activities that are highly specialised and differentiated, such as 

production, administration, or medical caregiving, apparatuses and networks are much more complex, 

which means that while ‘responsibility’ for discursive influence may, in reality, accrue to smaller groups 

and specific individuals, the precise nature of this influence may become less definable and obscured. By 

contrast, with less specialised and differentiated activities, like familial caregiving, devotion, or 

consumption, the opposite is the case: discursive influence is more diffused, but its effect on subjects is 
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182 
 

far more obvious and direct.530 In all cases, however, apparatuses and networks are vast, and their effects 

on subjects’ opinions are quite formidable. They ‘amplify’ and ‘enforce’ the discursive priority of elites, 

peer-groups, academics and journalists, heroic individuals, &c (individually and as groups), as either 

influential personalities or reference-groups, which consigns other subjects who are interpellated by 

them, or discursively dependent on them, to ‘following their lead’, or ‘acclimatising to their climate’, in 

forming and expressing their opinions (or, indeed, in choosing not to do so). This gives the subjects 

tasked with operating discursive apparatuses and dominating networks of discursive dependence 

immense power in the creation of ‘mass opinion’ at an aggregate social level. 

However, even though subjects receive both the predispositions and the information that 

underpin their opinions almost entirely from this comparatively small set of subjects, they still retain a 

degree of ‘choice’ regarding which of them to ‘listen to’ at any given moment. Firstly, as argued earlier, 

subjects are likely to hold several occupations, at least over the course of their lives, even if they do not 

perform all of their occupational tasks simultaneously.531 From the analysis in this chapter, it can thus 

be inferred that subjects will, over the course of their lives, form and express opinions within various 

climates of opinion, as well as ‘steered’ by several sources of opinion-leadership—in both cases often 

mutually contradictory—almost ‘wherever they turn’, i.e., whichever MRCs they form and express 

opinions about.532 In other words, each subject is ‘subjected’ to their own personal constellation of 

discursive apparatuses (providing various predispositions), and has constructed around them a unique 

and highly complex network of discursive dependence (providing a range of information), both of which 

they always ‘carry with them’—and between which they must ‘adjudicate’—whenever they enter an 

‘opinion situation’. This becomes especially clear when aspects of ‘the social’ ‘cut across’ the analytic 

divides between activities and domains—e.g., with questions over raising public spending to pay for the 

construction of new schools, or over the rights of devoutly religious doctors to refuse to perform late-

term abortions, &c.533 In these cases, subjects’ opinions will be oriented and informed simultaneously 

(even if not strictly equally) by their multiple overlapping identities—e.g., respectively, as a taxpayer, 

voter, parent, and local resident, or as a religious adherent, patient, voter, friend, political activist, &c.  
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Secondly, the categories of discursively prior subjects—elites, peer-groups, academics, journalists, 

heroic individuals, &c—are far from monolithic constructions.534 Any number of discrete individuals 

and groups (and social institutions) can constitute these categories for any given activity—and in late 

modernity, they usually comprise several reference-groups and influential personalities, who transmit 

different and often conflicting predispositional and informational cues to other subjects. The extent of 

fragmentation or homology within each of these categories depends typically on the degree of pluralism 

that obtains within a given society, which is at least superficially related to the size and diversity of its 

‘civil society’ and ‘state’ aspects (both independently and relative to one another). This situation can take 

the form of ‘hearing conflicting reports’ about the military situation in a warzone, different evaluations 

of public expenditure decisions by government, business and labour organisations, and charities, 

conflicting product information from rival companies’ PR departments, contradictory evidence for policy 

proposals from rival parties, disagreement among members of the same families and friendship groups, 

or ‘second opinions’ from different medical specialists.535 In extremis, this can lead to the contemporary 

problems of ‘parallel realities’ attached to the proliferation of cable news outlets, whereby rival media 

organisations—e.g., MSNBC, CBS, CNN, Fox News—deliver ‘representative proxies’ of MRCs that 

are so different as to be mutually incompatible, so that ‘viewers’ who are asymmetrically discursively 

dependent on one outlet over the others no longer agree with one another on basic ‘facts’ about ‘the 

social’.536 Of course, the appearance of diversity can be deceptive, since many newspapers and magazines, 

television channels, film studios, and other outlets are owned and operated by a few media 

conglomerates—e.g., in the USA (and UK), Comcast owning NBC, MSNBC, CNBC, Telemundo, 

USA Network, and Universal Pictures; Walt Disney owning ABC, ESPN, the History Channel, Marvel 

Entertainment, and Pixar; News Corp owning Fox News, the National Geographic, the New York Post, 

the Times and Sunday Times, the Sun, the Wall Street Journal, and Twentieth Century Fox; Time Warner 

owning CNN, HBO, HTV, Warner Brothers, DC Comics, and People, Time, Life, and Fortune 

magazines; Viacom owning MTV, VH1, Nickelodeon, Comedy Central, Spike TV, and Paramount 

Pictures; or CBS owning Simon & Schuster, Pocket Books, Scribner, and the Free Press publishing 

houses.537 In some cases, this concentration is disguised by the superficial appearance of substantive 
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diversity—as with American News LLC owning several “hyperpartisan” websites notionally from 

opposite ends of the political spectrum, such as the centre-left Liberal Society and Democratic Review, 

centre-right American News and Conservative 101, and “religious clickbait” site God Today.538 But, prima 

facie, the point remains that subjects can choose between the multiple cues they receive from their various 

sources, including those from any other subjects, although under the deference and trust norms of the 

contingently prevailing modes (and sub-modes) of ideation and communication they are steered 

predominantly towards choosing among cues from sources with ‘established’ discursive priority. 

As a result, the plurality in predispositions and information identified earlier can be modified and 

more precisely defined, at least for the specific societal conditions of late modernity. For both individual 

subjects and ‘the mass’ overall, both parts of the ‘marriage’ that constitutes opinions in their most 

rudimentary form are created and ‘steered’ disproportionately—but, of course, never quite exclusively—

by the ‘cast list’ comprising elites, peer-groups, academics, journalists, heroic individuals, and others. 

While this might prima facie seem to reduce the plurality identified earlier, there is still scope for 

extensive mutual divergence between (and within) the discursive behaviour of subjects and groups within 

each of these categories. This is as-yet undertheorised in opinion research, which typically focuses only 

on a generic, non-disaggregated understanding of ‘elites’—as seen with Zaller above—and a fairly 

macroscopic understanding of ‘opinion climates’—as with Noelle-Neumann. Instead, this enquiry 

suggests that opinion research needs to recognise the disproportionate but shifting influence of specific 

occupational groups in late modernity. When opinion research measures ‘a’ subject’s opinion, it is really 

also measuring the opinions of anyone who has influenced either the predispositions or information on 

which that subject’s opinion is based—and it is the intricacies of this set of social relationships to which 

opinion research needs to become more sensitive.  

One caveat should be noted here: this cast list of which categories of subjects disproportionately 

determine predispositions and information may, in any given physical and (especially) temporal context, 

not fully align with—indeed, may strongly crosscut—the ‘actual’ competence-ignorance and expertise-

laity divisions in society, as determined by functional differentiation. Part of the purpose of formulating 

norms for discourse under given modes (and sub-modes) of ideation and communication is to simplify 

and systematise the complex, shifting relationships of discursive interpellation and dependence in a 

highly differentiated society. This creates space for tensions and contradictions to emerge between, on 
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the one hand, which sources subjects are ‘expected’ to receive their cues from (as stipulated by norms of 

discourse), and on the other hand, which sources they ‘ought’ to receive their cues from (based on the 

composition of society). Similarly, the structural grounds and normative justifications for discursive 

priority often clash with one another, and compete for primacy. All these categories of subjects are direct 

rivals in the dissemination of predispositional and informational cues to (other) subjects, and the 

contradictions between them serve to create a degree of counterpoint between each of their claims to 

discursive priority, and pose a critical challenge to the predispositional and informational content of their 

cues. On the back of these contradictions are built many of the social conflicts for discursive priority 

between social elites and subordinated occupational groups—e.g., the 2015-16 UK junior doctors’ strike 

and dispute between the British Medical Association and the Conservative government, as a case of two 

sides claiming to ‘know best’ about healthcare policy.539 
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Case study 3: Better Together? 

 

The major influential sources of predispositions and information, as well as the possibilities for fragmentation within 

them, were illustrated particularly visibly during campaigning ahead of the Scottish independence referendum in 2014. 

Perhaps inevitably, although subjects in the civil service or the armed forces were obliged to maintain their scrupulous 

neutrality, all major political parties (and in particular their leaderships) took a position on either side of the debate, with 

the SNP and Green parties supporting independence (under the aegis of the cross-party ‘Yes Scotland’ campaign), and 

Conservatives, Labour, Liberal Democrats, and UKIP opposing it (with most backing the ‘Better Together’ campaign). 

At the same time, although most businesses stayed officially neutral, some (e.g., BP, BAE Systems) formally endorsed 

a ‘No’ vote, while trade unions were more evenly split (e.g., with the Scottish branches of the RMT, CWU, and Prison 

Officers Association supporting independence, while ASLEF, the national committee of the CWU, and Community 

opposed it). Many subjects in the intelligentsia adopted positions either via formal organisations (e.g., Academics for 

Yes, Academics Together) or their individual platforms, including philosophers (e.g., Noam Chomsky for independence, 

A.C. Grayling against), historians (e.g., Tariq Ali for, Niall Ferguson against), filmmakers (e.g., Ken Loach for, Terry 

Jones against), writers (e.g., Liz Lochhead for, J.K. Rowling against), newspaper columnists (e.g., George Monbiot for, 

Peter Oborne against), and radio/television broadcasters (e.g., Lesley Riddoch for, David Attenborough against). 

Similarly, both campaigns relied on prominent individuals from many ‘walks of life’ endorsing either position in their 

personal or social capacities, including comedians (e.g., Frankie Boyle for, Jo Brand against), sportspeople (e.g., Andy 

Murray for, Alex Ferguson against), and musicians (e.g., Billy Bragg for, Vera Lynn against), as well as individual 

business leaders (e.g., Jim McColl for, Alan Sugar against) or politicians (e.g., Artur Mas for, Hillary Clinton against). 

Finally, the campaign also gave rise to the highly-publicised phenomenon of acrimonious splits over independence 

emerging between family members, friends, work colleagues, or activists, which in several cases outlasted the referendum 

campaign itself (e.g., the lasting disjunct between Scottish and UK Labour parties). 
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As a result of this, the latent tendencies to problematise and resist the social sources of 

predispositions and information combine into a form of late-modern discursive resistance that is heavily 

predicated on an active rejection of the discursive priority of some (but not all) ‘members’ of the ‘cast 

list’ outlined above. Predominantly, this takes the form of anti-elitism against the discursive priority of 

subjects in dominant social classes, especially ones that are ‘obvious’ or ‘visible’ like political rulers, and 

anti-intellectualism against the priority of the intelligentsia and their supporting subjects in other 

socialising occupations.540 This can be seen in the abruptly falling trust in governmental, business, and 

media elites, in the ‘discursive Farageism’ of the perennial accusations at, for example, academics for 

“not having a real job”, or the ‘discursive Trumpism’ of complaints about the media being “biased”, “very 

dishonest”, or (most toxic of all) “the lying press” (Lügenpresse).541 In their place, this resistance lionises 

(incomplete) subjective perspectives and their associated discursive habitus, justified prima facie in terms 

of a reversion to “instinct”—a tendency regrettably abetted by the increasingly toxic and un-self-critical 

“intuitionism” of several dominant strands of academic social thought.542 In reality, however, this 

resistance is not a ‘rejection’ of the external sources of predispositions and information, but rather an 

attempt to ‘break out’ of the ongoing cycle of interpellation and discursive dependence to which subjects 

are subjected. This means that subjects do not invent new predispositions or find new information to 

underpin their opinions—i.e., start ‘fresh’, or ‘with a clean slate’—but are merely stuck with their past 

predispositions (including increasingly reactionary values and attitudes) and rely on their memory of 

prior information (which becomes increasingly ‘hazy’ and out-of-date). Subjects’ attempt to resist 

interpellation and discursive dependence comes at a cost—specifically, of detachment from social reality, 

with the result that subjects end up living, thinking, and articulating, in different social realities.543 If 

they try to avoid this but still reject the priority of elites and the intelligentsia, they become 

disproportionately discursively dependent on ever more inward-looking peer-groups—as with the ‘echo 

chamber’ phenomenon in contemporary social media—or on progressively more arbitrarily-chosen 

heroic individuals—as with any caesarist strand of populist demagoguery.544  

Of course, this is not by any stretch a uniquely late-modern phenomenon, although its particular 

form in late modernity is strongly influenced by recent developments in the modes of cooperation for 
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various other activities bleeding across into ideation and communication. This is especially true of 

changes in the mode of administration, where the shift from absolutism to democratic constitutionalism, 

along with the rise of popular sovereignty, has brought about a political context characterised by (more) 

equalised participation, universalised enfranchisement, and regular elections.545 This broadly anti-

hierarchical development has come into conflict with enduring stratifications in the discursive domain, 

which restrict access to, and favourable location within, the MRCs of ideation and communication—

and hence discursive power—to a much smaller part of any given societal population than that 

empowered in late-modern politics.546 And this contradiction has only been exacerbated by the societal 

‘spillover effects’ of developments in other domains—e.g., low-level embourgeoisement at the same time 

as increasing concentrations of capital in higher productive classes, the spread of commercialisation and 

the logic of ‘consumer choice’ logic into non-economic domains, and the universalisation and expansion 

of rights (including free speech and expression) within and beyond the juridical domain.547 In light of 

this, what is often forgotten, and what opinion research must pay greater attention to, is that to really 

challenge the current ideologies that sustain the discursive priority of elites—and to an extent also that 

of occupational peer-groups, academics, journalists, heroic individuals, and others—for a given activity, 

it is not enough merely to reject, or try to subvert, its associated discursive apparatuses. Rather, lasting 

discursive change requires ‘deeper’ social action to change the MRCs and modes of cooperation for the 

social activities with respect to which subjects form and express opinions. 

 

§4. Conclusion 

 

This chapter has argued that the functional differentiation of social agency leads to the emergence 

of a large degree of pluralism in the predispositions and information that underpin opinion-formation 

and opinion-expression, both for individual subjects and for ‘mass opinion’ as a whole. The particular 

type of pluralism in question here can be characterised as multipolarity. Analogous to the way this 

concept is used in international relations theory, the sense of plurality it refers to is that, even in its most 

classist forms, mass opinion contains many ‘poles’ or centres of power—here ideative and communicative 
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(discursive) power rather than military (political) or industrial (economic) power per se.548 The chapter 

started by outlining how subjects receive the norms and dispositions that guide their social behaviour as 

part of their wider socialisation, and identified the definition and dissemination of these norms and 

dispositions as being carried out by specific discursive apparatuses via processes of interpellation. 

Subjects’ values and attitudes (i.e., predispositions), as specific judgmental categories of discursive norms 

and dispositions, are determined by—and vary according to—the activities (occupational positions, class 

situations) in the context of which they are forming and expressing opinions. Next, the chapter looked 

at how subjects receive information about MRCs within, and beyond, their experience, which feeds into 

the mental pictures that act as the objects of their opinions, and argued that all subjects have a degree of 

expertise in judging MRCs associated with the occupations in which they specialise, but a correlative 

degree of laity for all other MRCs. At least in late modernity, these characteristics are elevated into a 

normative distinction between discursive originality and dependence that reinforces subjects’ mutual 

reliance for representational cues about more distant areas of ‘the social’, and embeds them in specific 

networks based on the occupations they hold. Finally, the chapter identified the influential personalities 

and reference-groups by whom subjects are primarily interpellated, and on whom they mainly depend 

for information, as falling into the following categories: social elites, occupational (and class) peer-

groups, academics and journalists (the civil society intelligentsia), ‘heroic individuals’, and some others. 

In late modernity, each of these is associated with an ideology of deference and trust that cements their 

dominant role in shaping subjects’ opinions. Opinion research must bear in mind all the effects of 

multipolarity and social stratification when analysing the many ways in which mass opinion is oriented 

and informed. Next, this enquiry continues by exploring the existence of similar pluralistic effects of 

functional differentiation on the processes of opinion-formation. 
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IV. Are you thinking how we’re thinking?: pluralism in 

opinion-formation 

 

 

The personality is strangely composite: it contains Stone Age elements and principles of a 

more advanced science, prejudices from all past phases of history at the local level and 

intuitions of a future philosophy which will be that of a human race united the world over. 

——Antonio Gramsci549 

 

 

NEWT GINGRICH: The current view is that liberals have a whole set of statistics which 

theoretically may be right, but it’s not where human beings are. People are frightened. 

ALISYN CAMEROTA: But what you’re saying is – but hold on, Mr Speaker, because you’re 

saying liberals use these numbers, they use this sort of magic math. This is the FBI statistics. 

They’re not a liberal organisation, they’re a crime-fighting organisation. 

NEWT GINGRICH: No, but what I said is equally true. People feel more threatened. 

ALISYN CAMEROTA: Feel it, yes, they feel it, but the facts don’t support it! 

NEWT GINGRICH: Fine, as a political candidate, I’ll go with how people feel, and I’ll let 

you go with the theoreticians. 

——‘New Day’, CNN, 22 July 2016550 

 

 

The previous chapter outlined how subjects’ social activities, occupational positions, and class 

situations affect how they acquire the predispositions and information with which they create their 

mental pictures of ‘the social’. Their predispositions are defined and disseminated by discursive 

apparatuses, while information circulates throughout society by means of normativised networks of 

discursive dependence, which are both specific to the various social activities, and are disproportionately 

operated (apparatuses) and dominated (networks) in late modernity by particular categories of subjects 

and groups. This chapter continues with the next stage of the analysis, namely the impact of subjects’ 

social conditions on the way they form opinions about ‘the social’. Specifically, it examines how far 
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subjects’ control over, disposal of, and access to, the means of thinking they use to form opinions—i.e., 

the material basis of their ideative power—varies according to the activities in which they are engaged, 

the occupations they hold, and the class situations they occupy. The chapter starts by considering to 

what extent means of thinking are ‘permanent’ features of opinion-formation for all subjects, and how 

far they are contingent on occupational divisions and classist stratifications within the prevailing mode 

of ideation in late modernity, as well as the prevailing sub-modes of ideation associated with different 

activities—i.e., whether they are universally or differentially used by subjects in different parts of ‘the 

social’ (§1). It then examines, in turn, the differences that the division of ‘the social’ into activities and 

occupations (and classes) introduces into the ways in which subjects use each means of thinking to form 

their opinions: personality-traits (§2), emotions (§3), and reasoning (§4). Finally, it suggests that the 

processes of ideation by which contemporary mass opinion is formed are characterised by a historically 

consistent degree of pluralism, which it terms the multiformity of the concept in late modernity. 

 

§1. Occupation, class, and the means of thinking 

 

This part of the analysis begins with the basic observation that, even though all subjects use some 

personality-traits, emotions, and reason to process their mental pictures of ‘the social’, different subjects 

combine these means to form their opinions in very different ways. The substantive opinions that 

subjects ‘hold’ about ‘the social’ can be derived via any number or variety of competing psychological 

elements, the emphasis on which can shift radically between them: different subjects can form opinions 

‘conscientiously’, ‘agreeably’, ‘neurotically’, &c, ‘emotionally’ (‘angrily’, ‘fearfully’, ‘sadly’, &c) or ‘via 

reason’ (‘rationally’, ‘reasonably’, ‘heuristically’), as well as any combination of these. The aim here is to 

establish what effect ‘the social’ itself has on determining why this is the case, and point out some wider 

trends within these intersubjective differences. As in the previous chapter, it is worth revisiting the 

premises of this part of the analysis. In chapter I, this enquiry argued that, for every activity, the 

distribution of materials (especially means) among, and arrangement of relations between, the subjects 

engaged in it is determined by that activity’s prevailing mode of cooperation. In the case of opinion-

formation, this distribution and arrangement is governed by the prevailing mode of ideation. However, 

with the high degree of functional differentiation in late modernity, and the emergence of sub-types of 

ideation ‘dedicated to’ different social activities, determining the distribution/arrangement of the MRCs 

of ideation with respect to each activity has become the preserve of the various hybridised sub-modes of 
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ideation. These have created a range of ideative occupations that are specialised ‘in’ particular parts of 

‘the social’—academic ‘theorists’ and researchers, and other members of the predominantly ideative 

‘branch’ of the discursive ‘intelligentsia’ for any activity—as well as more informal ways of ‘thinking 

about’ them.551 Meanwhile, in chapter II, the enquiry identified the general effects that the different 

means of thinking have on opinion-formation, arguing that subjects combine personality-driven, 

emotional, and reasoned thinking in mutually supportive or contradictory ways to add complex 

sophistication to the judgments embedded in their mental pictures of their environments.552 The purpose 

of this chapter is thus to continue with the task of reconciling the classist asymmetries in evidence in 

late modernity theorised in chapter I with the universality of the model of opinion-formation outlined 

in chapter II. 

First, it is worth considering how much scope there is for differentiation in how subjects use each 

of their means of thinking—i.e., in general, how ‘permanent’ or ‘variable’ their control over, disposal of, 

or access to personality-traits, emotions, and reason is. Of course, all three are usually considered to be 

at least partly ‘permanent’ faculties of human psychology and physiology, as in general they are clearly 

something that all subjects have, and that is ‘naturally’, or ‘inherently’, connected to their sheer existence 

as living, embodied beings. Hence, to some extent, personality-traits, emotions, and reason all belong 

to subjects’ ‘kernel’ of pre-socialised humanity. However, it is still an open question to what extent 

subjects’ specific personality-profiles, emotional states, or approaches to reasoning are ‘permanent’ or 

‘contingent’ features of their subjectivities—i.e., whether the precise combination of ‘points’ where each 

subject ‘sits’ on the trait-spectrums, the ‘balance’ of emotions they feel, and how they use their reason 

are also immutable and fundamental characteristics, or instead variable consequences of socialisation 

processes. The consensus in individual and social psychology lies more towards seeing them as partly 

‘contingent’ features—with approximately half the intersubjective variation in subjects’ uses of 

personality, emotions, and reasoning explained by genetic inheritance, and the remainder by subjects’ 

social experiences, mostly durable from socialisation during early childhood except for (on occasion) 

sudden significant shifts due to major life crises in adulthood.553 For personality-traits, there has been 

wide agreement since the earliest studies of trait theory that, to use Gordon Allport’s terms, some aspects 

of personality are “central” (found to some degree in every subject), while others are “secondary” (only 
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manifest in some circumstances), and that it is the personality-traits that are “common” (recognised 

within a given discourse) and “cardinal” (intrinsically attributable to specific subjects) that predominantly 

influence agents’ social actions ‘at the margin’.554 For instance, a subject may be ‘defined by’, or ‘known 

for’, being unusually conscientious or agreeable (cardinal traits), while also being moderately open, 

extraverted, and neurotic (central traits), specifically to the same degree as other subjects in their social 

situations (common traits)—e.g., their work colleagues, friendship groups, coursemates, or fellow 

activists—but occasionally become uncharacteristically ‘closed’ or ‘introverted’ in certain contexts 

(secondary traits)—e.g., job interviews, family occasions, examinations, or public debates.  

Such a distinction is seen even more clearly with emotions and reason, since while personality-

traits are stable structures exercising long-term influence on subjects’ thinking, affective states and 

applications of reasoning are (respectively) more circumstantial and less immediate—even consciously 

chosen—ways for subjects to process their mental pictures of ‘the social’ as and when they experience 

stimuli within it.555 Certain contexts—i.e., specific aspects of ‘the social’, such as economic inequality, a 

piece of music, the outbreak of war, natural resource depletion, or someone’s death—may prompt 

subjects to feel temporary ‘periods’, or even just momentary ‘flashes’, of fear, anger, enthusiasm, sadness, 

pride, shame, or disgust, and which contexts elicit which emotions can vary drastically between 

subjects—e.g., a diplomat, a bereaved relative, an environmental campaigner, a composition teacher, or 

an industry executive. Likewise, subjects differ (and can often choose to differ) to a large extent in how 

thoroughly and ‘effortfully’ they ‘reason through’ their judgments—e.g., how carefully or selectively they 

acquire information, how many ‘shortcuts’ they take when processing their mental pictures, &c—and 

how far to take others’ thinking into account when they do so—e.g., how far they adhere to ‘shared’ 

senses of ‘good/evil’, ‘right/wrong’, &c.556 As a result, while the fundamental components of their 

personalities and the capacity for emotional and reasoned thinking may be more or less universal across 

all subjects, there is considerable scope for ‘the social’—and for socialisation processes—to ‘bring out’ 

different specific traits, emotions, and types of reasoning under some conditions more than others. With 

personality-traits and emotions, socialisation is arguably less a question of determining whether subjects 

have control over, disposal of, or access to them, but rather how they do so—i.e., how they use traits and 
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emotions they have ‘naturally’, or ‘inherently’—whereas with reason, it is a case of determining both 

whether and how they have access, control, or disposal—i.e., what means they have, and how they 

(choose to) use them. 

This means that the contingently prevailing modes (and activity-specific sub-modes) of ideation 

have significant leeway to affect (e.g., steer, exacerbate, or reinforce) how subjects use particular 

personality-traits, emotions, and forms of reasoning to form opinions about different parts of ‘the social’. 

So far, opinion research has traditionally only examined the extent to which subjects’ opinions, as part 

of their broader ideological worldviews, can be predicted by features of their psychology, especially their 

personality-traits but to some degree also their emotions and uses of reason.557 Instead, this enquiry 

argues that this focus is too superficial, and that opinion research must also examine how far subjects’ 

opinions and the specific combination of means of thinking they use to form them—i.e., any or all of 

several different personality-traits, emotions, and forms of reasoning—can be predicted through a ‘deep-

structure’ analysis of the mode of ideation by which their thinking is governed, and other aspects of their 

ideative habitus.558 Since at least the Stoics, successive ideative modes (and sub-modes) and habitus have 

varied drastically in the relative weight they have placed on personality, emotion, and reason in general, 

and specific traits, emotions, and forms of reasoning in particular. Instead of a complete overview of the 

thinking ‘preferences’ of each mode, it is possible to illustrate some general tendencies in how different 

means of thinking have historically been mobilised and essentialised. 

The norms around the various means of thinking have often focused on various interpretations of 

the need for subjects to be intellectually emancipated from the strictures of foregoing modes of ideation, 

especially where these required subjects to defend ‘received’ dogmas via exegesis of renowned auctores 

and accepted methods and ideas. In the case of personality, the historical development of these norms 

(at least within Europe) is characterised by two major tendencies, separated by a significant shift, or 

break. First, the transition from medieval scholasticism via early-Renaissance humanism to late-

Renaissance and early-Enlightenment rationalism and scientific experimentalism was associated with a 

reification of inquisitiveness, thoroughness, reserved reflection, analytical detachment, and impulse 

control.559 By contrast, the Counter-Enlightenment reactions of Sturm und Drang and Romanticism, 
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&c, can be read in part as an attempt to reverse many of these norms, and instead embrace compassion, 

spontaneity, high energy, moodiness, and sensitivity.560 Meanwhile, accounts of the role of emotions 

have moved from Aristotelian (and later medieval) views of passion as a vital component of virtue, via 

humanist treatments of emotions as key to understanding the complex versatility of human nature, as 

well as the reification of intense emotionality in the Counter-Enlightenment, to their psychiatrisation 

since the late 19th century as both evolutionary and adaptive, and hence integral to all planning and 

decision-making.561 In parallel, the focus on reason has undergone a shift from Classical debates about 

its role in deriving cosmic conclusions from ¢rcaˆ (‘first principles’), through medieval views of reason 

as ‘natural’, objectively fixed and discoverable, its individuation and epistemologisation in the 

Enlightenment as a subjective faculty for forming concepts and formalising procedures, and the 

incorporation of mathematical logic under analytic philosophy, to reach its apotheosis in positivist 

theories of science.562 The norms and practices around the use of each means of thinking have developed 

in a continuous and often dialectical series of moves and counter-moves—and while each of them has 

had its vigorous defenders and critics, attempts to compatibilise the three have persisted throughout the 

‘history of philosophy’. In late modernity, with the fragmentation of ideative hegemony, and the 

existence of several competing modes—scientism, positivism, pragmatism, critical theory, existentialism, 

postmodernism, &c—it becomes harder to ‘pin down’ a single, conclusively favoured norm of 

personality, emotion, or reason within ‘contemporary’ ideation.563 But it should be clear that such norms 

nonetheless exist with at least some degree of definition for each of them. 

In general, for each mode of ideation, socialising apparatuses—and especially apparatuses of 

discursive interpellation—endow subjects with these norms regarding their use of personality, emotion, 

and reason as part of their wider ideative habitus. Just as the values and attitudes they define and 

disseminate give subjects’ opinions their judgmental orientations, these ideative norms represent the 

contingent ideal-types of ‘how to think’ using personality-traits, emotions, and forms of reasoning under 

the prevailing mode of ideation (as this has developed over time). That is to say, for every physical and 

temporal conjuncture, they stipulate the ‘average’ societal archetype for how ‘openly’, ‘conscientiously’, 

‘angrily’, ‘fearfully’, ‘rationally’, ‘reasonably’, &c, subjects should be thinking when they form opinions. 

                                                   
560 Forster and Gjesdal 2015; Wood and Hahn 2012. 
561 Baldwin 2012; Clarke and Wilson 2011; Forster and Gjesdal 2015; Schmitt and Skinner 1990; Wood and Hahn 2012. 
562 Beaney 2015; Harris 2017; Humphreys 2016; Marenbon 2015. 
563 See, for instance, Livingston 2014; Rorty 1979; Thompson 2017; Williamson 2008. 



195 
 

However, although these norms are prima facie intended to apply to some degree to all social subjects 

engaged in ideation at any given conjuncture, the specific ideal-types to which they are expected to 

conform become ‘disaggregated’ along the lines of the divisions of thinking instituted by each mode of 

ideation. Recall that, for each social activity, the division of purposive inputs subdivides its ‘overall’ 

habitus under a prevailing mode of cooperation into separate habitus for each occupation/class within 

them.564 This means that the norms around the use of means of thinking by which subjects are expected 

to abide when they form opinions will vary—often significantly—depending on the precise ideative 

occupation they hold within the division of thinking, and consequently ‘their’ distribution and 

arrangement of the MRCs of ideation. The precise ‘content’ of each subject’s norms (and hence the 

kind, or level, of their access, &c, to their personality-traits, emotions, and reason) will depend on the 

type of (vernacular or specialised) ‘ideating’ they are doing when they form opinions—i.e., casual 

pondering, positive and critical theorising, apologism, or dogmatic exposition, &c.565 Moreover, in late 

modernity, the prevailing mode of ideation is markedly classist, which manifests as systematic (and 

sometimes radical) inequalities in the MRCs of ideation, and hence the ideative power, of subjects in 

different ideative occupations—including specifically differential control over, disposal of, and access to 

the means of thinking. As suggested in chapter III, the ideative occupations in the intelligentsia—i.e., 

academics and other researchers—enjoy the most favourable distribution and arrangement of MRCs, 

and hence constitute an ideative elite in any society, and can therefore use means of thinking far better 

and far more than subjects in lower-class or ‘informal’ ideative occupations. Subjects in the intelligentsia 

are thus expected to exhibit personality-traits, feel emotions, and use forms of reasoning in a way that 

enhance, rather than inhibit, the complexity and sophistication of their thinking processes—associated 

with elements and extensions of ‘wisdom ideology’, such as ‘thoughtfulness’, ‘detachment’, ‘creativity’, 

‘rigour’, ‘intelligence’, &c—possibly even to the detriment of subjects outside the ideative elite.566 This 

is especially obvious when ‘thinking aids’ and reasoning tools and strategies are materialised (embedded, 

realised) in, or rely on, external resources—i.e., books (especially dictionaries and thesauri), formulas, 

statistical models, symbols, and other representations of reified abstract concepts, such as numbers and 

letters. Academics and researchers have far greater and more immediate control over, disposal of, and 
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access to these resources than other ‘ideators’—because they have often developed and discovered them 

themselves—and hence a firmer and ‘wiser’ grasp of the ways of thinking they ‘embed’, or ‘realise’.567 As 

a result, subjects in the intelligentsia are endowed with a ‘fuller’ ideal-type of ‘how to think’, while those 

in other ideative occupations receive ideal-types that are to some extent ‘derivative’ or ‘impoverished’, 

reflecting their comparatively reduced use of the means of thinking. 

But the way in which subjects form opinions is not merely differentiated according to divisions 

within ideation alone. The overarching norms and practices for using personality-traits, emotions, and 

reason, and the prevailing classist divisions within ideation, are ‘cross-cut’ by the social division of 

purposive agency into activities (and domains) and occupations (and classes) in late modernity. This 

takes place in two ways. First, recall that ideative habitus and occupational/class divisions become more 

granular with the emergence of separate sub-types of ideation ‘dedicated to’ different social activities. 

Since the sub-modes of ideation governing these sub-types hybridise the prevailing mode of ideation 

with the modes of cooperation for the activities with respect to which subjects are forming opinions, 

these ‘primary’ activities are “determinant” in modifying the general ideative norms of how, and whether, 

subjects use the various means of thinking to do so. For different sub-types of ideation associated with 

specific activities, it is possible to identify certain personality-profiles, emotional tendencies, and ways 

of reasoning that are reified and universalised across all subjects engaged in these activities under their 

contingent sub-modes of ideation. For example, the emergence of social contract ideology as the 

contingent response of Enlightenment rationalism and methodological individualism to the rise of 

political rights, constitutionalism, and popular sovereignty and participation rewards a very specific 

‘balance’ of personality-traits such as agreeableness, extraversion, and neuroticism, along with an unusual 

prominence for fear and certain forms of sadness, and ‘fuller’ forms of rational reasoning.568 By contrast, 

the aestheticisation and emotionalisation of politics under various socialisms and fascisms—e.g., the 

‘socialist realist’ tendency in Soviet art and literature, the heavy influence of futurism on early fascism, 

and the accommodation of neo-Nazism to various counter-cultural movements, such as ‘skinheads’, 

‘bikers’, and now ‘hipsters’—steers subjects towards a different ‘balance’ of especially openness, 

conscientiousness, and neuroticism, adds anger, pride, and disgust to fear in subjects’ emotional 
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portfolio, and occasionally downplays ‘full’ rationality in favour of more heuristic reasoning.569 At the 

same time, each sub-type of ideation replicates, or incorporates, general classist differentiations in 

subjects’ use of each of the means of thinking, also modified to a greater or lesser extent by the mode of 

cooperation of its ‘primary’ activity. These manifest as differences in control over, disposal of, and access 

to the means of thinking between the specialised discursive occupations for each social activity and those 

subjects who only ‘informally’ form opinions in the context of their occupational position and class 

situation within this activity. Thus, despite the significant differences between the activities to which 

‘their’ activities are ‘dedicated’, there are very similar divisions between, for instance, professional 

economists and ‘ordinary’ workers or business owners, political theorists and civil servants or citizens, 

theologians and priests or worshippers, and jurisprudents and ‘blackletter’ lawyers or jurors, in the ‘way 

they think’ when they form opinions about various parts of ‘the social’. 

Second, the norms of personality, emotion, and reason, and the classist divisions of ideation, are 

further ‘cross-cut’ by the divisions of purposive inputs within the social activities about which subjects 

form opinions. That is to say, it is not only ideative class divisions that can lead to subjects having 

differential control over, disposal of, and access to the means of thinking when forming opinions about 

a given ‘primary’ activity. Rather, different sub-modes of ideation—and the way subjects form opinions 

under them—may also reflect the occupational plurality and (where present) class stratifications that 

obtain in the activities to which they are ‘dedicated’. Subjects in different social occupations within the 

same activity may well think very differently, even though they are all in the same ideative class within 

‘its’ sub-type of ideation—specifically, not in that activity’s intelligentsia. For instance, the origins of 

utility-maximising economic ideology lie in a predominant concern with firms and (belatedly) 

consumers, rather than with workers—an observation that lies at the core of the Marxian critique of 

classical economics.570 This may simply be because an activity’s mode of cooperation makes different 

requirements of subjects engaged in it, whereby the socialisation processes that ‘prepare’ subjects for 

performing different occupational tasks also quasi-incidentally lead them to favour certain personality-

traits, emotions, and forms of reasoning when they think about ‘the social’. For instance, for more-or-

less skilled workers and pupils or students, late-modern modes of production and instruction both favour 

high levels of conscientiousness as a motivator for good ‘work performance’ and scholastic achievement 
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respectively, while modes of regulation—especially since the ‘reintegrative’ turn under the ‘positive 

criminology’ and penology advocated by John Braithwaite, Martha Nussbaum, and Natti Ronel—treat 

shame in criminal offenders as a useful tool to achieve their social restoration and reinclusion.571 

However, this reflection often comes about because subjects can leverage their location within the MRCs 

of one activity into an (at least) equivalent location in those of another—especially if they ‘start from’ a 

favourable, or privileged, distribution and arrangement of MRCs in any given activity. Where such 

fungibility of MRCs (and, implicitly, power) between activities exists, subjects in elite and other higher-

class occupations within the ‘primary’ activities can acquire greater access to the means of thinking 

needed to form opinions about it—albeit perhaps not to quite the level of the intelligentsia as the highest 

ideative class. As Savage et al. observe, following Bourdieu, in late modernity there is significant 

fungibility between, for instance, subjects’ wealth and income, education level, and social status, which 

in turn affects the comparative privilege of their access to means of thinking at a given physical and 

temporal conjuncture.572 

Further, since subjects in certain occupations—above all the members of the ‘castlist’ of influential 

personalities and groups—direct and determine processes and apparatuses of socialisation within their 

social activities, they can, in effect, award themselves more privileged ideative positions—i.e., capture 

the ‘best’ use of personality-traits, emotions, and reason under the given sub-modes of ideation. Since 

they define and disseminate ideal-types for all the subjectivities in the sub-type of ideation ‘associated 

with’ that activity, elites, peer-groups, the intelligentsia, heroic individuals, and the other occupations 

can all help to perpetuate and enforce classist divisions within it—by reducing lower-class subjects’ 

control over, disposal of, and access to certain personality-profiles, emotional tendencies, and ways of 

reasoning, and inflating that of higher-class subjects correlatively. Elites and intelligentsia, often aided 

by other occupations, such as teachers at different levels of education (primary, secondary, higher), act 

as exclusionary ‘gatekeepers’ that restrict exposure to certain ‘ways of thinking’—e.g., logical inference, 

syntactic and grammatical rules, or the scientific method—to only the narrow tranche of the population 

intended to replace them later in life.573 At the same time, peer-groups exert homogenising pressure on 
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subjects ‘not to think too much’ or ‘not to get ideas above their station’, and heroic individuals either 

‘elevate’ exceptional thinking styles ‘beyond the reach’ of ‘ordinary’ subjects, or popularise them with the 

aim that other subjects echo, or imitate them—e.g., the aloof, wilfully dry or obscurantist argumentation 

of David Estlund or Emmanuel Levinas, compared with the accessible logic of Neil deGrasse Tyson or 

J.K. Rowling.574 As a result, the occupational and classist divisions in the use of means of thinking within 

                                                   
574 Clayton 2015; Graff 2000; Oppenheimer 2006; Pinker 2014. 

Case study 4: Too big to fail? 

 

The 2007-08 financial crisis and subsequent Great Recession are a classic instance of an issue about which subjects in 

different classes (in this case, mostly economic classes) thought about in very different and mutually all-but-inaccessible 

terms. Economic forecasters and both micro- and macroeconomic theorists broadly failed to predict either the slowing 

of the U.S. market, or the wholesale financial collapse that resulted from the bursting of the housing bubble—in part 

because the consensus (still) is that financial crises are fundamentally ‘random’ and unpredictable—which subsequently 

placed them in a prolonged awkward period of alternately defending the integrity of their economic models, or frantically 

scrabbling to revise them ‘on the hoof’. Some heterodox economists, however, especially from the Austrian or Marxian 

schools, saw credit-fuelled market bubbles and periodic crises (e.g., the Roaring Twenties, 1970 Poseidon Bubble, 1997 

Asian financial crisis, 2000 dotcom bubble crash) as either the predictable result of artificially lax monetary supply, or an 

inevitable feature of capital accumulation and market creation, so were sympathetic but ultimately far more sanguine. 

Meanwhile, investors, shareholders, and executives in financial institutions or companies with high corporate debt faced 

the urgent need to safeguard their wealth portfolios—manifested through their desperate cries for bank bailouts—but 

also saw opportunities for ‘firesale’ asset acquisitions (e.g., merging with or acquiring cheap staff, buildings, or shares 

from bankrupt companies like AIG, Bear Stearns, Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, Lehman Brothers, or Northern Rock) and 

future business growth. Government fiscal and monetary policymakers were also caught almost entirely unawares (e.g., 

Prime Minister Gordon Brown’s now-infamous hubristic ‘abolished boom and bust’ speech), and their anxiety to fix the 

immediate problem of stabilising and restoring confidence to financial markets, in order to prevent financial contagion 

from bringing about the wholesale collapse of the global banking system, often drowned out considerations for ‘planning 

ahead’ regarding how best to mitigate or avert future crises (e.g., the ‘quick fixes’ of the 2010 Dodd-Frank Act, and 2011 

Basel III accord). Bank customers, especially small and medium enterprise owners and mortgage-holders (‘subprime’ or 

otherwise), were unsurprisingly worried at the potential loss of their accumulated savings and pension ‘pots’, or their 

sudden inability to borrow investment capital, and demanded government intervention to guarantee their wealth and 

‘get banks lending’ again. Finally, voters and taxpayers were widely ‘spooked’ by the sovereign debt crisis that followed 

on from the financial crisis (often due to the vast cost of the bank bailouts), but even more frustrated and infuriated at 

the often brutal tax rises and ‘swingeing’ government spending cuts carried out under the rubric of ‘austerity’ programmes, 

which translated into a vast upward transfer of wealth from poorer taxpayers to financial institutions, and which in many 

cases were still being pursued well into the subsequent business cycle. 
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each sub-type of ideation to some extent ‘tracks’, or ‘aligns with’, occupational and classist divisions 

within both ideation in general and the activity about which subjects are forming opinions. 

Together, this implies that the functional differentiation of society, which results in the 

hybridisation of ideation with the activities with regard to which it takes place, adds significant variety 

to the way subjects form opinions about ‘the social’. The ways subjects use personality, emotion, and 

reason to convert their mental pictures of their environments into complex opinions about them are not 

universal, but extensively shaped by the activities, occupations, and class situations into which they are 

socialised—which sometimes even ‘trump’ the differentiations introduced by the prevailing mode of 

ideation itself. Ultimately, the longer and more closely subjects are engaged in a given activity, and hold 

a given occupation (or occupy a given class situation) within it, the more they ‘take on’ the habitus of its 

associated sub-mode of ideation—i.e., the more they tend towards the ideal-typical way in which each 

activity ‘expects’ subjects to use their means of thinking when forming opinions about it. The enquiry 

now turns to look more precisely at how functional differentiation affects the way subjects in different 

social roles form opinions in late modernity, and illustrate how different personality-traits, emotions, 

and forms of reasoning are mobilised and essentialised by different sub-modes of ideation. In each case, 

as suggested in chapter I, this enquiry focuses on the mobilisation and essentialisation of tendencies for 

subjects in the occupations at the higher- and lower-class extremes of their respective activities, and 

continues with the assumption that the tendencies for subjects in ‘middle-class’ occupations will lie 

between those extremes. 

 

§2. Personality traits: progressive reasoners and reactionary emoters 

 

Earlier, this enquiry observed that subjects exhibit five personality-traits, each of which has a 

long-lasting, underlying effect on how subjects convert their mental pictures of ‘the social’ into complex 

opinions: openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism.575 The exact 

constellation of traits that subjects exhibit variously influence the ‘progressive’ or ‘reactionary’ content of 

their opinions, and inclines them towards more or less extensive reliance on emotions or reason when 

forming them. It is worth looking at each of these personality trait-dimensions in turn, examining how 

they are used, or cultivated, differently (1) in different social activities, and (2) by different occupations 
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(and classes) within them. The aim is to establish whether subjects’ use of—i.e., control over, disposal 

of, and access to—certain traits is typically more associated with some activities and occupations (and 

classes) than others. Insofar as this is the case, it allows opinion research to trace more accurately the 

social origins of the opinions subjects ‘entertain’ about different parts of ‘the social’, and in particular 

explicate why these opinions may be radical ‘outliers’ or moderated and ‘normal’, as well as more or less 

dependent on emotions or reasoning, compared with those of other subjects in a given population. 

First, openness to experience. In general, most activities tend to have a favourable view of openness, 

as they all generally rely on subjects being aware of, and responsive to, the cues from their respective 

‘cast list’ of influential subjects as well as the information they gain directly through their occupational 

specialism.576 However, it is a more prominent feature of some activities’ sub-modes of ideation than 

others, and in several cases is clearly mitigated by exactly opposite tendencies. For instance, successful 

educational performance (i.e., effective study and instruction), identifying new political problems around 

which to mobilise, and for which to negotiate and enforce complex policy solutions, finding new and 

better ways to deliver economic growth, exercising ‘consumer choice’ to ‘upgrade’ possessions and replace 

perishable goods to ensure an ever-increasing standard of living, or interpreting and applying case and 

statutory law, all need subjects to be curious, creative, imaginative, comfortable with novelty and variety, 

and intellectually independent, as they are continually confronted with a broad range of new problems 

and information.577 At the same time, the more repetitive aspects of instruction and study (e.g., rote-

learning, iterative exercises, and marking), the more mundane aspects of administration and coercion 

(e.g., working out policy consensus, implementing decisions, or coordinating mobilisation strategies), 

subjects’ need to manage risk and pursue complex production tasks and investment decisions, or what 

James Hedegard calls the “stress […] placed on unfolding the existing structure of the law rather than 

on criticising that structure and examining alternative structures”, countervailingly reward caution, 

consistency, focus, data-drivenness, perseverance, pragmatism, and even dogmatism, as well as keeping 

the less disciplined and more ‘opportunistic’ aspects of social thinking in check.578 But in some activities, 

openness is a much lower priority. In both medical and more informal family and friendship aspects of 
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curative activity, it is important for subjects to show dedication, either through rigorous application of 

medical knowledge or loyalty (e.g., in cases of child-rearing, looking after someone with a chronic illness, 

or just preserving a long-term friendship), while religious activity—especially fundamentalist tendencies, 

rather than what Gordon Allport calls “mature” religiosity, which sees faith as a complex “open-ended 

search”, or “quest”, filled with doubt and change, to use Daniel Batson’s term—is often concerned with 

literalism, purism, restorationism, and rejection of diversity over and above specific substantive articles 

of faith.579 Both of these lend themselves strongly and fairly uniformly to caution, consistency, closed-

mindedness, and perseverance, as well as a mix of data-drivenness and dogmatism. 

Within activities, openness is generally associated with occupations that provide subjects with 

greater opportunities for self-direction and (where they are remunerated) higher income—i.e., higher-

class occupations.580 Often, this is an indirect effect of the association between openness and good job 

performance—especially for occupations with a high interpersonal component, compared with more 

‘isolated’ skilled and semi-skilled occupations—and high training proficiency, measured via performance 

ratings, work samples, and time taken to complete tasks, both of which are prerequisites for occupational 

promotion.581 This is most pronounced in the “cognitive complexity” associated with leading or 

managing large and complex political (state and non-state) organisations (especially their bureaucratic 

and enforcement operations), the high tolerance for ‘entrepreneurship’, ‘innovativeness’, and risk-loving 

embrace of unpredictability in business owners, investors, or traders, the privileged latitude and exclusive 

prerogative to interpret divine ordinances and canonical texts of religious leaders and thaumaturges in 

faiths (religions, denominations, sects) practising ‘clericalism’ or ‘sacerdotalism’—i.e., with segregated 

orders of priesthood, or practices such as formalised creeds or closed communion, rather than ‘universal 

priesthood’—and the “original thinking”, broad-minded “intellectual curiosity” and interests, and self-

improving discovery of meaning and applications for skills expected of teachers and students in ‘higher 

education’.582 This contrast with the obeisance and capacity to narrowly follow instructions, commands, 

and orders expected of low-grade administrative officials, rank-and-file armed personnel, and even often 

‘political subjects’—apart from rising aspirations for greater policy interest and engagement since the 

advent of parliamentarism and mass enfranchisement—the performance of routine productive tasks by 
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lower-class working occupations—albeit more in agriculture or manufacturing rather than service or 

‘creative’ industries—the passivity and dutifulness emphasised among ‘lay’ subjects in congregations, 

who largely follow the priests’ lead, and the large degree of “patience” and “endurance” demanded of 

teachers and pupils in early-years, school, or ‘special needs’ education, which still predominantly relies 

on regimented rote-learning for standardised uniform examinations.583 However, some activities slightly 

cross-cut this general tendency. Juridical activity reveals an occupational divide in openness between 

‘black letter’ lawyers and lay occupations (e.g., jurors), who are predominantly concerned with finding 

the best way to interpret and apply technical legal rules—and rely on traits like consistency, perseverance, 

even dogmatism—and scholars of jurisprudence (especially those working in ‘critical legal studies’), who 

often hold out for abstract, conceptual thought and intellectual independence.584 Meanwhile, the divide 

in openness for curative activity is not one of different tendencies, but rather of different intensities of 

the same contradictory pulls towards dedication versus attentiveness—i.e., ‘closed’ versus ‘open’ traits—

with professional medical and care staff generally needing patience, stamina, and focus to deal with 

challenging healthcare situations, and awareness of the wide range of potential problems they could face 

(including rare, undiagnosed, or undiscovered diseases) more intensely and persistently than the periodic 

pressures faced by subjects in family and friendship groups.585  

 

Second, conscientiousness. The treatment of conscientiousness is remarkably homogeneous across 

social domains, in that (with only rare exceptions) they all unanimously favour traits at the higher end 

of the spectrum, as this increases subjects’ likelihood of conforming to the predispositions from their 

occupational or activity-specific ideative habitus, and more likely to accept cues from their ‘established’ 

discursive authorities. For instance, the economic drive for ‘growth’ through targets for productivity, 

profit, and turnover in a context of increasingly complex global enterprises and markets, and the rise of 

financialisation, the expansion of complex bureaucratic and military structures that rely on administrative 

officials and coercive personnel to be ‘competent’ and au fait with the ‘good practice’ instrumental to 

attaining a good political reputation and ‘glory’ (dignitas), religious emphases on diligence, temperance, 

and compliance, occasionally to a fanatical extent, juridical expectations of rigid, ‘sticklerish’ adherence 
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to the precedents of case law or the guidance of legal norms when establishing the details of legal 

problems, “extrapolating both causes and consequences”, and coming to clear and decisive verdicts about 

them (e.g., sentencing, legal judgments), educational hopes that students and teachers ‘see through to 

the end’ their academic learning programmes, and ‘deliver’ effective instruction, or curative expectations 

that medical staff follow strict treatment (e.g., surgical) procedures, and that family members and friends 

try to meet the needs of their dependents, and avoid abandonment, inconstancy, neglect, or treachery, 

all reward subjects being achievement-oriented, careful, dutiful, reliable, responsible, self-disciplined, 

and thorough, perhaps even to the point of being stubborn and obsessive.586 There are some activities 

that occasionally permit some greater variation on the spectrum of conscientiousness, such as faiths 

whose doctrines tolerate, or even encourage, relaxations of conscientiousness, ranging from the 

casualisation of religious rituals to the embrace of charismatic worship (e.g., Pentecostalist movements 

within modern Christianity), or the partial leeway for learners to confront new challenges and 

information positively and fruitfully—but they generally only do this to a limited degree, in order to 

prevent subjects from sliding into more socially ‘damaging’ traits like carelessness and negligence.587 

For differences within activities, there is a strong general association between conscientiousness 

and occupational success—measured in terms of job performance, proficiency and productivity, salary 

or wages, length of tenure, promotion opportunities, occupational prestige, or high net worth in later 

life—as well as self-direction across all occupations, regardless of activity or class.588 As Murray Barrick 

and Michael Mount put it, “individuals who exhibit traits associated with a strong sense of purpose, 

obligation, and persistence generally perform better than those who do not”, simply because “it is 

difficult to conceive of a job in which the traits associated with the conscientiousness dimension would 

not contribute to job success”.589 This implies that all subjects require a degree of conscientiousness in 

order to acquire familiarity with, or any form of specialist interaction with, the MRCs of a given social 

domain. This is true, for example, of all producing subjects (from ‘entrepreneurs’ down to casualised 
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labourers) who are expected to show (and be seen to exert) a “need for achievement”, “generalised self-

efficacy”, and demonstrable high effort in their work to secure remuneration, ‘competent’ subjects in 

administrative and coercive mobilisation or operations positions, engaged ‘political subjects’ registering 

and turning out to vote in ‘important’ campaigns, adherents of all faiths (from ‘equilibrated’ institutional 

religions to ‘assertive’ or ‘withdrawalist’ sects), juridical subjects from professional jurists to lay jurors, 

teachers who are expected to have “unusual proficiency in teaching a particular subject”, be “ambitious” 

and “willing to assume responsibility”, and practice “fairness and impartiality”, as well as learners and 

researchers who have to be “hard-working”, “responsible”, and geared towards their “individual success”, 

to limit study avoidance and acquire the skills to pass assessment examinations.590 Insofar as there are 

generalisable classist distinctions between different occupations, there is evidence that subjects in higher-

class social occupations may show much more variable conscientiousness (achievement-orientation and 

obsessiveness) in their behaviour and thinking, either higher through a sense of narcissistic entitlement 

to their ‘elite’ position, or lower because they have ‘earned’ a measure of flexibility and indulgence as a 

‘reward’ for notional past achievement.591 This is the case, for instance, with the almost relaxed ‘low-

intensity, high-stakes’ activity of business-owners, executives, or company management, or the strenuous 

efforts by professional politicians and activists in ‘front-line’ leadership and strategy coordination activity 

(e.g., electoral competition, military campaigning) to seem ‘personable’ rather than bookish, boring, and 

off-putting, versus the extreme dutifulness and self-discipline expected of senior clergy in older and more 

complex hierarchical institutionalised religions, or the high energy, stamina, and exactitude demanded 

of medical and care staff, parents, and senior relatives with the time- and effort-intensive responsibility 

of ‘treating’, ‘looking after’, or even ‘curing’ their dependents (patients, children, or younger relatives).592 

 

Third, extraversion. Social domains are somewhat divided in their treatment of extraversion, based 

on the extent to which their characteristic activities are heavily centred on interpersonal interaction or 

allow space for more isolated and autonomous functioning. Some are straightforwardly favourable. For 
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instance, medical and familial caregivers face a consistent, often wide-ranging and intense high level of 

exposure to—and expectations to ‘take charge of’ and ‘look after’—other subjects and their surroundings, 

while pedagogues and research coordinators are often meant to ‘take charge’ of classes, seminar groups, 

research teams, laboratories, &c, both of which requirs subjects to be assertive, energetic, outgoing, 

sociable, and prepared to engage with their environments.593 Other activities, meanwhile, are far more 

ambivalent in their treatment of extraversion. On the more favourable side lie economic ‘dealmaking’, 

‘bargaining’, and negotiation, which fixate on the market performance of goods and services, beating out 

competitors, and ensuring effective use of resources, the dependence of political interest and efficacious 

coordination on courage, charisma, and heroism, the expectation that “dominant”, “expressive”, and 

“socially outgoing” juridical subjects engage in stylised, and often highly public, confrontations (e.g., 

presentation of arguments, cross-examination, &c) with the intention of winning outright or extracting 

concessions from other parties, or the strong religious valorisation of ‘communal spirit’ and—in extreme 

cases of theocratic or theonomic groups, such as Christian ‘dominionism’ or Wahhabist-Salafist Islam—

of aggressive, universalistic-monopolistic doctrinal confrontation of competitors.594 This contrasts, for 

example, with the ‘lost-in-the-crowd’ anonymity and isolation imposed on subjects by the legacy of 

Fordist conditions of production for, and undifferentiated ‘personal-gratification’ consumption within, 

a mass market, the frequent ‘turns’ in politics towards hostility, tribalism, and partisanship, which reward 

subjects’ vanity, self-servingness, arrogance, and hubris, the vast array of ‘private’ and autarkic juridical 

tasks (e.g., case preparation, client consultation, or other ‘office work’) which cultivate subjects’ “more 

introspective” side, and the frequent religious emphasis on the need for inner contemplation, all of which 

favour ‘introverted’ traits such as reflectiveness, reserve, silence, solitariness, and even passivity.595 

Within activities, all occupations need subjects to show extraversion to some extent, to ensure that 

they engage sufficiently with their environment to perform their tasks—hence the correlation between 

extraversion and subjects’ preparedness to participate in the behaviour expected of them.596 By the same 

token, extraversion allows subjects to be integrated into discursive apparatuses, enter into relations of 

discursive dependence, and be interpellated as discursive subjects. There is also a fairly strong association 

between extraversion and occupational success—specifically, job performance, proficiency, and 
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salary/wages—as well as self-direction, especially in occupations with a high interpersonal component.597 

This applies, for example, to teachers, who are expected to be “high in leadership ability”, have a “sense 

of humour” or somewhat “dramatic” presentation, show “interest in [their] pupils’ problems”, make 

copious “use of recognition and praise”, and feel “at ease in social contacts”, and students, who need to 

be “genuinely responsive in human relationships” to facilitate good active learning, develop their “sense 

of ‘belonging’ to a group”, and prevent their “withdrawal”, religious occupations (e.g., parochial vicars, 

pastors, and curates) that require high participation intensity, interpersonal engagement, and leadership, 

the “assertive”, “dominant”, “expressive”, and “sociable” behaviour expected of barristers and advocates 

(perhaps more so than solicitors or notaries, in the jurisdications where this distinction is observed) in 

legal confrontations, cemented by their early years of training and practice, and economic occupations 

that require extensive interpersonal interaction (e.g., sales or managerial from foremen up to executives, 

&c).598 Of course, there are some exceptions to this general tendency, such as individual or team 

researchers, who must balance their “dominant” or “aggressive” competition against one another with 

the isolation often associated with carrying out research, or religious occupations that practice coenobitic 

or anchoretic religious ‘withdrawalism’—associated above all with monastic asceticism, hermitry, and 

mendicancy, e.g., Hindu sādhus, Christian orders of friars, or Zen Buddhist zazen.599 Regarding classist 

distinctions between occupations, there is a fairly consistent positive correlation across activities between 

behaviour and thinking that is highly extraverted, and leadership, which is reinforced to the extent that 

extraversion (like conscientiousness) gives ‘elite’ subjects a sense of entitlement to their social position.600 

Thus, for example, more extraversion is expected of professional medical and care staff (e.g., ‘front-line’ 

positions such as doctors, nurses, or care workers), parents, and the ‘dominant’ members of friendship 

groups, who exert decisive control over, and ‘take the lead’ for, their patients, children, and ‘subordinate’ 

friends, political leaders who aspire to electoral success, effective coordination, or opportunities for 

promotion, or the “proactive personality” associated with occupations with greater economic capital 

(e.g., business owners, investors, financial speculators, &c) under discourses of ‘entrepreneurialism’.601 
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By contrast, far more ‘introverted’ behaviour and thinking is anticipated under norms of ‘self-interest’ 

and a lack of mobilisation opportunities among lower-class occupations in both semi-skilled production 

(e.g., farmers, secretaries, assemblers, accountants) and consumption, and while extraversion is positively 

correlated with political participation, voting turnout, and activist mobilisation (especially in highly 

conflictual contexts), the expansion of mass democracy has reduced ‘political subjects’ to what Jeffrey 

Edward Green (following Schmitt) calls ‘ocular’, privatistic, disengaged spectators, relegated to at best 

marginally more reflective passivity.602 

 

Fourth, agreeableness. There is significant division between the importance activities attribute to 

agreeableness as an aspect of behaviour and thinking. Some are straightforwardly favourable, almost by 

definition, as agreeableness is vital to achieving social cooperation between subjects by encouraging them 

to abide by the prevailing ‘culture’ (i.e., habitus) of their activities, as well as to perform at least adequately 

in ‘teamwork’ with other subjects—although they all tolerate a low level of argumentativity, selfishness, 

and suspicion, a small degree of which is usually seen as ‘healthy’ for social relationships. For instance, 

subjects need extensive goodwill and an engaging demeanour to be ‘good’ medical staff, family members, 

or friends, coupled at least to some extent with an altruistic willingness to prioritise other subjects over 

themselves, as well as to achieve educational success (e.g., higher grades, positive classroom behaviour, 

or motivation), while there is a close proximity between faith and hopeful or providential trust in the 

ineffability or mysticist atopy of awesome divinity (e.g., the identity of God in Abrahamic religions, or 

the primordial essence of the Tao) and the authority of canonical texts, and a strong communitarian 

aspect in religious welfare programmes (e.g., anti-poverty attempts by Catholic ‘liberation theology’).603 

Meanwhile, other social activities take a far more mixed, or even disapproving view of agreeableness. 

Political efficacy requires subjects to show honour and ‘integrity’, and avoid envy, avarice, venality, sleaze, 

treachery, “political delinquency”, or faithlessness, but also relies on the decisive use of force (from 

imposing clôture in plenary debates to invoking coercive police and other security measures), while the 

conflicting views of privatisation and marketisation in production and exchange in different schools of 

economic theory (‘orthodox’ classical or Keynesian, ‘heterodox’ mutualist, Marxian, or anarchist, &c) 

and their associated economic structures (e.g., guilds, trade unions, friendly societies, welfare states) take 
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different views of competitive and self-interested homo economicus subjecthood, and juridical public 

confrontation steers subjects towards argumentative, even hostile competition, rather than “altruistic” 

helpfulness or kindness, while case preparation demands “logical analysis” that takes detachment over 

compassion as a measure of true ‘objectivity’.604 

For differences within activities, as with extraversion, all occupations need subjects to demonstrate 

at least a basic level of agreeableness simply so that they can perform their social functions adequately. 

Again, as with extraversion, there is a fairly strong association between agreeableness and occupational 

success—in particular job performance and salary/wages—and self-direction, most notably for 

occupations with a high interpersonal component.605 But overall, it appears that, while “being courteous, 

trusting, straight forward, and soft-hearted” has some positive association with occupational success, its 

impact is not nearly as significant as “being talkative, active, and assertive”—i.e., agreeableness is less 

urgent a desideratum for social occupations than extraversion.606 This implies that agreeableness is a more 

variable trait across social occupations than a hard classist structure can necessarily capture. For instance, 

teachers are expected to have high “understanding” and “nurturance”, possess a “pleasing manner”, and 

show “mutual respect” towards their students, along with “consideration” for their needs, learners are 

incentivised towards obedient ‘good behaviour’—though in both cases this is progressively deemphasised 

at higher levels of education in favour of more laissez-faire or critical approaches—but researchers, even 

if their work is team-based rather than autarkic, are allowed to be fairly “independent”, “non-meek”, and 

“non-supportive”, while political leaders need to strike the ‘slippery’ balance between at least moderate 

‘hunger for power’ and generating political appeal and support (and electoral success) by showing their 

‘human touch’, and keeping their more “quarrelsome” sides in check, and ‘political subjects’ are torn in 

a qualitatively different way between ‘argumentative’ citizenship, activism, and mobilisation, and ‘pliant’ 

support for parliamentary representatives and state bureaucracies (e.g., via ‘mere’ voting registration or 

weak partisanship).607 By contrast, clericalist/sacerdotalist faiths expect much greater agreeableness from 

‘followers’ than ‘religious leaders’, often justified through the ‘infallibility’ of senior figures and canonical 
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works (e.g., imams in Shi’a Islam, the Rebbe in Chabad Hassidic Judaism, the Pope in Catholicism, 

Biblicism in Evangelical Protestantism), lawyers (especially barristers and advocates) rely on competitive 

argument to defend and win cases, while jurors need to ‘work together’ as a group to deliver their verdict 

in response to professional pleading in legal trials, and business owners and investors typically compete 

to ‘win’ in market transactions by maximising profit, turnover, market share, &c (except in contexts of 

strategic coordination and cartel behaviour), whereas ‘sales’, ‘customer service’, and ‘human relations’ 

occupations are required to be friendly, helpful, and warm (or at least feign these fairly well), while all 

classes of consumers (especially ‘big spenders’) can be thoroughly ‘disagreeable’ under the rubric of ‘the 

customer is always right’.608 

 

Fifth, neuroticism. As with conscientiousness, activities are strongly united in their treatment of 

neuroticism—except that on this occasion their consensus is strongly negative, favouring traits at the 

lower end of the spectrum. Several domains value emotional stability for the confidence, calmness, and 

sense of security it gives subjects’ behaviour and thinking, which helps all subjects perform their social 

functions effectively. For example, education relies on subjects concentrating, avoiding distractions, and 

developing a certain ‘objective’ distance from the material they are studying, juridical confrontations and 

preparation need subjects to be ‘on top of’ their arguments and evidence, which requires high confidence 

as well as slightly ‘impersonal’ consideration of case ‘facts’ divorced from their human significance, while 

medical, familial, and ‘friendly’ caregivers are expected to provide poles of stability and responsibility for 

their ‘wards’, often compensating for the latter’s lack of inhibitions (due to age, temporary incapacity, or 

medical impairment), without becoming ‘over-attached’ or ‘over-involved’, and political efficacy typically 

needs subjects to show a high level of ‘composure’ (calm, control) and retain ‘a sense of proportion’—

except where administration and coercion relies on the decisive use of force.609 Some activities even go 

so far as to see subjects as ‘afflicted’ by particular kinds of neuroses, and offer specific ‘remedies’ for how 

subjects should counteract these in their behaviour and thinking. For instance, many faiths suggest that 

secular ‘irreligion’ causes subjects to experience paralysing doubt and uncertainty, and offer religiosity as 

a respite, with subjects encouraged to ‘find rest’ and achieve ‘inner peace’ through spiritual detachment 

from their worldly troubles, while subjects from all areas of production, exchange, and consumption are 
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prone to a degree of ‘herd’ behaviour, so that economic habitus are fixated on providing predictability, 

reassurance, and confidence to markets and investors—especially as a priority response to moments of 

economic crisis and uncertainty.610 

Within activities, as with several of the other personality-traits, all occupations need subjects to 

have a fairly low level of neuroticism for them to perform their social functions. As Barrick and Mount 

put it, “those individuals who are highly neurotic are unable to function effectively on their own and, as 

a result, are not likely to be in the labour force”—or, to remove the bias towards ‘labour’ and monetary 

reward, they are not likely to hold a social occupation (for any meaningful length of time, if at all).611 

Low neuroticism is thus unsurprisingly a “consistent personality correlate” of occupational success—

especially job performance, proficiency and productivity, and salary/wages—as well as self-direction 

across all occupations and classes, above all whether these have a high component of interpersonal 

interaction.612 Hence, teachers are required to be “less subject to fears and worries” but still “sensitive to 

the opinions of others”, and to “free themselves from […] persistent infantile reactions and emotional 

compulsions”, while learners and researchers are expected to develop ‘stability’ to avoid “discouragement” 

and ‘steel themselves’ for examinations and other skill tests, and subjects in ‘sales’, ‘customer service’, or 

‘managerial’ occupations are expected to show a high degree of “stress tolerance” across class divides.613 

While this is by far the main occupational significance of neuroticism—namely, that subjects cannot 

have an occupation if they are “critically unstable”—there are some slight classist distinctions identifiable 

too. In general, lower-class subjects (especially children) “more commonly exhibit neurotic personality 

traits”, and there are several domains that tolerate or actively cultivate low-level neuroticism in ‘mass’ 

occupations.614 This can be seen in the division between often more confident and dispassionate senior 

lawyers (e.g., judges) and the susceptibility of their juniors (e.g., legal clerks) to “feelings of anxiety and 

internal conflict” due to their fast-paced and stressful work environments, the tolerance for ‘neuroses’ in 

patients and children more than their (often professionally ‘distant’) caregivers, mitigated by the hope 

for medium- to long-term ‘recovery’, and the ‘emotional stability’ and moderation expected of political 
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leaders—especially for ‘self-reflective’ emotions like guilt (Schuld) and remorse—except in cases where 

invoking them can strategically ‘humanise’ them in electoral contexts, versus the higher emotionality 

needed to motivate partisanship and galvanise mobilisation (e.g., election turnout, joining protests, &c) 

in ‘political subjects’.615 The only exception to this classist arrangement is that certain highly-specialised 

occupations may encourage slight ‘neurotic’ tendencies regardless of their class position, purely on the 

basis that “individuals who are worrying, nervous, emotional, and high-strung are better performers in 

these jobs”.616 For instance, low-level neuroticism is tolerated in learners and researchers, partly to avoid 

‘unhealthy’ behaviour and thinking that “hid[es] all feeling”, but mostly because moderate “anxiety about 

failure” can foster their drive for achievement, consumers are encouraged to sustain an artificially high 

responsiveness to price signalling, cultivated through targeted advertising and the discourse of ‘impulse 

purchasing’, while several faiths positively valorise neuroticism in the guise of zealotry (e.g., ‘firebrand’ 

polemicism, conversionism, or glossolalia in evangelical and charismatic Christianity).617 

 

Overall, there is a fair degree of variety in the personality-traits that subjects engaged in different 

social activities, holding different occupations, and occupying different class situations can ‘bring to’ 

their processes of opinion-formation. All subjects tend to exhibit openness and conscientiousness in their 

thinking to at least some degree, while their use of extraversion and agreeableness is far more divergent, 

and neuroticism is highly disfavoured in all activities. Meanwhile, openness and extraversion are typically 

associated more with higher-class occupations, but conscientiousness and agreeableness are much more 

universal (albeit slightly relaxed for higher-class subjects), and neuroticism is at best tolerated to a limited 

degree in lower-class subjects. Given the effects that these traits have on opinion-formation, as outlined 

in chapter II, opinion research should expect this diversity in social subjects’ use of different personality-

traits to manifest as clear occupational (and classist) differences in how subjects form opinions. Overall, 

these include underlying tendencies (i.e., longer-term ‘baseline’ patterns) for higher-class subjects to be: 

(1) more receptive to new information (and to changing their mental pictures of their environments); 

(2) slightly more inclined to use reason; and (3) balanced between ‘progressive’ and ‘reactionary’ readings 

of their mental pictures, with some (e.g., higher religious or medical classes) more reactionary than 
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others (e.g., higher educational or political classes). This can be seen in the detailed attentiveness of 

senior business executives to the release of the latest economic data, the higher expectations for cogent 

argument in professors and senior researchers, or the relative tolerance for ideological ‘purity’ and 

‘radicalism’ in party elites and activists. At the same time, subjects in lower-class occupations may be 

fundamentally: (1) more likely to conform to pre-existing predispositions; (2) slightly more inclined to 

use emotions to form opinions; and (3) more pervasively ‘reactionary’ in their readings of mental pictures. 

This covers, among other things, the reticence of church laity in accepting new doctrinal developments 

(e.g., on female clergy or same-sex marriage), the tendency of children to recourse to appeals to emotion, 

or the status quo ‘centrism’ of national electorates. In light of these extreme classist tendencies in the use 

Case study 5: Pax Britannica? 

 

The effects of personality-traits on how subjects in different classes think can be detected with a considerable measure 

of clarity in the classist variation that characterises popular views on the British Empire, especially in the Anglosphere. 

Social and above all scholarly elites are invited to explore a wide range of detailed analyses of the UK’s imperial history 

and legacy, often taken from in-depth professional research (e.g., on the link between colonialism and the capitalist need 

for readily exploitable natural resources, different visions of Empire under rival party ideologies, or the administrative 

structures of the British Raj). Meanwhile, ‘ordinary’ voters, consumers, media audiences, or school pupils typically gain 

their awareness of the British Empire mostly through proxy concepts such as the Commonwealth Games, the peculiar 

geographical distribution of cricket or rugby, the global status of the English language, or oblique references in historical 

television dramas (e.g., Roots, The Crown) and as part of the ‘Tudors and Nazis’ fixation of school history syllabi. Elites 

are also slightly more inclined to lace their opinions with complex reasoned considerations (e.g., on the neo-colonial 

echoes of foreign aid conditionality, or inconsistencies in the treatment of ‘white settler’ versus non-white colonies), 

whereas lower-class views of the Empire are often extensively coloured by ‘broad-brush’ sentimental attachments to 

associated concepts (e.g., the Royal Family, the ‘Union Jack’, anti-British uprisings, or pre-colonial indigenous 

traditions). Elites also have the luxury of formulating much bolder or more iconoclastic views about imperialism in both 

directions, whether as an unambiguous ‘force for good’ that secured global peace and led to a valuable ‘exchange of 

cultures’ between Europe and the rest of the world of which the UK should be rightly proud and from which it should 

seek future inspiration (e.g., John Seeley, Thomas Babington Macaulay, Herbert L. Osgood, Niall Ferguson, Michael 

Gove), or as an unforgivably brutal ‘crime against humanity’ that must be atoned for through large-scale financial 

reparations and the decolonisation of UK institutions (e.g., J.A. Hobson, Joseph Schumpeter, Norman Angell, Richard 

Gott, Shashi Tharoor). By contrast, lower-class subjects tend to cluster demurely around the median prevailing 

perception of the Empire as a ‘net positive’ and glorious but ultimately closed chapter of the UK’s history, marred by ‘a 

few’ indisputably problematic episodes (e.g., the 1845-52 Irish Potato Famine, the 1919 Amritsar Massacre, the 1947 

Partition of India). However, irrespective of class, only very rarely does the British Empire elicit in subjects the same 

level of neurotic self-doubt as does Germany’s relationship towards the Nazi Holocaust, post-Soviet views of the 1932-

33 Ukrainian Holodomor, or even the U.S.A.’s views on the nuclear bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
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of personality-traits, social subjects can, in general, be said to lie on a spectrum between ‘progressive 

reasoners’ at the higher-class end, and ‘reactionary emoters’ at the lower-class end. 

 

§3. Emotions: positive reproducers and negative rethinkers 

 

Now, to turn to emotions. As argued previously, there are five emotions that have a consistent 

and significant, albeit more contingent, effect on how subjects form opinions about ‘the social’: 

fear/anxiety, anger, enthusiasm and pride, sadness and shame, and disgust.618 The combination of emotions 

that subjects feel steers their opinions towards ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ appraisals of specific aspects of ‘the 

social’, encourages them either to ‘stick with’ or revisit the information and predispositions they have 

about them, and inclines them towards reliance on either more heuristic or more rational reasoning 

when forming their opinions. Again, this analysis takes each of the emotions identified earlier, and 

examines them in turn, starting with emotions arranged loosely into the pairs suggested by Plutchik. If 

the use of certain emotions can be found to be more associated with some activities, occupations, and 

classes than others, opinion research will be better able to explicate the social basis for subjects holding 

more favourable or disfavourable opinions about different parts of ‘the social’, and for either reproducing 

entrenched mental pictures and processing ‘shortcuts’ or engaging in careful rethinking, relative to other 

subjects in their population. 

First, fear and anxiety. In general, all social activities tend to encourage their subjects to exhibit a 

low-to-moderate level of both fear—short-lived, present-focused, and geared towards escaping specific 

threats—and anxiety—long-acting, future-focused, and cautious of diffuse threats (rather than coping 

with them constructively).619 Fear ensures that subjects avoid excessively risky or unusual behaviour and 

thinking that jeopardises their activity’s habitus. It reminds subjects of their “reduced personal control” 

over social phenomena, some of which “cannot be prevented”, for which “blame is not easy to assign”, 

and with which they “cannot as easily cope” unaided.620 Anxiety, meanwhile, “triggers an increase in 

attention to incoming information”—i.e., subjects’ immediate MRCs and the cues they receive from 

others—and prompts them to question and downplay their previous dispositions and attitudes.621 It does 
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not change their “processing effort” or their recall of information, but raises their “cognitive vigilance”, 

making them reprioritise their activity to “learn more about anxiety-inducing phenomena”.622 Thus, fear 

and anxiety can be assuaged or harnessed to make economic and political subjects risk-averse (or, indeed, 

risk-loving) towards the uncertainty of imminent systemic change, failure (crisis, collapse), “unfamiliar 

threats”, and “hidden dangers” (e.g., violent, lethal, or otherwise coercive, such as war or terrorism), or 

inculcate in religious subjects either “ominous” awe, tremendum, such as superstitions about supernatural 

evil (demons, ghosts, &c), fear of judgment (by other religious adherents), or terror about death and the 

afterlife (i.e., divine eschatology), or “enchanted concern”, fascinans, in the form of veneration towards 

totemic objects (e.g., concepts of divinity), focused on avoiding meaninglessness.623 There is a generally 

positive relationship between the level of fear and anxiety, and the achievement of changes in subjects’ 

behaviour and thinking. In particular, low-level fear and anxiety (e.g., worry and apprehension) are used 

to warn subjects away from certain ‘objectionable’ types of behaviour, and encourage them to conform 

to ‘approved’ forms appropriate to their social tasks—the so-called Yerkes-Dodson law—e.g., fear of 

medical pain or injury, familial rejection, or legal punishment, making subjects become ‘healthier’, ‘more 

polite’, or act ‘lawfully’.624 Overall, moderate risk-aversion maintains subjects’ acquiescence to prevailing 

modes of cooperation and prevents them from becoming overconfident or complacent—but, at the same 

time, a certain level of risk-taking is vital to ensuring continuous and incremental innovation, so practices 

such as contracts and intertemporal commitments are used to allow subjects to be at least moderately 

risk-loving in certain contexts.625 This is especially because excessive alarmism or catastrophisation can 

frighten subjects into ‘desperate’ apathy, abstention, or withdrawal.626 Thus, for example, in educational 

contexts, fear and anxiety are restricted to low-level anticipation and stress (about failure or punishment), 

as in extremis they simply engender laziness and procrastination, making subjects excessively timorous, 

with a skewed estimation of threats, while in political activity, fear and anxiety are subjected to a careful 

trade-off, as subjects’ “immediate and reflexive increase in surveillance” of their environment, and greater 

and more open-minded thinking and deliberation, comes at the cost of the “adverse consequence of 
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216 
 

demobilisation” and the “defensive adaptation” of intolerance if their environment is not “safe, familiar, 

and normatively compliant”.627 To militate against this, fear and anxiety are often paired with positive 

resolutions to foster subjects’ coping skills—either via new guidance from discursive apparatuses, or the 

formulation of self-conscious responsible choices in the sense advocated by Kierkegaard—which is why 

many faiths encourage subjects to practice religiosity as a way to overcome their religious doubts and 

strengthen their credence in orthodoxy.628 

For differences within activities, all occupations need subjects to have at least a basic level of fear 

and anxiety so that they pursue behaviour and thinking that is generally consonant with their social 

functions, and does not disrupt the prevailing mode of cooperation. However, given that the main effect 

of these two emotions is to encourage subjects to be attentive and alert to informational signals, including 

cues from discursive apparatuses, fearful and anxious thinking is often cultivated disproportionately in 

subjects who hold lower-class, subordinated occupations, with those in higher-class occupations given 

greater latitude to be ‘fearless’ or ‘carefree’.629 For example, economic habitus are designed to assuage 

excessive fear and anxiety in business owners, investors, financial speculators, high-end consumers, &c, 

to maintain ‘healthy’ levels of risk-taking investments and purchases, and ensure market confidence 

rather than turmoil, educational habitus try to downplay fear and anxiety (e.g., glossophobia) to give 

teachers the confidence they need to be effective and successful, curative habitus aim to avert caregivers’ 

experiential fear (alarm and horror), so they can take a ‘dispassionate’ approach to problem-solving and 

healing injuries, clericalist/sacerdotalist faiths often exempt senior religious leaders and thaumaturges 

from both temporal and spiritual judgment and give them a ‘revealed insight’ into their faith’s doctrines 

(e.g., via infallibility, inerrancy, divine forgiveness/mercy), and some juridical modes place higher-class 

occupations beyond the reach of legality or constitutionality—e.g., Schmittian theories of sovereignty as 

the ‘exceptional’ ability to transcend the ‘rule of law’—which effectively removes their fear of sanction.630 

By contrast, for example, lower-class workers and consumers are encouraged (often by ‘fear, uncertainty, 

and doubt’ marketing) to sustain a range of fears and anxieties, especially towards death (poverty, &c), 

failure (e.g., lack of proficiency or advancement), and negative evaluation or peer rejection, to motivate 
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harder work, greater spending, or “far-sighted behaviours such as saving for retirement”, educational 

habitus cultivate moderate “test anxiety” (i.e., fear of negative evaluation) in learners and researchers to 

motivate them to perform well in their assignments and assessments, medical and familial caregivers 

need to instil moderate (anticipatory) apprehension but not outright terror of pain and injury in their 

‘wards’, faith ‘adherents’ carry the disproportionate share of religious fears and anxieties (e.g., 

superstitions, veneration), and political activity (especially under more ‘authoritarian’ modes) ‘plays up’ 

anticipatory terror towards threats and experiential horror of past events in lower-class administrative 

and coercive occupations and ‘political subjects’, to disincentivise all but the most “sporadic” and “cheap” 

forms of political participation, and “depress” complex coordination and mobilisation, which “require 

sustained effort over an extended timeframe”—albeit, in all cases, not to the extent of fomenting subjects’ 

‘choice anxiety’ or social withdrawal.631 

 

Second, anger. Social activities take very different approaches to the treatment of anger in subjects’ 

behaviour and thinking. At a basic level, all activities have some limited tolerance for subjects exhibiting 

anger, albeit often more in a prophylactic way to avoid the personal and social harmfulness of excessive 

anger suppression.632 Anger reinforces subjects’ existing norms and dispositions—harnessed especially 

in religious contexts, where revealing (rather than denying or suppressing) anger to deities and sacralised 

objects is seen as allowing subjects to reaffirm their commitment to prevailing doctrine—and strengthens 

the impact of their activity-specific discursive values and attitudes on their thinking.633 It makes subjects 

“close themselves off to new and counterattitudinal information”, and “leads to information-processing 

strategies qualitatively similar to positive affect”—i.e., it offers subjects ‘positive resolutions’ to guide 

their thinking.634 For example, anger motivates economic subjects to compete in order to convert past 

failures into future successes, while in political activity it is consistently correlated with “more costly” 

forms of participation, such as activism and mobilisation, “energis[ing] voters” to turn out in elections, 

and (paradoxically) provoking more “discussion” but making subjects more closed-minded by increasing 
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their “aversion” to “familiar threats”, often other subjects who are seen as somehow “blameworthy”.635 

Activities differ, however, in the extent to which they attempt to strategically manage subjects’ anger—

i.e., steering them towards “settled and deliberate” bitterness and annoyance—or allow scope for it to be 

more spontaneous and uncontrolled—i.e., “hasty and sudden” exasperation or fury.636 In the reverse of 

the situation for fear and anxiety, high levels of anger may lead to subjects engaging in excessively risky 

or destructive behaviour that jeopardises the activity itself. Anger’s association with “more optimistic 

risk estimates and risk-seeking choices” means that, for instance, political and economic habitus need to 

assuage or harness it in different contexts, encouraging subjects to be either risk-averse or risk-loving, 

while in legal, medical, or familial contexts its use is generally limited to moderate passive or ‘settled and 

deliberate’ anger (e.g., resentment or annoyance), which make subjects professionally ‘dispassionate’ and 

motivate their determination to redress grievances and promote justice.637 Above all, this is because anger 

increases subjects’ tendency to make (often speculative) “causal attributions”, especially in allocating 

blame for the sources of their anger, which may lead to them engaging in passive or aggressive behaviour 

that endangers activities’ internal cohesion.638 Ultimately, it is an open question whether or not regular 

‘catharsis’ of aggressive anger is socially helpful, which means that—more than with other emotions—

social activities under almost any mode of cooperation must exercise extreme caution in determining 

how far they entertain, or encourage, subjects’ anger.639 For instance, economic subjects who are angry 

at their ‘counterparties’ often “act contrary to their […] interests” and demonstrate “inconsistencies in 

concern for the future over time and across activities”, anger in learners inhibits the acceptance of new 

information, and angry political subjects experience a “heightened perception of personal control” that 

“facilitate[s] behavioural approach over withdrawal” in the form of “confront[ing] an adversary”, which 

explains why anger is a “primary driver of intolerance” (e.g., xenophobia, racism, cultural chauvinism, or 

even decreased welfarism), while religious activity strongly condemns anger, except in its ‘righteous’ form 

triggered by social injustice—e.g., the treatment of ‘wrath’ as a Christian ‘deadly sin’, or of vyāpāda (‘ill-
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will’) as one of the Buddhist pañca nivāraṇa (‘five hindrances’)—all of which implies that anger must be 

steered (via ‘anger management’ as part of wider ‘social skills’ acquisition) to be optimally effective.640 

Within social activities, all occupations benefit from allowing subjects a moderate degree of anger 

in their behaviour and thinking, as it strengthens the integrity and discursive priority of occupational 

reference-groups. On the one hand, anger “increases thought but decreases thoughtfulness”, which 

means that angry subjects are more likely to ‘unthinkingly’ reproduce the discursive values and attitudes 

with which they have been interpellated.641 On the other hand, anger intensifies subjects’ perceptions of 

ingroup-outgroup relations, especially where subjects’ ingroup is more powerful than its rivals, which 

means that anger increases subjects’ negativity and prejudice towards outsiders, as well as their 

“willingness to act against relevant outgroups”.642 This imperative for caution can be seen in, for instance, 

the tendency of anger to “polarise” the outcomes of sales negotiations based on the ‘steer’ of subjects’ 

starting positions (i.e., beneficial if positive, but deleterious if negative), or to lead ‘political subjects’ to 

blame political elites (e.g., for poor performance)—and while anger “may have the normatively desirable 

consequence of producing a more active electorate, [it] often has the undesirable consequence of leading 

to a greater reliance on heuristics, biases, and reduced attention to contemporaneous information”.643 

Nevertheless, anger is disproportionately associated with subjects that are perceived to have higher social 

power—i.e., those in higher-class occupations.644 Larissa Tiedens argues that higher-class subjects are 

‘permitted’ more anger in their behaviour and thinking, as this allows them to show dominance rather 

than submissiveness within their particular activities.645 However, it is clear that this ‘permissiveness’ 

comes at a cost—or at least creates a trade-off—for these higher-class subjects, as it gives them higher 

motivation to perform their tasks, but may in doing so put them under greater stress to ‘perform’, and 

consequently inhibit their productivity and social efficacy.646 For example, there is far greater tolerance 

for managed (e.g., ‘settled and deliberate’) anger among teachers, medical and care staff, parents, lawyers, 

&c, whereas angry behaviour and thinking of any kind is valorised extremely negatively among learners, 
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patients, children, ‘lay’ defendants and witnesses, &c, as obstructive to their social functions.647 But in 

some activities, anger somewhat cuts across internal occupational and classist divisions. Frustration and 

humiliation, associated with the embrace of political violence, terrorism, or threatening behaviour, are 

thus encouraged to some degree in all subjects involved in coercive activity—although since they lead to 

an “increased impact of partisan cues” and a correlative “decrease [in] the influence of more informative 

cues”, they are especially useful for elites to cultivate periodically in lower-class activists or voters—while 

faiths that encourage practices of self-blame (e.g., apologetic self-criticism) tend to invite all subjects to 

foster anger in either self-oriented passive (e.g., bitterness, resentment) or more aggressive forms (i.e., 

militant fundamentalism qua mania, threats, blaming, destructiveness, hurtfulness, and vengeance).648 

 

Third, enthusiasm and pride. Most social activities take a favourable view of enthusiasm and pride 

in subjects’ behaviour and thinking. Like anger, both of these emotions are associated with “greater 

reliance on prior predispositions”, in the sense that they reinforce the behavioural dispositions and 

discursive attitudes with which subjects have been interpellated.649 Like fear and anxiety, they ensure 

that subjects avoid risky or unusual behaviour that challenges their activities’ habitus.650 For example, 

enthusiasm and pride encourage subjects to take longer-term beneficial economic/financial decisions, 

like taking on higher-quality work, relying less on social security, or adopting hard negotiating positions, 

alongside a “larger reliance on habit” and more consistent preparedness to engage in “more costly” forms 

of civilian/military administrative or coercive participation, such as activist campaigning or mobilisation 

(albeit at the expense of a decreased preparedness to engage in political discussion), and achieve religious 

spirituality, either through what James calls “solemn emotion”, or the energia and “orgiastic ardour” of 

fanaticism/evangelicalism—while in educational, medical, or legal contexts both emotions help inculcate 

subjects with a sense of professional attachment to their habitus and social functions, reproducing their 

activities’ MRCs, and connecting the formation of positive opinions with the inculcation process itself 

and its behavioural and discursive outcomes.651 But the guiding ‘resolution’ they offer for subjects’ 
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activities, especially how they process information, is more obviously positive than for fear/anxiety or 

anger, as it is based in appreciative satisfaction rather than critical dissatisfaction at the status quo within 

a given activity. For pride specifically, activities tend to attach optimal desirability to a moderate level of 

‘positive’ pride that loosely corresponds to the Classical concept of megaloyuc…a or magnanimitas 

(‘greatness of soul’), rather than the more extreme, or ‘negative’, form, Ûbrij or superbia (‘vainglory/self-

idolatry’).652 The former helps cultivate in subjects a sense of attachment to their occupational group 

identity and ‘ownership’ of their tasks in the relevant activity, while the latter promotes an ‘unhealthy’ 

inflated sense of status and achievement, which may be vastly at odds with subjects’ actual purposive 

function and significance. This can be seen, for instance, in the importance of pride to maintaining 

labour force motivation, promoting company loyalty and self-respect in their task performance in 

individual workers, galvanising higher spending on goods and services (e.g., ‘high-status’ Veblen or 

Giffen goods), or encouraging subjects to maintain strong, solidaristic, and caring connections to their 

family and friendship groups—although it is often strongly disvalued in many faiths as harmful to the 

well-being gained from spirituality (e.g., as a Christian ‘deadly sin’ that fosters ‘falsely exaggerated’ self-

esteem).653 

For divisions within activities, while both enthusiasm and pride are encouraged to some degree 

in all occupations, there are qualitative divergences in the pride that different occupations are allowed to 

show that fall broadly along classist lines. Broadly speaking, enthusiasm is strongly encouraged in all 

subjects, as it transforms their perception of their social function as not just an ‘occupation’ (Beruf)—

i.e., a set of purposive tasks attached to a defined role—but a ‘vocation’ (Berufung)—i.e., a personal 

identity based around a life-purpose. In other words, enthusiasm is useful for prompting subjects across 

all activities to accept, conform to, and reproduce their interpellation by discursive apparatuses.654 Pride, 

however, takes slightly different forms for different classes of subjects. Along with enthusiasm, social 

activities often cultivate moderate, ‘positive’ pride in lower-class subjects, as this encourages them to 

derive satisfaction from accomplishing their subjective occupational goals, and fosters in them high-

quality, flexible, and effortful performance attainment, along with higher creativity, productivity, and 

efficacy.655 For instance, under late-modern economic modes, it is expected that “workers must feel and 
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demonstrate … enthusiasm” on the basis that this will foster “internal cohesion and collective pride, 

without discarding individual talent” within specific business concerns and enterprises, and “consumers 

are supposed to feel and express the same enthusiasm … by submitting themselves to the fun morality 

of the consumer society”—while, in general, enthusiastic and proud subjects are usually more creative, 

efficacious, and generally successful as politicians, activists, teachers, students, care workers, parents, 

friends, or priests.656 While this is also true of subjects in higher-class occupations, these are typically 

granted greater (self-) esteem under activity-specific discursive sub-modes than those in lower-class 

occupations, which means that, to an extent, there is a greater tolerance for higher-class subjects to 

exhibit extreme forms of pride (e.g., self-love, egoism) in their behaviour and thinking.657 Together, this 

differential ‘allocation’ of pride works to entrench and enhance classist hierarchies, exaggerating subjects’ 

perception of similarities between themselves and other, stronger subjects, as well as of their 

differentiation from weaker ones—which serves to gloss over the worst effects of class conflict, in 

activities where this is present. Excess pride and high enthusiasm “exert a greater impact among those 

who possess resources”, meaning that higher-class occupations—e.g., political and religious leaders, 

researchers, &c—are consistently allowed to exhibit greater and more ostentatious ‘passion’ than mere 

conformity to their occupational norms and dispositions strictly requires.658 

 

Fourth, sadness and shame. The various social activities have rather different approaches to the 

treatment of sadness and shame in subjects’ behaviour and thinking. Like fear and anxiety, sadness makes 

subjects see themselves as having “reduced personal control” over social phenomena (especially negative 

ones), which “cannot be prevented”, for which “blame is not easy to assign”, and with which they “cannot 

as easily cope”.659 It similarly encourages subjects to pay more attention to their immediate MRCs and 

the discursive cues they receive from others—which means, prima facie, that a moderate level of sadness 

may make subjects more responsive to their networks of discursive dependence. Sadness thus creates the 

same demand as fear and anxiety for positive resolutions to help subjects find ways of dealing or coping 

with their situations, specifically strategies that do not simply perpetuate sadness (e.g., rumination, 

‘drowning one’s sorrows’, or permanent isolation) but challenge subjects’ underlying negativity.660 For 
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example, educational activity in particular uses shame to encourage subjects to try to overcome perceived 

inadequacies in their existing behaviour, and sadness (in the fairly mild sense of disappointment, e.g., at 

failures to understand new skills or information) to elicit greater attentiveness from them, while in family 

or friendship contexts, both emotions act as catalysts to help subjects address serious problems, such as 

by finding strategies to cope with hurt or loss, or cultivating ‘better’ and more independent behaviour.661 

Excessive sadness (gloom, grief, despair) may provoke “behaviour avoidance”, ranging from apathetic 

disinterest and abstention to withdrawal and self-exclusion from social settings.662 Of course, sorrow and 

mourning can also foster subjects’ preparedness to fight and be creative, but in order for such forms of 

sadness to produce a new social ‘aliveness’ and reengagement—i.e., for them to be socially useful—they 

need a degree of managed “refinement”, as Julia Kristeva argues.663 Thus, economic activity typically 

downplays sadness to sustain in subjects a moderate degree of dynamic and risk-loving behaviour, as it 

creates “inconsistencies in [their] concern for the future over time and across activities”, while in political 

activity it forces a trade-off between “depress[ed]” participation and “demobilisation”, and “enhanced 

discussion” and “increase[d] effortful information processing”.664 Shame, meanwhile, works very much 

as an inverse of pride, which means that feelings of ‘self-blame’ or ‘self-contempt’ (as opposed to ‘self-

idolatry’) promote an equally ‘unhealthy’ exaggerated sense of inferiority and incompetence that may be 

just as unreflective of subjects’ purposive function and significance.665 In extremis, then, shame needs to 

be suppressed in subjects’ behaviour and thinking. However, there is evidence that its close cognate guilt 

can prompt subjects to exercise restraint, avoid self-indulgence, and expend effort to cooperate in social 

situations, which implies that it helps ensure subjects’ conformity to the norms and dispositions, and 

discursive values and attitudes, with which they are interpellated in each activity.666 For example, faiths 

make ample use of sadness (at negative social phenomena) and guilt (at subjective failures) to reinforce 

doctrinal orthodoxy and motivate prayer as a coping mechanism, either in a lapsarian sense as a reflection 

on subjects’ ‘sinfulness’, or in a more Spenserian reading as a marker of spiritual fidelity, while juridical 

activity uses ‘disintegrative’ or ‘reintegrative’ shaming (e.g., shunning or ostracism versus reinclusion) to 

                                                   
661 Albu 2014; Fraiberg 1987, p.274; Fraser and Mclaughlin 2014; Hautz et al. 2016; Mahler et al. 2000, p.92; Masman 2010, 
p.8; Resnick 2016; Wilson 2001; Winnicott 1991, p.64. 
662 Weber 2012. 
663 Kristeva 1989; Parsons 2000, p.4. 
664 Coricelli et al. 2005; Loewenstein 2000; MacKuen et al. 2010; Weber 2012. 
665 Hareli et al. 2013. 
666 Giner-Sorolla 2001; Zemack-Rugar, Bettman, and Fitzsimons 2007. 



224 
 

punish criminals and prevent reoffending, economic activity leverages “humiliation and low self-esteem” 

as stigmatising ‘peer pressure’ to make workers and consumers “chang[e] their circumstances”, either by 

‘overhauling’ their assets and possessions or seeking a new job, and political activity links pity and shame 

to greater “generosity of welfare recommendations” as positive resolutions to social adversity.667 

Within activities, sadness and shame are treated fairly equally across all occupations. All subjects 

are allowed (if not exactly required) to show a moderate level of sadness in their behaviour and thinking, 

as long as this does not spill over into the extreme forms that lead to ‘behaviour avoidance’ and hence 

jeopardise subjects’ performance of their social functions. And, as first noted by Ruth Benedict, shame 

(and guilt) are frequently used to control and regulate subjects, and offer effective guidance for collective 

occupational and classist group behaviour and thinking.668 However, there is a slight classist distinction 

detectable in the treatment of sadness and shame, which is unsurprisingly the mirror-image of the 

treatment of enthusiasm and pride, since these are, after all, their opposite feelings. While it is higher-

class occupations that are permitted, or even encouraged, to show more extreme forms of (especially) 

pride, the equivalent expectations for shame accrue disproportionately to lower-class occupations, as 

under many activities’ modes of cooperation (and discursive sub-modes), failure is equated closely with 

lack of control over, disposal of, or access to the relevant means. Many activities use shame (i.e., guilt, 

remorse, anguish) as a form of social control, to ensure that subjects in lower-class occupations—e.g., 

workers, learners, ‘lay’ worshippers, ‘the punished’, children and young relatives, even patients, &c—are 

restrained and cooperative in their behaviour and thinking, and encourage it vicariously in other subjects 

who either know ‘the shamed’ through other social contexts, or who engage in similar (albeit ‘unshamed’) 

behaviour.669 To illustrate: in political activity, for instance, sadness is associated with an “increased 

impact of partisan cues” and correlatively “decrease[d] … influence of more informative cues”, while a 

“deeply rooted and continually reinforced” feeling of shame “generates and signals a break in the social 

bond”, encouraging subjects to passively accept their political situation rather than “organising in their 
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own interests”, often through discourses of privatism that “keep the ‘shamed’ from defining personal 

troubles as public issues”, and hence actively demanding changes to the prevailing political modes.670 

 

Fifth, disgust. Social activities take perhaps the most straightforward view on disgust out of any 

of the emotions that have a demonstrable impact on opinion-formation. In general, all of them have to 

exercise some caution in attempting to galvanise disgust in subjects’ behaviour and thinking, as it 

strongly motivates a desire for social distance, and even complete withdrawal from social settings.671 But 

while unrestricted use of disgust may damage social activities’ integrity, in a more managed form it offers 

them several advantages. Disgust increases subjects’ preference for their own in-group and negativity or 

aversion towards other out-groups, through the association of ‘similarity’ with ‘healthy’ behaviour and 

thinking (broadly construed), and ‘difference’ with ‘sickness’ or ‘danger’ (often to the extent of imputed 

dehumanisation).672 This helps cement subjects’ identification with the tasks of their occupation and 

wider activity, and their preparedness to take their fellow occupation-holders as a discursive reference-

group for their opinion-formation. Further, disgust in its moralised sense motivates subjects to avoid 

transgressing norms—i.e., it encourages conformity to their occupational habitus—and avoid forming 

social relationships with other subjects who do so—i.e., it leads them to shun or expel such subjects from 

their social ‘circles’. This effect is particularly pronounced for perceived violations of ‘purity’ in both 

behaviour and thinking—e.g., cheating, murder, rape, &c, as well as deception, hypocrisy, or even 

ignorance—and promotes a form of what Andrew Jones and Julie Fitness call ‘moral hypervigilance’ that 

is designed to safeguard social cohesion.673 How this, in turn, translates into the ‘severity’ of subjects’ 

opinions (i.e., estimative judgments) depends on subjects’ sensitivity to disgust.674 Meanwhile, disgust is 

generally negatively correlated with aggression, which means that it may discourage subjects from 

engaging in hurtful or harmful forms of “behavioural approach”.675 These effects can be seen in what 

Foucault and Jonathan Haidt have separately identified as curative and educational uses of ‘pathogen 

disgust’ and ‘moral disgust’ to connect personal or social (often sexual) necessities—e.g., avoiding death, 
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illness, and injury—with thicker normative views of desirability—e.g., avoiding wrongness, badness, or 

evil—or religious disgust for behaviour and thinking that is classified as ‘sinful’ according to what Hans 

Schilderman calls “rules of concern significance” (e.g., questions of sex, marriage, &c).676 However, some 

social activities take a much more hesitant approach to disgust. For instance, excessive juridical reliance 

on “magical ideas of contamination”, to use Nussbaum’s term, may foster rules and sanctions that are 

oppressive, bigoted, disproportionately harsh, or vindictive towards ‘wicked’ subjects found guilty of 

perpetrating crimes, while in political contexts disgust makes subjects less deliberative, more 

confrontational, closed-minded, and inclined to dehumanise ‘othered’ groups (e.g., via xenophobia, 

racism, cultural chauvinism, anti-welfarism, or disenfranchisement), and in economic contexts warps 

subjects’ perceived benefit from engaging in transactions, as it “triggers goals to expel, reducing buying 

and selling prices”.677 

For divisions within social activities, disgust is typically encouraged (or discouraged) to a similar 

degree across all occupations. But there is an incentive for all activities to cultivate a degree of disgust in 

higher-class occupational groups towards subjects in lower-class occupations.678 Disgust entrenches 

higher-class subjects’ identification with the behaviour and thinking of the fellow members of their 

activity’s ‘elite’, as well as their desire for social distance from lower-class subjects, which reinforces 

classist hierarchies and asymmetries of power, and reproduces the prevailing mode of cooperation. This 

form of classist distinction is replicated across most social activities, although the rise of egalitarian, 

pluralist, and inclusivist discourses across several of them under their most recent modes of cooperation 

has arguably pushed disgust further into the background, usually in exchange for more ‘pro-social’ 

emotions such as empathy, solidarity, or love.679 There is still a heavy element of disgust tied up with 

classist divisions in behaviour and thinking, as with the ‘aristocratic’ or ‘paternalist’ condescension often 

shown by political elites towards the activities of ‘political subjects’, or the supposed association between 

economic poverty and the supposed ‘dirtiness’ of the ‘working class’ and precariat.680 Meanwhile, two 

major exceptions to this classist division are the curative and educational domains, where efficacy and 

success in higher-class occupations—especially for parents, medical and care staff, and teachers—may 
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need subjects to partly suppress their other-regarding disgust, while retaining a normal level of self-

regarding disgust in their behaviour and thinking.681 This suppression is needed to allow them to ‘deal 

with’ the potentially ‘disgusting’ behaviour and thinking of lower-class subjects—children, patients, and 

younger learners—in whom the nature and level of disgust required by the various social domains in 

which they are involved has not yet been fully cultivated. 

 

To recapitulate the analysis in this section, there is considerable variety in the emotions that 

subjects in different activities, occupations, and classes use to form opinions. Subjects in all activities are 

encouraged to entertain high enthusiasm and pride and a low-to-moderate level of fear in their thinking, 

while sadness and shame are much more variable, and anger and disgust generally tolerated only in specific 

cases and to a limited degree. These emotions are allowed, or emphasised, to a low-to-moderate level 

across all occupations, but anger, pride, and disgust are typically indulged more in higher-class subjects, 

while fear and shame generally manifest more strongly in lower-class subjects. In light of the effects of 

these emotions on opinion-formation, opinion research can also expect to see occupational (and classist) 

differences in how subjects form opinions that result from their differential use of emotions. In general, 

these may include contingent tendencies (i.e., manifesting when emotions are ‘deployed’) for higher-class 

subjects to be: (1) more likely to conform to existing predispositions; (2) slightly more likely to rely on 

their memories instead of new information; and (3) slightly more likely to form positive opinions about 

the given MRCs. This can be seen, for example, in the rigid (and arguably highly damaging) insistence 

of the IMF and OECD policymakers on neoliberal principles of fiscal austerity in the wake of the 2007-

8 financial and sovereign debt crisis, the tendency of ‘the elderly’ to view the present day in terms of 

‘rose-tinted’ nostalgic recollections of ‘the past’, or wealthier and more powerful subjects claiming to be 

‘satisfied with the direction their country is going’. Meanwhile, lower-class subjects may contingently 

be: (1) more open to being endowed with new predispositions; (2) more receptive to new information; 

and (3) more likely to form negative opinions about their MRCs. This covers newspaper readers being 

persistently ‘shocked’, or ‘outraged’, into adopting particular views on social phenomena, advertisers 

fostering envy or ‘fear of missing out’ to create demand for their products, or the regular use of messaging 

centred on decline and regeneration by opposition parties seeking to win popular support—e.g., ‘Labour 

Isn’t Working’, ‘Le changement, c’est maintentant’, ‘Make America Great Again’, &c. Subjects in all 
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classes are ‘pulled’ contingently towards both heuristics and rationality by different emotions, with a very 

slight net inclination towards heuristics in higher-class subjects and towards dutiful rationality in lower-

class subjects. This may seem paradoxical, but it essentially reflects higher-class subjects’ greater power 

and privilege. There is greater indulgence and leeway for higher-class subjects because they have ‘made 

it’, as in extremis with the tolerance for ‘fat-finger’ mistakes in market trading, government corruption 

and waste, and under-reasoned ex cathedra pronouncement by senior academics or religious leaders. By 

contrast, many activities expect dutiful, ‘good behaviour’ (and thinking) in lower-class subjects, often in 

expectation of congratulatory rewards, or to avoid blame for failures—e.g., school pupils practising 

rigorous and homogenised learning methods, poorer consumers economising their ‘household budgets’, 

or low-ranking clergy and worshippers abiding stringently by doctrinal injunctions. Given these extreme 

Case study 6: The People’s Princess? 

 

The reactions to the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, in a car crash in the Pont de l’Alma road tunnel in Paris on 31 

August 1997 show how starkly subjects in different social classes can diverge in their emotional processing of social 

issues. The Royal Family’s initial outward indifference to the death, and disgust towards the public’s ‘hysteria’, reflected 

a long-standing upper-class irritation with Diana’s ‘flashy’ and savvy flirtation with the UK tabloid press (e.g., regarding 

her romantic involvements after divorcing Prince Charles in 1996, including with Dodi Fayed, who also died in the 

crash). Their immediate inclination was to sedately ‘carry on as usual’ under the strictures of royal protocol (e.g., 

symbolised by the refusal to return to London from Balmoral Castle, or to fly the Royal Standard at half-mast over 

Buckingham Palace), tinged with a sense of relief that one of the ‘thorns in the side’ of the UK feudal elite had been 

removed. By contrast, much of the UK public reacted to the death with considerable shock, followed by a nationwide 

outpouring of grief (e.g., the vast quantities of flowers laid at Kensington Palace and thrown in front of her funeral 

cortège, as well as the spike in rates of suicide and self-harm in the month after Diana’s funeral). This manifested a 

widespread sense of disorientation at the sudden loss of one of the lodestones of 1990s liberal ‘Cool Britannia’ culture, 

standing for empowered femininity, innovative fashion, and gender role emancipation. To avoid the risk that this disjunct 

might spark the UK population to resent the ‘callous’ aloofness of the Royal Family and the wider aristocratic elite, and 

call into question their privileged status within UK society (e.g., the Sun headline ‘Where is our Queen? Where is her 

Flag?’, or the emergence of conspiracy theories alleging that Diana was assassinated), the Royal Family was urged to 

consciously and overtly ‘bridge’ the class divide by ‘joining’ and ‘sharing in’ the popular mourning (e.g., the Queen’s 

television broadcast to the nation, the televised royal ceremonial funeral service). At the same time, the population were 

‘invited’ to replace their fear and sadness with pride in Diana’s ‘Britishness’ as the Royal Family retroactively embraced 

and recognised her life and achievements (e.g., her support for the International Campaign to Ban Landmines, or her 

work with Great Ormond Street Hospital). Arguably, this intervention prevented 1997, already an annus horribilis for 

the Royal Family, from becoming one of its last years as a major UK institution. 
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classist tendencies in the use of emotions, social subjects can, in general, be placed on a spectrum between 

‘positive reproducers’ at the higher-class end, and ‘negative rethinkers’ at the lower-class end. 

 

§4. Reason: rational purists and reasonable approximators 

 

Finally, reason. The analysis suggested earlier that there are two broad ways in which subjects use 

reason, again contingently, to form opinions: rationality and its derivatives, and heuristics.682 The various 

types of reasoning determine how thoroughly subjects ‘work through’ their mental pictures into fully-

fledged opinions, and decide how much information they try to incorporate, to what extent they take 

into account other subjects’ mental pictures, and how far they sacrifice logical rigour for tried-and-tested 

‘rules of thumb’ when forming their opinions. Now, the enquiry continues by examining each of these 

forms of reasoning in turn. Again, if different uses of reason prove to be associated more with some 

activities, occupations, and classes than others, opinion research will be able to give a more thorough 

social explication of subjects’ different approaches to rationality, for their greater or lesser reasonable 

circumspection, and for the degree of approximation they are prepared to countenance when forming 

opinions, compared to other subjects in their population. 

First, rationality and reasonability. Nearly all social activities incorporate some understanding of 

rationality and reasonability into their ideal-types of how subjects (should) behave and think, although 

there are differences in how far each of them has developed an understanding that is unique to its 

activities. For rationality, each activity offers a specific reading of instrumentality (Zweckrationalität), 

based on the means at subjects’ disposal and the ends they seek to achieve, and value (Wertrationalität), 

based on the guidance subjects receive from norms and dispositions that “are per se neither rational nor 

irrational”.683 It applies the overarching principle of efficiency and effectiveness to each one, and 

reconciles them into a combined procedure for subjects to ‘rationalise’ their behaviour and thinking. In 

each activity, subjects’ ends are given by the prevailing division of purposive activities, and their guiding 

norms and dispositions are determined by the prevailing mode of cooperation at a given physical and 

temporal conjuncture. Thus, for instance, economic rationality (as characterised by Daniel Bernoulli) or 

‘rational choice theory’ (in William Stanley Jevons’ formulation) require subjects to formulate complex, 

logical deductions from complete (clear) and transitive (internally consistent and continuous) 

                                                   
682 See pp.95-102. 
683 Sibley 1953, p.556. 



230 
 

preferences, aimed at maximising utility from production, exchange, or consumption outcomes, which 

involves adopting high standards, taking into account all available information, exploring alternatives, 

forming probabilistic assessments of event likelihoods and potential costs/benefits, and not making 

decisions too quickly or easily, while juridical rationality demands either deductive (applying reasoning 

rules) or inductive (argument from precedent and analogy) internal coherence, and is either geared 

instrumentally towards ends of fairness and good policy (for legal realists or critical legal scholars), or 

based on predetermined Grundnormen and derived validated norms (for legal formalists or positivists) or 

social morality (for legal interpretivists).684 In a less developed form, political rationality—especially after 

its colonisation by economic rationality, thanks to ‘positive’ political theorists such as Downs, Gary 

Becker, and William H. Riker—aims to maximise the winning, securing, and ordering of bureaucratic 

and military power, and help subjects craft strategic choices within the conditioning parameters of 

organisations, while educational and curative activity (e.g., in medical contexts or ‘science’ teaching) 

merely encourages subjects to adhere generally to the ‘scientific method’, and exhibit formal logical 

consistency and congruence with empirical evidence.685 Prominently, religious activity has a more 

ambiguous relationship with rationality, as some faiths defend fideist or apologetic anti-rationalism (e.g., 

neo-orthodox Protestantism or Catholic traditionalism), and others try to incorporate it to avoid 

descending into either superstition or nihilism (e.g., Anselmian and Thomist Catholicism, Calvinist 

scholasticism, or Bahá’í views on scientific-religious ‘harmony’).686 Meanwhile, reasonability extends 

subjects’ understanding of means-end relationships and values from the subjective to the intersubjective 

level, formalising how they should take each other’s perspectives and tasks into account. The ability to 

act intersubjectively and transperspectivally is crucial to maintaining the integrity of social groups in all 

activities—so, for example, though reasonability is often downplayed in economic reasoning as 

“essentially related to the disposition to act morally”, and hence “incompatible” with rational “egoism”, 

subjects are also motivated by gains from cooperation and ‘reasonable’ concerns of moderation, fairness, 

and equitability, while in juridical reasoning the emergent and manipulable legal fiction of the 
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‘reasonable person’ refers to a “certain average of conduct” that covers moderate education, intelligence, 

appropriate information from a “common set of facts”, capability, awareness of the law, fair-mindedness, 

and preparedness to “sacrifice […] individual peculiarities […] beyond a certain point” in order to take 

others’ interests into account.687 

Within activities, all occupations are expected to conform somewhat to rational and reasonable 

forms of behaviour and thinking, in order for subjects to fulfil their social tasks effectively and efficiently, 

and in a way that coheres with the similar efforts of other subjects. Insofar as there are occupational or 

classist distinctions within activities, they take the form not of greater or lesser levels of rationality and 

reasonability in subjects’ activities, but qualitative differences in how subjects ‘apply’ each of these to 

their behaviour and thinking. In general, higher-class subjects carry slightly greater expectations of ‘pure’ 

or ‘full’ subjective rationality, with these expectations relaxed for lower-class subjects, who are steered 

towards (or restricted to) relying on forms of ‘rational ignorance’ or ‘low-information rationality’, due to 

their smaller role in affecting the MRCs of the given activity.688 For instance, business owners, jurists, 

civil servants, senior academics, or doctors are expected to take detailed positions in debates over value 

and instrumentality, and demonstrate internally coherent reasoning—although not to the point of what 

H. Igor Ansoff terms ‘analysis paralysis’, where their thinking is overwhelmed by their attempts to 

research all the information open to them.689 By contrast, workers, consumers, jurors, citizens, or patients 

are disproportionately encouraged to ‘default to’ rational ignorance and low-information rationality—

e.g., in the preference of convenience and availability of goods and services (bolstered by ‘brand loyalty’) 

are valorised ahead of fully reasoned selection (‘consumer choice’), or single-issue and party-line ‘voting 

the ticket’, jingoism, and ‘dart-throwing’, instead of a full consideration of the available candidates or 

policies to draw their own conclusions.690 The only occasional exceptions to this are educational and 

curative activity, which may demand a higher standard of rationality from lower-class subjects—e.g., 

early-years learners and children—to encourage them to develop more complex behaviour, as well as the 

necessary skills of logical reasoning that underlie higher-level intellectual activity.691 Meanwhile, for 

reasonability, the expectations flow the other way, with higher-class subjects (e.g., ‘senior’ occupations 
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or ‘experts’) occasionally excused from strictures about ‘unreasonable’, ‘selfish’, even ‘bullying’ behaviour 

and thinking, but lower-class subjects (e.g., ‘junior’ occupations or ‘laity’) often required to downplay 

their self-interest, ‘pro-socially’ emphasise their ‘communal spirit’, and thereby sustain their occupational 

group’s (and activity’s) norms and dispositions, and discursive values and attitudes.692 This is remarkably 

consistent across all activities, with the sole possible exceptions being familial and friendship curative 

contexts, and educational activity, where a significant degree of reasonability is expected from higher-

class subjects as well—e.g., parents and senior academics—in order to show understanding for the 

interests and ‘imperfections’ of lower-class subjects.693 

 

Second, heuristics. All activities include some ‘rules of thumb’ in their ideal-types of behaviour and 

thinking, chiefly because, as Cass Sunstein notes, they recognise that even bounded forms of rationality 

may impose demands on subjects that are too stringent for constant and consistent application.694 In 

other words, all social activities are open to a degree of attribute substitution, and the differences between 

domains manifest themselves in precisely which simplifications they encourage subjects to use to 

conserve their psychic resources. Some heuristics are commonly found across several activities, especially 

ones like the ‘availability’, ‘representativeness’, ‘anchoring-and-adjustment’, or ‘fluency’ heuristics, which 

raise subjects’ receptiveness, and attribution of significance, to both their contextual information and 

occupational norms and dispositions, and are thus useful for ‘high-spotting’ or ‘priming’ information for 

discursively dependent subjects—e.g., pithy or memorable slogans and mantras, eloquent and persuasive 

cases and sermons, or clear instructions. These steer subjects towards the most vivid and easily-formed 

‘pictures in their heads’, such as ‘demonised’ policy concerns and ‘idealised’ aspirations, ‘catchy’ brand 

advertising, learners’ previous grades affecting teachers’ assessments of their later performance, past 

cases, testimonies, expert statements, the penal code, and prosecution and defence pleas affecting the 

final terms of judicial sentencing, as well as the ‘imaginability’ of illness, injury, death, or the afterlife.695 

Meanwhile, some heuristics are associated with certain activities more than others. For example, the 

                                                   
692 For a selection of literature on class and behaviours linked to (un)reasonableness in different activities, see variously Boermans 
et al. 2014; Brookes, Dunn, and Edwards 2014; Cullen 1983; Eckersley 1989; Frey and Meier 2004; Gillet, Cartwright, and 
van Vugt 2011; Hutchinson et al. 2005; Liu 2011; Pilgrim and Tomasini 2012; Taylor 1967. 
693 Høigaard, Jones, and Peters 2008; Jones 2005; Kilpatrick 2005; Laible, Carlo, and Roesch 2004; Parsons et al. 2014; Swain 
et al. 2013; Warren 2015. 
694 Sunstein 2005. 
695 Caverni and Péris 1990; Englich, Mussweiler, and Strack 2006; Hastie and Dawes 2009, pp.78-80; Mussweiler, Englich, 
and Strack 2004, p.183; Park and Lessig 1981; Plous 1993, pp.123-4; Riddle 2010. 



233 
 

‘effort’ heuristic is used to measure the exchange value of commodities, as well as the correctness and 

worth of teaching, learning, and research, in terms of the quantity, intensity, and duration of the 

purposive inputs that ‘went into’ them (e.g., Marxian statements of the ‘labour theory of value’, post-

Fordist ‘tailoring’ and ‘customisation’, and ‘artisanal’ or ‘organic’ goods marketing), while the ‘contagion’ 

heuristic (‘magical thinking’) is used to incentivise juridical, educational, and curative subjects to avoid 

‘contaminated’ and echo ‘clean’ behaviour and thinking (e.g., criminality, stupidity, or toxicity versus 

lawfulness, cleverness, or healthiness), and the ‘equity’ heuristic is cultivated as part of ‘good parenting’ 

or ‘good friendship’, with subjects encouraged to allocate their attention equally among other subjects 

(children, relatives, friends) to avoid socially dangerous neglect.696 

Within activities, there is a clear classist divide in the degree to which heuristic thinking is 

encouraged in different occupations. In general, heuristics are more tolerated—and more prevalent—

among lower-class than higher-class occupations, as less ambitious demands are made on lower-class 

subjects’ reasoning, with barely any expectation of ‘perfect’ rationality (except, perhaps, regarding the 

MRCs with which they are directly involved). Thus, for example, ‘peak-end’ heuristics are encouraged 

to focus consumers’ attention onto the positive ‘highlights’ and ‘finishes’ of their service purchases and 

experiences, to direct voters’ attention onto incumbent and previous administrations’ major (and recent) 

policy successes or failures, or to make patients’ memories of onerous but necessary medical procedures 

less painful in order to ensure that they return for repeat appointments.697 Similarly, ‘diversification’ 

heuristics (e.g., through ‘X for the price of’ deals) are used to pressure consumers into making multiple 

simultaneous purchases that increase the variety (and scale) of the goods and services they consume, 

‘familiarity’ heuristics are used to encourage patients to ‘fall back on’ treatment options that are readily 

available and have worked previously (useful as a ‘stop-gap’ to alleviate some of the pressure on doctors), 

‘scarcity’ heuristics help patients assess how at-risk they are personally from specific medical conditions, 

based on the frequency of their occurrence in the wider population, and ‘simulation’ heuristics are used 

to help children and patients imagine medical conditions to warn them off noxious behaviour.698 Lower-

class subjects are particularly encouraged to employ ‘imitate-the-successful’ and ‘imitate-the-majority’ 

types of social heuristics, as these foster their dependence on the ‘castlist’ of discursive influencers by 
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cultivating their reliance on ‘canonical’ authorities—e.g., successful investors, political rulers, judges, 

tutors, parents, or religious leaders—alongside an ‘ingroup bias’ in their thinking, which help sustain 

their activity’s networks of discursive dependence and interpellation processes. For example, ‘social proof’ 

and ‘social-circle’ heuristics make consumers and voters imitate the spending and electoral choices of 

their reference-groups, ‘scarcity’ heuristics motivate consumers to compete with their peers by ‘tagging’ 

commodities with expectations of rivalry and loss, and ‘fluency’ heuristics make citizens more responsive 

to the rhetoric of political leaders.699 Higher-class subjects are generally considered to ‘know better’ in 

their respective activities, with ‘anchoring-and-adjustment’ heuristics especially strongly downplayed in 

favour of greater reliance on direct experience.700 Nevertheless, some activities encourage particular 

higher-class heuristics, such as ‘tit-for-tat’ heuristics, advised for large businesses and ‘big-money’ 

consumers and investors, or institutional ‘veto players’, party leaders, and parliamentary candidate, to 

appear ‘strong’ in competitive market or electoral contexts (in contrast to ‘weak’ consistent cooperation 

and ‘unfair’ or ‘dangerous’ consistent competition), or ‘hot-hand’, ‘equity’, and ‘diversification’ heuristics, 

which guide investors’ approaches to allocating resources among ‘winning’ or ‘losing’ capital and stock 

investments, based on past and current market trends.701 

 

To summarise, there is extensive qualitative variation in the forms of reasoning that subjects in 

different activities, occupations, and classes can use to form opinions. Most activities favour subjects 

using some kind of rationality and reasonability in their thinking, although they vary somewhat in the 

‘balance’ they strike between the two, and encourage them to use heuristics, with some commonly shared 

throughout ‘the social’, and others specific to individual activities. Meanwhile, subjects in higher-class 

occupations typically exhibit purer forms of rationality and lower reasonability, and use a smaller set of 

heuristics (e.g., hot-hand, tit-for-tat, equity), while lower-class subjects use rational ignorance or low-

information rationality, show greater reasonability, and rely on a much more diverse range of heuristics 

(e.g., social-circle/proof, scarcity, peak-end, familiarity, fluency). Taking into account the effects of these 

forms of reasoning on opinion-formation, opinion research should be able to detect occupational (and 

classist) differences in how subjects’ differential use of reason shapes the way they form opinions. Overall, 
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higher-class subjects may contingently (i.e., when they ‘invoke’ their reasoning) be: (1) more likely to 

incorporate a fuller range of information; (2) less likely to take others’ mental pictures into account; and 

(3) more likely to ‘stick to’ established judgments, agree with like-minded subjects, and source their 

information ‘impartially’. This can be illustrated by the ability of academics, judges and senior lawyers, 

or high-value traders to (choose to) invoke complex rational reasoning and ‘cold logic’, and the tendency 

of political or religious elites to cluster into ‘factions’ (e.g., the alleged isolation of ‘metropolitan bubbles’ 

and ‘echo chambers’ from the views of lower-class subjects) yet also ‘read widely’ when informing their 

opinions. At the same time, lower-class subjects may contingently be: (1) more likely to be selective in 

Case study 7: The ‘gay plague’? 

 

The wide range of views on HIV and AIDS, especially on how to address the pandemic in sub-Saharan Africa, act as a 

useful microcosm of how subjects in different classes reason when forming opinions about social issues. Senior medical 

professionals, scientific researchers and university tutors, development economists, pharmaceutical company executives, 

and healthcare policymakers all tend to acquire a regular stream of full, up-to-date information about advances in medical 

understanding and treatment of HIV and AIDS (e.g., from scientific or medical journals), and do so ‘impartially’ in the 

sense that they are not usually ‘on the lookout for’ putative ideological bias when sourcing information about HIV/AIDS. 

At the same time, there have been clear cases when such elites have defended established practices well beyond the point 

at which they were ‘backed up’ by medical evidence (e.g., the long preservation of the legal ban on blood donations by 

men with a recent history of homosexual sex despite growing evidence that AIDS was not just ‘gay-related’), as well as 

a less-than-accommodating tendency to insist on the policy demands implied by their area of insight (e.g., the struggles 

between medical researchers and policymakers over the mandatory rollout of the ‘pre-exposure prophylactic’ medication 

emtricitabine/tenofovir to all gay men ‘on the NHS’ regardless of the cost), and to dismiss anyone not in line with their 

latest consensus as delusional, wilfully mendacious, or flat-out wrong. At the same time, ‘ordinary’ people, including 

HIV/AIDS patients and ‘at-risk’ groups, acquire their information about the illness more selectively and intermittently 

(e.g., from incidentally encountering news stories), and are more responsive to incorporating a wide range of competing 

interpretations they have heard from others about how it should be treated. Many of the typical forms of lower-class 

heuristic reasoning are on show in the case of HIV and AIDS as well. There have been many incidents where so-called 

‘AIDS denialists’ appeal disproportionately to the obscure arguments of the small number of scientific dissenters against 

the consensus on the link between HIV and AIDS (e.g., the ‘Duesberg hypothesis’ that antiretroviral drugs, not HIV, 

cause AIDS), cleave to familiar historical misconceptions about the illness (e.g., that HIV transmission occurs only via 

homosexual anal sex), make simplistic analogies with the pathology of other illnesses (e.g., that HIV is transmitted by 

mosquito bites, like dengue fever, malaria, yellow fever, or West Nile virus), adopt rationalisations that are prevalent in 

their communal or generational peer-groups (e.g., around the ‘healing’ effects of ‘virgin cleansing’ or zoophilia), or draw 

false parallels between HIV/AIDS and high-profile stigmatised activities (e.g., recreational drug use, sexual promiscuity). 

Of course, this is not to suggest that elites are necessarily always ‘more right’ about HIV and AIDS than lower-class 

subjects, but to illustrate that the ‘rightness’ or ‘wrongness’ of subjects in different groups comes about through potentially 

very divergent types of reasoning. 
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the information they incorporate; (2) more likely to take others’ mental pictures into account; and (3) 

more likely to focus on information and predispositions that are either obscure, familiar, easily processed, 

provided by their peer-groups, or prompted by intense and recent experiences. This can be seen in the 

tendency of ‘ordinary’ voters or consumers to appeal to ‘simple’ or ‘straightforward’ logic and ‘common 

sense’, and respond to information that ‘looks impressive’ (because expressed in intelligent-sounding 

pseudoscientific or pseudophilosophical terms), ‘looks obvious’ (because expressed in ‘their’ terms), stems 

from ‘trusted’ and ‘tried-and-tested’ sources (i.e., their ‘cast list’ of influential subjects), or is ‘memorable’ 

in some other way. Based on these extreme classist tendencies in the use of reason, social subjects can, 

in general, be arranged along a spectrum from ‘rational purists’ at the higher-class end to ‘reasonable 

approximators’ at the lower-class end. 

 

§5. Conclusion 

 

This chapter has provided an overview of the ways in which the functional differentiation of social 

agency can create—and, in late modernity, has created—a significant degree of pluralism in the way 

subjects use their means of thinking to form opinions about ‘the social’. The type of pluralism found 

here can be termed multiformity, which refers to the fact that, as a social artefact, mass opinion is formed 

by thinking processes whose ‘shape’ is highly diversified across many individual subjects in their 

respective activities, occupations, and classes. The chapter began by arguing that the use of personality, 

emotions, and reason to form opinions is not—and has never been—distributed homogeneously across 

all social subjects. It outlined how subjects’ access to these means of thinking, and their socialisation into 

habitus governing their use, has changed in successive historical modes of ideation, and how it has 

become cross-cut by classist divisions within these modes, and by the differentiation of ideation into 

sub-types ‘dedicated to’ separate social activities, themselves divided into classes. Then, it examined 

exactly what these (qualitative or quantitative) differences between subjects in different activities, 

occupations, and classes are for each means of thinking in turn. It found that there are clear asymmetries 

in the way subjects in higher- and lower-class occupations in different activities use particular 

personality-traits, emotions, and forms of reasoning, which have a significant effect on how they form 

opinions, and (to some extent) on the precise opinions they form. Overall, what emerges from these 

observations is that, under the prevailing modes (and sub-modes) of ideation, thinking—and hence 

opinion-formation—is not at all necessarily ‘simple’ or ‘harmonious’ for subjects in different classes. For 
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instance, for lower-class subjects, there are tensions between the emotional drive towards information 

and rational reasoning, and the parallel enforcement of low-information rationality and heuristics 

encouraged by many of the prevailing sub-modes of ideation, along with an interesting dynamic between 

the conservatism towards which their favoured personality-traits incline them, and their emotional 

attentiveness to very specific sorts of information from their discursive networks. Similarly, for higher-

class subjects, there are tensions between the expectation of fuller rationality and their emotional drive 

towards relying on a small set of ‘comfortable’ heuristics under the prevailing ideative sub-modes, as well 

as a fascinating interaction between the tentative liberal-conservative balance prompted by their 

personality-traits, and their emotional inclination towards becoming entrenched in their pre-existing 

views. Also, for subjects in all classes, there are clear contradictory pulls between the ‘underlying’ and 

‘contingent’ elements of personality and emotions/reason respectively. This means that higher-class 

subjects are ex ante oriented towards new information and inclined to use their reason, but contingently 

‘pulled towards’ relying more on their existing memories and predispositions, and use heuristic thinking. 

Meanwhile, lower-class subjects are fundamentally inclined to conform to their prior predispositions 

and use their emotions, but contingently ‘pulled towards’ acquiring new cues and micro-indications from 

their existing sources of information and predispositions, and using rational thinking. All these effects 

of multiformity and social stratification are crucial for opinion research to bear in mind when analysing 

the diverse ways in which mass opinion is formed. Next, and lastly, the enquiry applies the same analysis 

of the pluralistic effects of functional differentiation to the processes of opinion-expression. 

 

  



238 
 

V. They have not fail’d to pester us with message: pluralism in 

opinion-expression 

 

 

It comes dangerously close to an expression of opinion. 

——Duke of Wellington, on hearing soldiers cheering their officers702 

 

 

The more we elaborate our means of communication, the less we communicate. 

——John B. Priestley703 

 

 

The previous chapter considered how subjects’ social activities, occupational positions, and class 

situations affect how they use the means of thinking with which they form opinions about ‘the social’. 

The effect of strong classist tendencies within the prevailing modes of ideation, and within the hybrid 

sub-modes of ideation associated with different social activities, is that in late modernity there are 

extensive occupational (and classist) asymmetries between subjects in the extent to which they (can) use 

personality-traits, emotions, and reason to form their opinions. This chapter picks up where the last one 

left off, and, mutatis mutandis, applies the same approach to communication. That is to say, it explores 

how far subjects’ control over, disposal of, and access to, the means of articulation they use to express 

opinions—i.e., the material basis of their communicative power—differs depending on the activities in 

which they are engaged, the occupations they hold, and the class situations they occupy. The chapter 

starts by evaluating to what degree means of articulation are ‘permanent’ features of opinion-expression 

for all subjects, and how far they are contingent on occupational divisions and classist stratifications 

within the prevailing mode of communication in late modernity, and in the prevailing sub-modes of 

communication pertaining to different activities—i.e., whether they are universally or differentially 

available to subjects in different parts of ‘the social’ (§1). It then explores, in turn, the differences that 

the division of ‘the social’ into activities and occupations (and classes) introduces into the ways that 
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subjects use each means of articulation to express their opinions: bodily organs (§2), and media (§3). 

Overall, it observes that the processes of communication by which contemporary mass opinion is 

expressed are characterised by a large and growing degree of pluralism, which it terms the multimodality 

of the concept in late modernity. 

 

§1. Occupation, class, and the means of articulation 

 

Before examining the extent of occupational and classist variation in the way subjects use their 

means of articulation, it is worth revisiting the comments in chapter II about how subjects ‘turn’, or 

‘translate’, their formed opinions into opinions-to-be-expressed.704 Following Zaller, the analysis argued 

that subjects ‘sample’ a selection of the opinions they have formed about their MRCs, and ‘average 

across’ this selection to derive the particular cognitive or estimative judgment they will communicate. 

Further, it suggested that this process of ‘sampling’ and ‘averaging across’ remains wholly subjects’ own 

subjective choice. Now, following the analysis of chapter III, it must be recognised that this ‘choice’ is 

heavily influenced by the way subjects have been constituted by the processes of socialisation (and 

especially interpellation) associated with the activities in which they engage. ‘Proximally and for the 

most part’, in the Heideggerian sense used earlier, subjects’ choice is ‘steered’ by which occupations (and, 

more broadly, activities) they are engaged in that are ‘closest’ to the MRCs about which they are forming 

and expressing opinions. A significant part of this ‘steer’ comes from the further consideration of which 

occupations and activities are most personally ‘important’ to subjects themselves. For every subject, their 

various subjectivities often compete to assert themselves—and included in every occupational habitus 

with which subjects are imbued are often norms and dispositions that justify each subjectivity’s claim to 

social (and more narrowly discursive) primacy over any other. For instance, it is this that partly explains 

the monistic theoretical and practical prioritisation of some occupational ‘roles’ over others in different 

traditions of enquiry: ‘owners’, ‘workers’, ‘consumers’, ‘taxpayers’, ‘citizens’, ‘voters’, &c.705 In other 

words, when subjects choose which opinions to ‘sample’ and ‘average across’, they are trying to reconcile 

the ‘pulls’ of different subjectivities to provide a ‘definitive’ opinion which they can then go on to 

express.706 But as well as this, subjects’ choice is also determined by which means of articulation they 
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have control over, disposal of, and access to for each of their occupations (and the limits that imposes 

on what they can communicate). The connected but fundamentally autonomous social conditions of 

ideation and communication mean that the contexts in which subjects ‘have cause to’ form opinions do 

not automatically also provide opportunities to express these opinions, and that, instead, different 

contexts are often required for them to do so effectively. Subjects are no more able to express themselves 

by drawing or writing something in their capacity as religious worshippers than they are to do so by 

standing up and singing in the context of a university examination. At the same time, they may be asked 

to fill out survey questionnaires or find themselves posting on social media about a host of different 

things—ranging from customer satisfaction to medical appointments to their political views—but do so 

in subtly different ways for each context. 

With this insight, the enquiry can now turn to examine these contextual variations in subjects’ use 

of means of articulation. As with the means of thinking, this part of the analysis starts with the parallel 

observation that, while all subjects use some bodily organs and media to convert their substantive 

opinions into opinion-statements, different subjects recourse to these means (separately and in 

combination) to express their opinions in very different ways. The concrete opinions that subjects ‘voice’ 

about ‘the social’ can be created by a large range of competing physiological and (other) material 

elements, reliance on which can vary radically: different subjects can express opinions ‘verbally’, 

‘posturally’, ‘gesturally’, ‘facially’, &c, or they can ‘depict’, ‘write’, ‘print’, ‘broadcast’, ‘record’, ‘post’, &c, 

them, as well as any combination of these. The point here, then, is to clarify what effect ‘the social’ itself 

has on determining why this is the case, and indicate some broader trends within these intersubjective 

differences. The premises of this analysis are extremely similar to those for the means of thinking as 

well. As argued in chapter I, the distribution and arrangement between subjects of the MRCs for every 

activity is determined by its prevailing mode of cooperation, and for opinion-expression, this is governed 

by the mode of communication. Under the functional differentiation that characterises late-modern 

society, and with the rise of sub-types of communication ‘dedicated to’ different social activities, the 

distribution/arrangement of the MRCs of communication is devolved to the various sub-modes of 

communication. These have created communicative occupations that specialise ‘in’ particular parts of 

‘the social’—journalists and publicity agents, and other members of the communicative ‘branch’ of the 

discursive ‘intelligentsia’ for an activity, mirroring the (mostly) ideative occupations of academic 
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researchers—as well, again, as informal ways of ‘articulating about’ them.707 In chapter II, the analysis 

outlined the ways in which different means of articulation facilitate opinion-expression, and suggested 

that subjects can use organic and media articulation in (again) mutually supportive or contradictory ways 

to transmit the complex, sophisticated opinions they have formulated.708 Again, the aim of this chapter 

is once again to continue reconciling the classist asymmetries present in late modernity identified in 

chapter I with the universality of the model of opinion-expression presented in chapter II. 

This analysis begins with the same consideration as for the means of thinking, namely how much 

scope there is for differentiations in how subjects use means of articulation—i.e., how ‘permanent’ or 

‘variable’ their control over, disposal of, or access to bodily organs and media is. Here, however, there is 

a much clearer divide than for the means of thinking. Bodily organs are almost uncontroversially 

‘permanent’ elements of human biology and physiology, as with the exception of the physically disabled, 

they are something that all subjects have, and that is ‘naturally’ connected to their existence as living, 

embodied beings. Thus, to a large extent, organs are always-already present in subjects’ ‘kernel’ of pre-

social humanity. Media, meanwhile, occupy a uniquely separate position to both means of thinking and 

organic means of articulation, in that they are not necessarily connected in any way to human biology, 

physiology, or psychology.709 Even though all subjects are to some extent surrounded by materials—even 

in ‘the natural’ rather than specifically ‘the social’—these are strictly physically detached from the 

embodied elements comprising subjects’ pre-socialised ‘kernel’.710 This also affects the question about 

how far subjects’ specific expressive behaviours or recourse to communicative resources are ‘permanent’ 

or ‘contingent’ features of their subjectivities—i.e., whether subjects’ precise ‘arrangement’ of their bodily 

organs, and how they use different media are also immutable and fundamental characteristics, or variable 

consequences of socialisation processes. In the case of bodily organs, subjects’ expressive capacities and 

behaviour are determined by a mixture of genetic inheritance and extensive socialisation, which gives 

each of them a ‘baseline’ level, and way, of using their bodies that is subjectively largely constant (even 

if intersubjectively variable), and which can be refined over the course of their lives.711 Thus, subjects are 

‘given’ a particular voice type, body size and shape, facial appearance, &c, by virtue of the ‘natural’ 
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features of their embodiment, but they can choose to ‘learn’, or be ‘trained’ in, many different uses of 

these features—e.g., through athletic exercise, Alexander technique, finishing school, voice coaching 

and singing lessons, or taking part in dramatic and other stage performances.712 By contrast, the range 

of ways in which media can be used in different contexts is limited only by the nature of communicative 

materials themselves, and by the state of technological development—which, however, also means that 

no subject is ‘guaranteed’ the use of any media simply by being ‘thrown’ into ‘the social’713. In other 

words, in late modernity, subjects can prima facie express themselves by writing a diary entry, making a 

phonecall, being interviewed on radio or television, sending an email, writing a blogpost, tweeting, or 

in any other way they choose, restricted only by the technical requirements of each format—but also 

that access to any of these means is never ‘unconditional’ or ‘universal’, but always comes ‘at a cost’ that 

makes them (at least potentially) exclusive.714 This means that, while the capacity for organic expression 

may be more or less universal across all subjects, and while the range of media available to them is 

extremely high (and still rising), there is considerable scope for ‘the social’—and socialisation processes—

to ‘emphasise’ different organs and media under some conditions more than others. With bodily organs, 

socialisation is barely at all a question of determining whether subjects have control over, disposal of, or 

access to them, and almost entirely one of how they do so—i.e., again, how they use the organs they 

have ‘naturally’—whereas with media, it is a case of determining almost entirely both whether they have 

access, control, or disposal—i.e., what means they have, and how they (choose to) use them. 

The contingently prevailing modes (and activity-specific sub-modes) of communication thus have 

significant latitude to affect how subjects use specific bodily organs and media to express opinions about 

different parts of ‘the social’. Opinion research has hitherto only superficially recognised that the 

opinions subjects express, as part of their wider discursive ‘output’, depend on the communicative ‘tools’ 

available to them, especially media but to an extent also their organs.715 But beyond that, this enquiry 

also argues that opinion research must explore how far subjects’ opinions and the particular combination 

of means of articulation they use to express them—i.e., any or all of the many different organs and 

mediums—can be predicted through ‘deep-structure’ analysis of the mode of communication by which 
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their articulation is governed, and other aspects of their communicative habitus.716 As with opinion-

formation, in lieu of a complete overview of each mode’s articulation ‘preferences’, this analysis offers a 

few illustrative examples of how different means of articulation have historically been mobilised and 

essentialised. The only caveat here is that, unlike ideation, communication has not traditionally been 

divided into a similar set of periodisations—at least, not ones that enjoy the same degree of clarity and 

uncontroversial recognition. This renders the claims here of necessity a little more sweeping and 

speculative than those for ideation. 

The norms around the various means of articulation have mostly focused on cumulatively 

expanding subjects’ expressive opportunities beyond the limitations of foregoing modes of 

communication, albeit more with a view to supplementing and diversifying rather than displacing 

‘established’ techniques and resources. As a result, the historical development of these norms (again, at 

least within Europe) has left bodily organs largely unaffected as means of articulation since the most 

‘primitive’ periods of human society—perhaps because they are integral to subjects’ embodiment, and 

because their physiology has not evolved significantly during the Anthropocene era, which has limited 

how far radically new ways can be invented to use bodies to communicate.717 But beyond this remarkable 

transhistorical consistency, there have been some indications of slight variations in organic 

communication over time, often via (re)invention and new appropriation of its meaning in line with 

contingent norms of personal etiquette: different standards of beauty, elegance, or gracefulness in social 

appearance and conduct have led subjects to shift their reliance between different organs as expressive 

elements.718 By contrast, given media’s ‘subject-independent’ status, their role under consecutive modes 

of communication is more variable by several orders of magnitude than that of bodily organs, and can 

be separated into three broad and discretely identifiable ‘waves’, or revolutionary moments, of 

diversification and transition.719 First, the invention of writing and other symbols ‘decoupled’ 

communication from subjects’ bodies, giving information ‘externalisation’, systematised ‘regularity’, and 

‘permanence’ that lowered the immediacy and contemporaneity required for its meaning to ‘flow’ 

between subjects.720 Second, the development of printing and other mechanical media vastly increased 
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the volume of subjects’ communicative output, as well as further increasing its systematised ‘regularity’, 

allowing for a more consistent dissemination to more subjects over a larger area and further reducing 

the need for immediacy and contemporaneity.721 Third, the discovery of electric and digital media vastly 

expanded the possible forms of communication, extending the ‘permanence’ of writing and symbolism 

to auditory information via sound recording, and deepening the complexity available for visual 

information via (moving) image recording, as well as further reducing the need for immediacy by 

increasing their ‘reach’ via broadcasting, virtual, and online media.722 Over time, each of these ‘waves’ 

has led to significant additions to, and changes in, the norms of communication expected under its 

successive modes. Thus, for example, the increased ‘pace’ of information exchange since the advent of 

electric and digital media especially has significantly reduced the tolerance for prolixity in writing 

styles—e.g., from the lengthy ‘social problem novels’ of the 18th and 19th centuries to the pithy social 

media ‘threads’ of the 21st—and for the length of the ‘soundbites’ used in radio and television 

broadcasting.723 Each stage of technological development has also consistently heralded a slight decline 

in the intensity, or prominence, with which subjects use bodily organs and media from the earlier ‘waves’, 

generally once new means emerge in later ‘waves’.724 This has mostly been a relative decline, as the 

emergence of new means has ‘taken the pressure off’ older ones, rather than directly ‘replacing’ them. 

But there has also been some absolute decline, with shifts towards new technologies leading to a ‘neglect’, 

‘unlearning’, or ‘attrition’, of earlier, more rudimentary, and less pervasive or adaptable means, as with 

the near-extinction of petroglyphy and petrography, the rapid rise and disappearance of telegraphy, the 

ongoing decline of print media, or the endangered status of oral lore, ‘kerygmatic’, and proclamation 

traditions in various forms of religion, law, and other literature.725 This, in part, has had the effect of 

‘deprioritising’ or even ‘crowding out’ bodily organs in favour of successive ‘waves’ of media outside 

subjects’ embodiment.726 In late modernity, with the extensive diversification of means of thinking 

available to subjects, it is difficult to ‘pin down’ a reductive set of norms that govern all ‘contemporary’ 
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organic or media communication. But there clearly are such norms that apply to each one with some 

degree of definition. 

For each mode of communication, socialising (and interpellating) apparatuses endow subjects 

with these norms for using bodily organs and media as part of their wider communicative habitus. Like 

the ideative norms that instruct subjects ‘how to think’ using personality-traits, emotions, and forms of 

reasoning, these communicative norms present the contingent ideal-type of ‘how to articulate’ using 

bodily organs and media under the prevailing mode of communication. For every physical and temporal 

conjuncture, they ‘set’ the ‘average’ societal archetype for how ‘vocally’, ‘posturally’, ‘gesturally’, ‘visually’, 

&c, or in how ‘symbolic’, ‘written’, ‘telecommunicative’, ‘digital’, &c, a format subjects should articulate 

themselves when they express opinions. Again, while these norms prima facie apply partly to all subjects 

engaged in communication at any given conjuncture, the specific ideal-types become ‘disaggregated’ 

according to the division of articulation under each mode of communication. As a result, the norms 

around the use of means of articulation which subjects follow when they express opinions depend on the 

communicative occupation they hold within the division of articulation, and ‘their’ distribution and 

arrangement of the MRCs of communication. Again, the ‘content’ of each subjects’ norms (and hence 

the kind, or level, of their access, &c, to their bodily organs and media) depends on the type of 

(vernacular or specialised) ‘communicating’ they are doing when they form opinions—i.e., public 

speaking, personal correspondence, literary writing, making art, current affairs broadcasting, &c.727 In 

late modernity, the mode of communication is highly classist, which creates systematic (and radical) 

inequalities in the MRCs of communication, and hence the communicative power, of subjects in 

different communicative occupations—including differential control over, disposal of, and access to the 

means of articulation. Just as it is the ideative occupations within the intelligentsia who have the best 

use of means of thinking, the correlative communicative occupations—i.e., journalists and other 

publicity agents—enjoy the most favourable distribution and arrangement of MRCs of communication, 

constitute a communicative elite, and are able to use means of articulation more than subjects in lower-

class or ‘informal’ communicative occupations. Subjects in the intelligentsia are thus expected to use 

their bodies and media in a way that enhances, rather than inhibits, the complexity and sophistication 

of their articulation processes—here, linked to aspects of ‘skill ideology’, such as rhetorical ‘clarity’, 

‘eloquence’, ‘artfulness’, ‘persuasiveness’, &c—again to the cost of subjects outside the communicative 
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elite.728 As with ‘thinking aids’ and reasoning tools and strategies, this communicative distinction 

becomes obvious when organic or media expression is materialised in, or relies on, external resources—

i.e., make-up, clothing, ‘handbooks’, ‘instruction manuals’, or a host of ‘support’ technologies, such as 

computer coding, graphic design software, or high-definition recording devices. Journalists and publicity 

agents typically have greater and more immediate control over, disposal of, and access to these resources 

than other ‘communicators’—again, often because they (or their close colleagues) have developed them 

themselves—and hence a firmer and ‘more skilful’ grasp of the ways of articulating they ‘embed’, or 

‘realise’.729 Thus, again, subjects in the intelligentsia have a ‘fuller’ ideal-type of ‘how to articulate’, and 

those in other communicative occupations receive somewhat ‘derivative’ ideal-types that reflect their 

comparatively lower use of means of articulation. 

As with opinion-formation, the way in which subjects express opinions is also differentiated 

according to more than just the divisions within communication. The norms and practices for bodily 

organs and media, and the classist divisions within communication, are likewise ‘cross-cut’ by the 

division of purposive agency into activities (and domains) and occupations (and classes) in the same way. 

The activities about which subjects express opinions modify the general communicative norms 

governing how, and whether, they use the various means of articulation to do so, with the result that for 

different sub-types of communication ‘dedicated to’ specific activities, certain bodily behaviours and 

types of media are reified and universalised across all subjects engaged in these activities. For instance, 

the emergence and expansion of voting, either in elections or plebiscites/referendums, in response to the 

rise of democratic constitutionalism made the act of ‘casting a ballot’—i.e., either marking a paper and 

placing it in a box or pulling a lever on a machine—a characteristic form of political expression. Similarly, 

the strong and consistent accompaniment of prayer in different faiths by particular ‘iconic’ postures and 

gestures—e.g., folded hands, bowed head, kneeling, &c—and specific vocabulary in verbal 

communication has given these organic behaviours an indelible association with religious activity. 

Further, these activities likewise modify the general classist divisions in the use of means of articulation 

inherited from the overarching mode of communication, so that different sub-types of communication 

grant differential control over, disposal of, and access to the means of articulation to the specialised 

discursive occupations compared with subjects who only ‘informally’ express opinions within ‘their’ social 

                                                   
728 See p.172. Dunne 1997; Papillion 1995; Poulakos 1983; Roochnik 1996; Sterne 2006. 
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activity. Thus, again, despite the major differences between ‘their’ activities, there are similar divisions 

between, for example, company advertisers and business executives or consumers, government press 

spokespeople and politicians or voters, ‘public intellectuals’ and school pupils, or religious ‘preachers’ and 

worshippers, in the ‘way they articulate’ when they express opinions about various parts of ‘the social’. 

At the same time, different sub-modes of communication also reflect the occupational plurality and class 

stratifications within the activities with which they are associated, again either because the different 

requirements under these activities’ modes of cooperation lead subjects to favour some bodily behaviours 

or types of media over others, or because subjects can leverage their fungible MRCs and power within 

the ‘primary’ activities—e.g., wealth and income, education level, and social status—to gain better access 

to the means of articulation.730 Thus, at the purely occupational level, there are clear differences between, 

for example, the way activists going on a protest express opinions—e.g., by marching, singing, shouting 

slogans, making iconic hand gestures, wearing more or less informal clothing, carrying placards, rioting, 

&c—and the way police officers sent out to meet them do so—e.g., by standing in the way, kettling 

them, making public broadcast announcements, wearing uniforms, making arrests, launching baton-

and-shield charges, &c. Moreover, at the classist level, the opinion-statements of government ministers, 

business leaders, senior clergy, judges, or cultural figures, &c, are awarded vastly greater prominence 

(and a greater social ‘cachet’), whether ‘on the airwaves’, ‘in writing’, or online, than those of subjects in 

lower-class occupations within each of these domains.731 

Again, subjects in the ‘castlist’ of influential personalities and groups can use the processes and 

apparatuses of socialisation to give themselves more privileged communicative positions, and perpetuate 

classist divisions in subjects’ use of bodily organs and media under the given sub-modes of 

communication. Elites and intelligentsia, with the help of educational occupations, restrict exposure to 

certain ‘ways of articulating’—e.g., defining ‘genteel’ and ‘polite’ versus ‘vulgar’ or ‘taboo’ behaviours, 

‘jargon’, foreign languages, rhetorical delivery and presentation skills—to only the narrow set of subjects 

intended to replace them.732 Again, peer-groups act to ensure that subjects ‘talk properly’ and ‘behave 

themselves’ in a way ‘appropriate to’ their social situations, while heroic individuals either ‘elevate’ or 
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popularise certain articulation styles—e.g., the self-indulgently florid prose of Russell Brand or Stephen 

Fry, versus the simple imagery of Donald Trump or (in a different register) Beyoncé.733 Of course, since 

the materials that constitute media are separate from subjects’ embodiments, there is not (as such) any 

limit on how unequally the nature and the level of subjects’ control, disposal, and access to them can be 

distributed under classist modes and sub-modes of communication. While in many cases there is a 

straightforward financial hurdle that prevents lower-class subjects from ‘affording’ the same media 

technology as those in higher classes—e.g., high-quality drawing and writing equipment, recording 

studios with expensive equipment, large-scale printing and publishing, &c—‘denial of access’ can take 

many subtler forms in late modernity.734 For instance, news and current affairs discussion websites often 

require subjects to register an account (sometimes in their real name) in order to contribute to ‘below-

the-line’ comment sections, while their editorial teams impose tight limits on who can publish on them 

that favour a narrow cadre of regular writers. At the same time, owners and operators of social 

networking and search engine websites (e.g., Facebook, Wikipedia, Google) can amend or delete 

‘content’, as well as ‘blocking’ the sites’ users, with very little accountability or oversight. Hence, just as 

for the means of thinking, occupational and classist divisions in the use of means of articulation for each 

sub-type of communication partly ‘align with’ occupational and classist divisions within both 

communication in general and the activities about which subjects are expressing opinions. 

As with the means of thinking, then, this all suggests that the functional differentiation of society, 

which leads to the hybridisation of communication with the activities about which it takes place, adds 

similarly significant variety to the way subjects express opinions about ‘the social’. The ways subjects use 

bodily organs and media to transform their substantive opinions about their environments into opinion-

statements are likewise not universal, but strongly affected by the activities, occupations, and class 

situations into which they are socialised—which may even ‘outweigh’ the differentiations imposed by 

the prevailing mode of communication itself. As with ideation in chapter IV, the longer and more closely 

subjects are engaged in an activity, and hold a particular occupation (or occupy a particular class 

situation) within it, the more they ‘adopt’ the habitus of its associated sub-mode of communication—

i.e., the more they tend towards the ideal-typical way in which each activity ‘expects’ subjects to use their 

means of articulation when expressing opinions about it. As in the previous chapter, the enquiry now 

looks at precisely how functional differentiation impacts the way subjects in different social roles express 
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opinions, and illustrate how different bodily organs and mediums are mobilised and essentialised by 

different sub-modes of communication. And again, the focus is on the mobilisation and essentialisation 

tendencies for subjects in higher- and lower-class occupations in their activities, and it is assumed that 

the tendencies for ‘middle-class’ subjects lie between these extremes. 

 

§2. Bodily organs: sophisticate poseurs and common obsequy 

 

In chapter II, this enquiry noted that the bodily organs that have a consistent effect on how 

subjects transmit information about ‘the social’ can be categorised according to the parts of the body 

Case study 8: Free and Green? 

 

The evolution of Irish nationalism offers an intriguing example of the different restrictions and possibilities subjects in 

different classes face when expressing their views on a given social issue—here, the autonomy of Ireland. Despite 

renouncing extra-parliamentary activity under the terms of the 1882 Kilmainham Treaty, nationalist elites in the Irish 

Parliamentary Party, led by Charles Stewart Parnell and John Redmond, found extreme limits to their ability to further 

the cause of Irish self-government through the ‘accepted’ channels of Westminster debate, since even though they won 

the support of the Liberals under Gladstone, successive Home Rule bills were defeated in the House of Commons in 

1886 and the House of Lords in 1893. These defeats took place against a background of prolonged Irish agrarian 

agitation (the Land War) and the Fenian bombing campaign, and also led to sporadic outbreaks of sectarian urban unrest 

and even rebellion (e.g., the 1886 Belfast riots, the 1916 Easter Rising). While a third Home Rule bill passed in 1914, 

the delay in its promulgation due to WW1 and the UK government’s hasty and brutal reprisals after the Easter Rising 

turned nationalist elites away from Home Rule towards Irish republicanism (e.g., Sinn Féin’s declaration of the Dáil 

Éireann as a parliament independent of the UK in 1919), and galvanised the Irish public to support mass physical force 

separatism over elite negotiation (i.e., the 1919-21 Irish War of Independence). Since then, in the Republic of Ireland 

and especially Northern Ireland, Irish nationalist partisanship and activism has operated along a spectrum of uneasily 

coexisting tactics, ranging from formal coordination with the UK (e.g., the 1922 Anglo-Irish Treaty, the 1998 Good 

Friday Agreement, or the 2006 St. Andrew’s Agreement) to outright war and paramilitary conflict (e.g., 1922-23 Irish 

Civil War, the Troubles). These have all been characterised by a recurring pattern of ‘mainstream’ nationalist elites 

calling for a turn to direct or mediated negotiation (e.g., power-sharing in the Northern Ireland Assembly), and 

encouraging their popular supporters to employ nonviolent means of expression such as protest marches (e.g., the 1968-

9 civil rights marches, or the 1972 anti-internment rally that culminated in the Bloody Sunday massacre) or popular art 

(e.g., the ‘Free Derry’ mural, and songs such as ‘Come Out Ye Black and Tans’ or ‘Go On Home British Soldiers’). In 

turn, these are routinely condemned by ‘hardline’ counter-elites and dissident activists (e.g., Republican Sinn Féin, 

Continuity IRA, Official IRA, Provisional IRA, Real IRA), who by their self-exclusion from ‘conventional’ forms of 

discourse restrict themselves to a narrow range of often crude and indirect ways to express their support for nationalism 

(e.g., communiqués, hunger strikes, riots, robberies, bombings, or assassinations). 
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(i.e., organ-groups) they use, and the type of information they create: vocal and sonic, ocular and visual, 

facial, postural, gestural.735 The precise nuances in their vocal stress, intonation, rhythm, tone, or tempo, 

and in their use of certain gestures, postures, eye movements, and facial expressions, variously influence 

how subjects convey the substantive content—above all the emotional content, or in broad terms the 

‘positivity’ or ‘negativity’—of their opinions. Here, the analysis takes each bodily organ identified earlier, 

and examines them in turn. As with the means of thinking in chapter IV, the aim is to clarify whether 

subjects’ use of—i.e., control over, disposal of, and access to—certain bodily organs is generally more 

associated with some activities and occupations (and classes) than others. Again, insofar as this is the 

case, it enables opinion research to pinpoint the social determination of how subjects express—or, in 

fact, do not express—opinions about different parts of ‘the social’, and in particular explicate why these 

opinions may appear in forms that are ostentatiously sophisticated and overt, or modestly simple and 

subdued, compared with those of other subjects in a given population. 

First, vocal and sonic communication. In general, all activities use communication that is spoken 

and linguistic—i.e., in technical terms, communication through the syntactical and grammatical 

arrangements of lexicals, based on the phonetic combination of delineated sets of vowel and consonant 

speech sound units. For instance, verbal expression is prized as integral to success in face-to-face sales 

pitches, business negotiations, market trading, advertising, and hawking or peddling wares, as well as in 

consumer ‘taste tests’, focus groups, speeches, and interviews, and similarly in political campaigning and 

protesting, conferences and summits, question-and-answer sessions, or legislative scrutiny and debate, 

in curative activity for doctors, patients, and care staff to share information about medical conditions 

and treatments, and in juridical activity to facilitate prosecution and defence arguments, jury discussions, 

and courtroom consultations or judgments.736 Likewise, speech is key to reproducing religious discourse 

in worship (e.g., preaching sermons, creeds and testimonies, textual readings) and proselytism (e.g., the 

Christian Great Commission, or the Islamic da’wah dialogical missionary tradition), and to facilitate 

educational message comprehension, either via speech repetition in early-years and language teaching 

and learning or through complex discussion as a major format for instruction in higher education.737 The 

major point of divergence comes in the vocabularies associated with each activity. Thus, for example, 

                                                   
735 See pp.111-4.  
736 Aoi 1984; Cyphert 2010; Gallino 2008; Sparks and Areni 2002. 
737 Bloom, Hood, and Lightbown 1974; De Smet, Van Keer, and Valcke 2008; Gathercole 2006; Hoff, Core, and Bridges 
2008, pp.903-16; Masur 1995; Miller 1977; Pilkington and Walker 2003; Smith 2008, pp.198-9; Speidel and Herreshoff 1989; 
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economic, political, juridical, and medical discourse lean heavily on often highly stylised jargon, prosody, 

and theoretical terminology specific to different contexts (e.g., industries and sectors, plenary sessions, 

protest marches, court hearings, surgical operations, GP consultations), while in families and friendship 

groups there is uniquely greater tolerance for subjects using a diverse range of ‘unofficial’ or ‘semi-private’ 

vocabularies, and relaxing conventional linguistic rules (e.g., grammar, syntax, spelling).738 Moreover, 

activities exhibit significant variance in their use of non-spoken or non-linguistic communication. Vocal 

music, for instance, is predominantly the preserve of ‘work songs’ performed during labour tasks (e.g., 

agricultural and pastoral songs, ‘field hollers’, ‘slave songs’, sea shanties, waulking songs, industrial folk 

songs), national anthems and other patriotic songs, ‘underground’ protest, topical, or anti-war songs, 

political music genres (e.g., punk, rap, nueva canción), or celebratory music for religious worship (e.g. 

Christian hymns and carols, Hasidic Jewish nigunim, Sikh gurbani and rāgas, or Hindu pathas for Vedic 

chanting).739 Meanwhile, oral noises are tolerated only in some activities, such as the fairly extensive 

allowance made for keening, cheering, or roaring (dis)approval alongside or in response to political 

speech, the embrace of non-spoken linguistic expression in ‘interactive’ early-years education (i.e., 

nursery, kindergarten, primary school), or the wide range of shouts and screams subjects can use to 

express opinions within families and friendship groups.740 

Within social activities, there is a high degree of a priori fundamental symmetry in the use of vocal 

and sonic communication across occupations. Due to subjects’ pervasive and extensive ownership of their 

bodily organs, there is a limit to how far even extremely classist sub-modes of communication for any 

given domain can inhibit mass vocalisations. However, some asymmetries emerge, mostly via divergence 

in the communicative habitus for different occupations, which can lead to classist divisions in the quality 

of different subjects’ linguistic and non-linguistic expression. For instance, economic speech is often 

most visibly the preserve of sales and ‘customer relations’ occupations, market analysts and consultants, 

and forecasters (e.g., central bankers), alongside economic theorists and journalistic commentators, 

‘sophisticated’ political speech is dominated by professional politicians, spokespeople, senior bureaucrats, 

or political researchers, and juridical speech is restricted to a narrow tranche of higher-class occupations 

(e.g., barristers/advocates, solicitors/notaries, judges) who ‘speak for’ lay subjects engaged with the legal 
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system.741 At the same time, teachers and learners in higher education are expected to rely predominantly 

on complex and stylised linguistic communication (e.g., topic-specific terminology and linguistic rules), 

medical and disciplinarian familial contexts occasionally skew notionally ‘universal’ vocal communication 

in favour of doctors and care staff, parents, or senior family members, and faiths built on clericalism and 

sacerdotalism often reserve speech for certain privileged occupations (e.g., priests, other senior religious 

figures) and limit proselytic functions to a few ‘specialists’ (e.g., Bahá’í pioneers, Christian missionaries, 

or Buddhist bhante and bhikku monks).742 By contrast, at lower educational levels teachers’ and learners’ 

expressions are allowed (or expected) to be simpler and more informal, and to include non-spoken and 

non-linguistic elements as well, in medical contexts the importance of patients’ linguistic and non-

linguistic expressions is somewhat downplayed beyond basic moments of consultation, while in familial 

and friendship contexts the norms around use of speech, &c (e.g., by children), vary informally between 

different groups, and in juridical activity, lower-class subjects are permitted to use verbal communication 

only when they are called as witnesses, selected for jury service, or otherwise contribute to courtroom 

debates, consultations, and the delivery of verdicts.743 In the same vein, lower-class workers or consumers 

can often only use speech in ‘workforce satisfaction’ and ‘customer feedback’ assessments—hence the 

emergence of ‘work songs’ precisely to ‘give a voice’ to subjects (e.g., slaves, proletarians) excluded from 

other forms of economic vocalisation—while lower-class subjects protesters and activists, campaigners, 

or voters are often limited to verbalising opinions in fairly rudimentary ways, but enjoy greater latitude 

in using non-spoken and non-linguistic communication (e.g., cheering, political songs, &c), depending 

on the degree of mass inclusion (i.e., enfranchisement) permitted under their prevailing administrative 

modes, and lower-class religious subjects’ use of speech is often restricted to ‘response’ or ‘reaction’ via 

highly stylised creeds and testimonies (e.g., the Islamic shahada, Christian Nicene, Apostles’, Tridentine, 

&c creeds, Jewish Shema Yisrael, &c) or intermittent congregational hymns and chants—except in some 
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comparatively egalitarian or participatory faiths (e.g., Quakers, Methodists, or the Evangelical Christian 

tradition of ‘witnessing’).744 

 

Second, postural and gestural communication. Beyond vocal and sonic communication, the use of 

postures and gestures (i.e., haptics, proxemics, and kinesics) are the forms of nonverbal communication 

that exhibit the clearest differences across activities and occupations. Before exploring these differences, 

it is worth bearing in mind that all postural or gestural communication takes place in a wider context of 

what Erving Goffman calls “civil inattention”, whereby subjects who are in close proximity to strangers 

show they are aware of each other but avoid imposing on each other.745 In other words, postural and 

gestural communication in general is extensively moderated vis-à-vis most other subjects ‘to start with’. 

This greatly restricts what forms of haptics, proxemics, and kinesics are considered acceptable for use 

under the habitual norms of any social activity. Partly as a result of this, as has been clear since the 

earliest theorisations of nonverbal communication by, among others, Birdwhistell and Edward T. Hall, 

each use of body language—each hapteme, proxeme, and kineme—has more than just one meaning.746 It 

is the particular norms and dispositions of a given activity’s or occupational habitus that give non-verbal 

uses of bodily organs to communicate their more fixed and precisely specified meaning. For instance, 

economic activity rigorously enforces systems of body language etiquette for business settings, including 

forms of greeting (e.g., handshakes, nods and bows, or wai, sampeah, sembah, or añjali mudra signs) and 

gestures designed to convey respect, positivity, or trustworthiness (e.g., ‘open’ and ‘confident’ stances, 

rules about eye contact, &c), while different faiths have carefully defined and choreographed the exact 

meaning of an extensive range of postures (e.g., Jewish or Christian orans prayer position, Hindu, Jain, 

and Buddhist contemplative ‘lotus position’ āsana), kneeling and bowing (e.g., Christian genuflection, 

поясной, and земной поклон, or Islamic rukūʿ and sujūd), hand gestures (e.g., Christian ‘sign of the 

cross’ and benedictio, Kohanic blessing, Christian or Shinto clasped hands, Hindu or Buddhist mudras), 

or kissing (e.g., ‘holy kiss’, ‘kiss of peace’).747 Meanwhile, the political uses of nonverbal communication 
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include gestures and postures carefully defined and choreographed for military or electoral contexts (e.g., 

rising to stand, standing at attention, waving, raising hands to vote, applauding, ‘hand hugs’, tipping, 

raising, or removing headgear, hugging, or ‘hands up’) as well as iconic gestures with specific ideological 

undertones (e.g., fascist Roman salute or quenelle, leftist or ‘Black Power’ clenched fist, socialist ‘fraternal 

kiss’, Egyptian ‘Rabia sign’, Turkish nationalist ‘Grey Wolf salute’, Serb nationalist ‘three-finger salute’, 

German ‘Merkel-Raute’)—with high tolerance for ‘negative’ taboo or destructive symbolism, especially 

in the context of campaigning and protest (e.g., clenched fists, sticking tongues out, ‘giving the finger’ 

or ‘V sign’, ‘loser’, ‘wanker’, ‘cutthroat’ motions, rioting, looting, physical aggression/fighting, or using 

‘stress positions’ on prisoners)—while in familial and friendship contexts, subjects have the latitude to 

use many different ‘unofficial’ or ‘semi-private’ vocabularies of nonverbal communication to express their 

opinions, particularly through touch or other forms of physical contact (e.g., intimate or romantic, which 

are otherwise construed as frotteurism or groping).748 As Kendon notes, postures and gestures occupy a 

continuum from less linguistic to fully linguistic (e.g., spontaneous gesticulations, language-like gestures 

versus emblems, sign language), based on whether their communicative meaning is evident without co-

occurrence of speech.749 Some activities have thus been able to cultivate complex, clear, and unique 

vocabularies of emblematic postures and gestures for subjects to use, including instructions to discipline 

their pose, bearing, physical distance and contact, body language, and movement in their environment. 

For example, juridical and political activity have enjoyed a long association with chironomia—the use of 

gesticulations and hand motions as part of rhetoric or oratory (e.g., the ‘Clinton thumb’ emphatic 

gesture)—to help subjects support or underline verbal discourse, while in educational contexts, subjects 

are encouraged to use ‘iconic’ or ‘beat’ gestures, timed to fit the rhythm of their co-occurring verbal 

expression, to represent and make memorable aspects of the images, actions, subjects, or objects about 

which they are communicating.750 

Within activities, there are extremely clear occupational and classist divisions in the use of postures 

and gestures. In general, higher-class subjects exhibit forms of nonverbal communication associated with 

confidence, dominance, or openness—e.g., the expectations that political leaders, government ministers, 

and parliamentary politicians avoid lazy, stupid, or offensive postures and gestures, and that teachers, 

tutors, lecturers, or educational counsellors adopt ‘open’ postures and gestures to signal not only their 
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superior position, but also a friendly demeanour that makes learners more receptive to their messages.751 

Meanwhile, lower-class subjects are expected to show obeisance through postures and gestures signalling 

respect, reverence, and submission—e.g., hat-tipping, ‘tugging the forelock’, clasping hands, the ‘kiss of 

respect’, bowing, curtseying, kneeling, kowtowing or dogeza, prostration, or other forms of proskynesis. 

These can be seen, for instance, in the practice of lawyers and legal clerks bowing cursorily to judges 

presiding in court, the various gestures used to nonverbally communicate familial respect (e.g., Indian 

pranāma reverential bowing, Filipino and Malaysian mano and salim gestures) or affection (e.g., physical 

contact, ‘hunkerin’’, cuddling, hugging, caressing, holding hands, kissing), and the expectations in many 

faith traditions that ‘lay’ worshippers diligently use prayer gestures (e.g., clasping hands) and kneel or 

prostrate themselves before senior religious figures or sacred objects.752 But often, lower-class subjects 

are extensively prohibited from engaging in much postural or gestural communication at all. Thus, for 

example, the pervasive norm that office workers sit down ‘at work’ places significant restrictions on their 

ability to express themselves through their posture beyond the limited scope of ‘hunching’ or ‘relaxing’, 

law enforcement heavily (and ever-increasingly) uses nonverbal communication to surmise subjects’ guilt 

or otherwise make judgments about them, patients are often restricted to various supine lying positions 

(e.g., Fowler’s position, decubitus position, Rose’s position, Sims’ position, Trendelenburg position) that 

limit their ability to express themselves through movement, and especially younger learners are restricted 

in their use of postures under the remit of ‘good behaviour’ (e.g., sitting versus standing in class, raising 

hands to ask questions, ‘stress positions’ as punishment), while their gestures are limited to those shown 

to help them memorise information.753 The use of physical contact to express closeness or confidence 

bears particularly strong class markers, and is far more prevalent between subjects who share the same 

class position—though the exact nature of this contact is shaped by different classist norms, from lower-

class back-slapping or high-fiving to (at least historically) higher-class formal hand-kissing.754 However, 

higher-class subjects are far more likely to touch subordinates to assert their dominance, with lower-

class subjects expected to avoid contact with their superiors (often ostentatiously).755 For example, there 
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is far greater tolerance for intimate contact (e.g., cheek kissing, hugging, high-fiving, fist-bumping, &c) 

among office team members and close colleagues than between co-workers at different ‘paygrades’, and 

children and adults can use a much wider and more diverse range of ‘body language’ to express themselves 

among one another compared to across children-adults divide, while at all educational levels, teachers 

are expected to maintain control over their strategic (especially vertical) distance towards their students, 

which they either reduce to improve reciprocal communication or increase to enforce discipline and gain 

psychological advantage.756 

 

Third, ocular, visual, and facial communication. There is not as much variation in how other forms 

of nonverbal communication—specifically, oculesics, and facial expression as a subset of kinesics—are 

used in different activities and occupations. Of course, this is not to say that these bodily organs are 

unimportant to opinion-expression: facial expression especially is crucial to the observable expressive 

patterns of emotion, as Izard argues.757 Nor should this be taken to suggest that there are no discernible 

differences whatsoever—just that the various forms of ocular, visual, and facial expression have not been 

‘claimed’, or systematised, by particular activities or occupations (especially classes) anywhere near as 

much as other uses of bodily organs. In fact, the only differences lie in whether different activities tolerate 

or downplay these forms of nonverbal communication. Some activities merely tolerate or do not exclude 

paralinguistic and meta-communicative forms of nonverbal expression, as long as they do not ‘distract’ 

from subjects’ other (verbal, postural, or gestural) expression, such as, for instance, with the valorisation 

of direct intersubjective contact and communication in economic negotiations or ‘deal-making’, the 

concept of ‘face time’ in production contexts, or procedural restrictions designed to foster discursive 

civility in legislative chambers (e.g., gaze orientation).758 Others actively discourage even the possibility 

of subjects using ocular, visual, or facial communication to express opinions, as with the requirement in 

many faiths, as well as various national or cultural schooling traditions, that lay worshippers, junior 

clergy, and learners (especially schoolchildren) avert their faces or lower their gaze in deference or respect 

to senior religious figures, sacred objects, or teachers—although most educational contexts allow subjects 
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to use meta-communicative eye contact to support and reinforce the retention, or recall, of information 

delivered via other forms of communication.759 Only in curative activity is nonverbal communication 

actively encouraged—less in medical contexts, where subjects usually only rely on rudimentary ocular, 

visual, or facial communication if other forms (i.e., vocal, postural, or gestural) are ruled out for reasons 

of ill-health, but in familial, romantic, or friendship contexts, where subjects can use a large spectrum of 

‘unofficial’ or ‘semi-private’ nonverbal communication forms (e.g., facial expressions, gaze, eye contact) 

to express opinions, relying on reciprocal and highly ‘localised’ tacit or explicit determination of 

‘appropriate’ norms around intimacy, interest, attention, deceit, discomfort (e.g., for oculesics like 

winking, blink rate, pupil dilation, eyebrow flashes, &c).760 

 

To summarise, there is a moderate degree of variety in the bodily organs subjects who are engaged 

in different activities, hold different occupations, and occupy different class situations can use to express 

their opinions. Subjects in all activities use vocal and sonic elements in their articulations, while postural 

and gestural articulation is much more variable, and the use of ocular, visual, and facial means to express 

opinion is restricted overwhelmingly to familial and friendship contexts. All of these means are more or 

less differentiated along class lines, as the permitted quality and quantity of vocal, postural, and gestural 

expression especially, and also often ocular, visual, and facial expression, accrues disproportionately in 

favour of subjects in higher-class occupations. In light of the effects of these organic means on opinion-

expression, opinion research should expect this moderate diversity in subjects’ use of bodily organs to 

effect occupational (and classist) differences in how subjects express opinions. These differences manifest 

fairly straightforwardly in a clear tendency for higher-class subjects to ‘dominate’, ‘capture’, or ‘swamp’ 

both the quality and quantity of organic expressions within mass opinion, especially for verbal forms of 

vocal communication, at the direct expense of lower-class subjects. In fact, this tendency is so extensive 

that it belies, and may even obscure, the (comparatively) greater parity across classes in how subjects 

‘contribute’ to the way mass opinion is formed, as outlined in chapter IV. In other words, the classism 

of the prevailing modes (and sub-modes) of communication compunds the classism of the prevailing 

modes (and sub-modes) of ideation, with the result that lower-class subjects’ discursive role is doubly 
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suppressed in late modernity. This can be seen in the many social situations—e.g., speeches, lectures, or 

sermons—where higher-class subjects have a structural monopoly on verbal communication (with 

lower-class subjects acting as a silent audience), but also in the tendency of richer, more powerful, or 

more ‘important’ subjects to instinctively ‘take up’ a more expansive amount of ‘personal space’—e.g., in 

the gendered concept of ‘manspreading’—as well as the disproportionate scrutiny to which the ‘body 

language’ and facial expressions of political leaders and their ministers are submitted in an attempt to 

gauge their views. Given these extreme classist tendencies in the use of bodily organs, social subjects 

can, in general, be said to lie on a spectrum between ‘sophisticate poseurs’ at the higher-class end, and 

‘common obsequy’ at the lower-class end. 

 

Case study 9: Separate but equal? 

 

The 1954-68 African-American Civil Rights movement, as well as the wider campaigns against racial segregation and 

discrimination and for black emancipation, are an instructive example of how subjects, especially in lower social classes, 

can use comparatively limited bodily means to express their views effectively. Throughout the existence of the movement, 

verbal communication, especially on a mass scale, was almost exclusively the preserve of leaders and other senior figures, 

including religious ministers (e.g., Martin Luther King, Malcolm X), rights activists (e.g., James Farmer, Bayard Rustin, 

Roy Wilkins), labour organisers (e.g., A. Philip Randolph, Whitney Young), and educational activists (e.g., Dorothy 

Height, John Lewis). These held an extensive oligopoly over the coordinated or devolved spoken communication of the 

major civil rights organisations (e.g., NAACP, SCLC, SNCC, CORE), whether in the form of public speeches and 

sermons (e.g., ‘I Have A Dream’, ‘I’ve Been to the Mountaintop’) or in-person negotiations with local or federal officials 

and legislators (e.g., the 1963 meeting between James Baldwin and Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, or the 1964 

meeting between King, Farmer, Young, and President Lyndon B. Johnson). However, many of the most iconic moments 

of the civil rights struggle came about a result of far more junior African-American activists using their bodies to 

physically disrupt the spaces and structures of racial segregation, especially since most civil rights groups adhered to a 

strategy of nonviolent civil disobedience that precluded the kind of terrorism practised by their white supremacist 

opponents (e.g., the 1963 16th Street Baptist Church bombing in Alabama by the KKK). These included both ‘merely’ 

passively occupying ‘whites-only’ spaces (e.g., Rosa Parks’ 1955 refusal to give up her seat on a public bus, or the 1958-

60 ‘sit-ins’ campaign in Wichita, Greensboro, Richmond, Nashville, and Atlanta), or actively entering them (e.g., the 

1957 desegregation of Little Rock Central High School, or the 1961 Freedom Rides). Or, more elaborately, they took 

the form of protest marches, either with the consent of political authorities (e.g., the 1963 March on Washington) or in 

the face of their resistance (e.g., the 1963 Children’s Crusade, the 1965 Selma to Montgomery marches), or full-blown 

race riots (e.g., the 1963 Birmingham riot, or the 1968 King assassination riots in Washington, D.C., Baltimore, and 

Chicago). In all cases, these careful and specific uses of otherwise ‘normal’, or even ‘submissive’, postures and gestures 

(e.g., sitting, kneeling, walking) provided a simple, almost eloquent, way for activists who lacked the privilege to have 

their voices heard to nevertheless register their opposition to institutional racism in the U.S.A. 
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§3. Media: omnivolent magnates and sporadic gadflies 

 

Finally, this enquiry observed that the majority of materials associated with opinion-expression 

can be categorised according to the technologies they rely on, and the type of information they create: 

imagery and symbolism, writing and printing, telecommunications and broadcasting, electronic and digital 

media, as well as a few other sui generis categories.761 The vast and proliferating number of different 

media, ranging from basic imagery all the way through cutting-edge electronic and virtual technology, 

and the scope for varying distortion, deformation, leakage, crosstalk, noise, interference, simplification, 

compression, definition, or resolution in the messages they transmit afforded by their associated content 

formats, affect how subjects can convey the substantive content—especially in detail—of their opinions. 

Now, this analysis takes each of the media identified earlier, and examines them in turn. Again, if 

different uses of media are found to be associated more with some activities, occupations, and classes 

than others, opinion research will be better able to identify the social determination of how subjects 

express—or do not express—opinions about different parts of ‘the social’, especially why for some 

subjects these may be ‘plastered everywhere’ via a vast smörgåsbord of different channels, while others 

are forced to rely on occasional ‘capture’ through a narrow tranche of media types. 

First, imagery and symbolism. These are one of the most fundamental forms of mediated 

communication, and are copiously used in almost all social activities. However, there are some 

differences between activities in whether images and symbols are used primarily in a technical or artwork 

capacity—a distinction that hinges mostly on whether clarity and accuracy of communication, or 

aesthetic considerations, are the message’s primary purpose. Of course, some symbolic representations 

belong primarily to one of these categories—e.g., graphs and statistical tables to ‘technical’ expressions, 

and paintings and sculptures to ‘artwork’ contexts. But most imagery and symbolism—i.e., pictures and 

illustrations, photographs, models, diagrams, maps, animations, alphabetic and numerical systems, can 

be used for either purpose, depending on the context. So, for instance, on the ‘technical’ side, businesses, 

financial institutions, policy research bodies, government departments, law courts, schools, and hospitals 

all rely extensively on subjects using numerical systems, statistics, and their pictorial representations (e.g., 

graphs, diagrams, charts, tables, models, technical illustrations) alongside scientific and mathematical 

symbols (e.g., astronomical, chemical, electronic, engineering, ecological, cartographical, or alphabetic 
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systems) to express opinions, either in a paralinguistic or meta-communicative way (i.e., on handouts, 

poster boards, flipcharts, slides and transparencies, computer and overhead projections, or drawing on 

whiteboards and blackboards) or as ‘speaking for themselves’.762 Meanwhile, some imagery has taken on 

symbolic meaning that is specific to particular activities, such as the use of ‘ticks’, ‘crosses’, or numbers 

to express voting preferences and other forms of electoral feedback, the standardised use of ‘consumer 

symbols’ (e.g., currency signs, barcodes and QR codes, copyrights and trademarks, recycling, laundry 

instructions, food safety/identification symbols, shipping symbols, computer icons, &c), faith-specific 

and medical logos and icons (e.g., the Hindu auṃ and sri chakra yantra, Christian crucifixes, Jewish ‘star 

of David’ and menorah, Islamic crescent, and Abrahamic and Dharmic aureolas and halos, or the Red 

Cross, Red Crescent, Red Star of David, ‘rod of Asclepius’, and caduceus), and the use of numerical and 

alphabetical systems to award educational ‘marks’, ‘grades’, and ‘ratings’ or ‘rankings’.763 By contrast, on 

the ‘artwork’ side, economic advertising and political campaigning rely on (favourable) visualisations of 

products or policies and reactions to them (e.g., commemorative statues, maps, paintings, sketches, 

cartoons, photography, posters, placards, graffiti, &c), ideograms and emblems as brand identification 

marks (i.e., commercial logos, coats of arms, crests and heraldry, national and other flags and emblems, 

&c), and highly visualised alphabetic and numerical systems (e.g., slogans on banners and flags, clothing, 

&c).764 Meanwhile, political and religious activity make particularly prominent use of colours to indicate 

partisan, ideological, or faith affiliation (e.g., socialist/communist red, conservative blue, anarchist black, 

fascist brown, liberal/libertarian yellow/orange, feminist or LGBT pink/purple, and ecological green, or 

Islamic green, Jewish blue, and Christian seasonal colours)—while, depending on their ‘iconoclastic’ or 

‘iconodulist’ leanings, faiths prominently use embellished imagery (e.g., Christian flat or bas-relief icons, 

Islamic kufic, naskh, thuluth, or Nastaʿlīq calligraphy, Dharmic mandalas, manuscript illuminations, &c) 

to express veneration, restricted only by norms limiting ‘idolatrous’ portrayals of sacred objects.765 

Within social activities, occupational divisions in the use of imagery and symbolism are so unique 

to each activity that it is difficult to draw out any overarching classist tendencies—apart from a tentative 
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suggestion that they seem to offer slightly more leeway to higher-class occupations, but also have higher 

expectations of the quality of imagery and symbolism they use. The use of imagery and symbolism is 

tightly controlled in many activities, so it is overwhelmingly company executives, government ministers, 

senior civil servants, senior clergy, traders, economists, policy researchers, or doctors, and to a lesser 

extent managers, ‘PR’ professionals, nurses, judges, barristers/advocates, and solicitors/notaries, &c, who 

are expected (or permitted) to ‘fluently’ use statistics and their representations, technical illustrations, 

iconic or scientific symbols, and ‘artwork’—let alone able to use grand, expensive, or large-scale imagery 

(e.g., statues, posters)—and discretion over their ability to present their opinions in the form of imagery 

or symbolism generally lies with the most senior occupations in each activity.766 By contrast, lower-class 

subjects’ use of images and symbols extends little further than the basic use of ‘ticks’ and ‘crosses’, and 

numerical or ‘star’ ratings, in carefully-delimited voting and ‘customer feedback’ situations, and modest, 

cheap, small-scale, and ad hoc forms of political or religious symbolism (e.g., graffiti, placards, banners, 

overt ‘activist’ or ‘partisan’ use of colours, &c)—again, often at the discretion of higher-class occupations 

(e.g., via formal and informal franchise restrictions, ‘freedom of speech’ rights and regulations, &c).767 

The only exceptions to this trend are educational activity, where lower-class teachers and learners (e.g., 

in early-years or ‘special needs’ education) are encouraged to use ‘rudimentary’ or ‘immature’ imagery 

and symbolism to express themselves, whereas at higher levels (e.g., secondary school, higher education) 

their expression is limited to lectures, presentations, set work, examinations, &c, which are usually verbal 

and written—except for the continued use of mathematical and scientific symbols and ‘artwork’ imagery 

in scientific and ‘fine art’ contexts—and the comparative universalisation (with some ‘localised’ variation) 

of symbolic communication in familial and friendship contexts.768 

 

Second, writing and printing. These are the other fundamental form of mediated communication, 

and are likewise commonly used in all social activities. However, their use is often highly specific and 

carefully circumscribed by stylistic and orthographical norms, and in several cases the greatest volume of 

written and printed communications for an activity comes in the form of academic and journalistic 
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commentary about it (e.g., theoretical and ‘trade’ books, academic journal and press articles).769 There is 

a distinction within ‘writing’ between handwritten messages (e.g., notes, cards, some letters, surveys, or 

questionnaires) and those that are typeset or word-processed, as late-modern technological (especially 

computing) developments have vastly expanded the latter at the expense of the former.770 This same 

distinction maps onto a broader differentiating criterion of the scale for which the written or printed 

communication is intended. Messages designed for ‘mass publication’ (e.g., newspaper or magazine 

leaders, opinion-pieces, op-eds, posters, or pamphlets) were historically among the first media to be 

typeset, and are now almost universally word-processed and printed.771 However, those intended for 

‘personal’ use or smaller and more ‘targeted’ audiences (e.g., diary entries, letters, or essays) continued to 

be handwritten well into the modern period, and subjects still often use handwriting to ‘personalise’ 

printed communication (e.g., signatures, marginalia).772 Activities vary mainly in how specific, limited, 

and standardised they require subjects’ use of written and printed formats to be. For instance, internal 

and external business or governmental correspondence (e.g., performance reports, departmental and 

ministerial reports, worksheets, memos, press releases, manifestos, campaign literature, and letters to 

constituents, employees, shareholders, or customers), product information (e.g., descriptions, packaging 

information, labels), and customer or citizen feedback (e.g., product reviews, feedback forms, letters of 

complaint, letters to parliamentarians, petitions, political literature, written responses to surveys), as well 

as educational communication both ‘transient’ (e.g., essays, précis summaries, study and revision notes) 

and ‘permanent’ (e.g., handouts, textbooks, course guides, readers), and medical expression (e.g., medical 

forms, doctor’s notes, letters to patients), are often characterised by extremely terse and brief articulation, 

semi-private languages or orthography (e.g., Grecian or Latinate terminology, acronyms, symbols), and 

more or less stringent format standardisation through ‘house styles’.773 Meanwhile, in many faiths, ‘core’ 

sacred texts and scriptures are often ‘fixed’ and viewed as ‘inerrant’ (e.g., the Christian Bible, Jewish 

Tanakh (including the Torah), Islamic Qur’an and hadith, Sikh Guru Granth Sahib and Dasam Granth, 

Hindu Śruti Vedas and Bhagavad Gita, or Buddhist sutras), so subjects are limited to expressing opinions 
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by reissuing and decorating these ‘core’ texts, or through derivative exegeses within their faith tradition 

(e.g., Christian Patristic, Catenist, or Scholiast Biblical commentaries, Jewish Mishnah and Gemara, 

midrash, and pesher texts, Islamic Tafsīr commentaries and taʾwīl esoteric interpretations, Hindu Smṛti 

texts, and Buddhist vinayas)—while in juridical activity, subjects rely on a vast range of legal instruments 

(e.g., treaties, constitutions, certificates, licenses and charters, acts and statutes, contracts, court orders 

and rulings, legal opinions and statements, affidavits, briefs and memorandums, deeds, testaments, writs, 

summonses or plaint notes and warrants), each of which is governed by clear and rigid norms of use and 

relies heavily on semi-private (Latinate and archaic) legal terminology.774 By contrast, in familial and 

friendship contexts, writing and printing are often secondary to other forms of communication—and 

are declining in the wake of telecommunications, electronic, and digital innovations—so subjects’ use of 

them is less regulated or controlled, especially regarding the enforcement of linguistic rules (grammar, 

syntax, spelling), and generally errs away from highly formalised expression.775 

Within social activities, there are noticeably universal occupational and classist differences in the 

ways subjects use written and print communication. To varying degrees, every activity reserves the use 

of ‘its’ written and print media at least partly for higher-class subjects—from business correspondence, 

governmental reports, and press releases, to religious exegeses, medical prescriptions, and textbooks.776 

This is especially true of academic and journalistic commentary, which is largely restricted to higher-

class subjects due to the prevalence of oligopolistic media conglomerates and the entry costs of higher 

education—although there have been historical periods of much more equal and cross-classist access to 

both writing and printing (e.g., the early proliferation in publishing before the consolidation of media 

oligopolies), reanimated by recent technological innovations (e.g., the rise of self-publishing).777 It takes 

its most extreme form in juridical activity, where the use of many forms of writing and print is so 

restricted that it accrues exclusively to single occupations, or even individual subjects (e.g., acts and 

statutes, writs, licenses and charters, court rulings, or legal opinions).778 Of course, some media are more 
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universal across occupations (e.g., worksheets, memos, feedback forms, attitude surveys), but even here 

lower-class subjects’ access is often controlled by those in higher class situations. This control 

occasionally extends to a form of ‘supervision’, where lower-class subjects’ use of written or print media 

requires the presence, indirect involvement, or advice of higher-class subjects—as with learners writing 

essays or sitting examinations, or citizens filling out tax forms, signing contracts, deeds, or testaments.  

Only in familial and friendship contexts is subjects’ use of writing (and printing) largely universal across 

occupations—though even here there may be some localised variation, since often children’s use of media 

depends on parental discretion, with a certain ageism in parents’ and childrens’ different norms of use.779  

 

Third, telecommunications and broadcasting. The main contribution of telecommunications and 

broadcast media has been to introduce new formats for already-existing bodily and mediatic forms of 

communication, expanding their possible scale, range, and sophistication.780 This is especially the case 

for vocal and sonic communication (e.g., landline and mobile telephony, radio, audio recordings, even 

musical instruments), but also for imagery, symbolism, writing, and print (e.g., telefax, text messaging, 

film, television). These are used across several activities, such as for business contacts with employees, 

customers, and suppliers, sales tactics (e.g., ‘cold-calling’), to disseminate parliamentary proceedings, 

campaigns, protests, or major national events, to illustrate learning exercises and depict the techniques 

subjects are expected to acquire, to offer medical advice (e.g., contacting emergency services, phonecalls 

or texts to patients, health and advice information services, public health campaigns), to give ‘supporting’ 

evidence to illustrate and demonstrate legal arguments (e.g., CCTV footage)—or to increase the ‘reach’ 

and ‘complexity’ of pre-existing forms of expression (e.g., televised and recorded speeches, trials, public 

lectures, classes, seminars, dramatic and musical performances).781 However, many of these audiovisual 

media have superseded their original ‘supportive’ or ‘accompanying’ role for other media, and become 

novel and independent means of articulation in their own right.782 For example, for all activities, 

broadcast journalistic commentary in the form of radio and television media (e.g., news channels, current 
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affairs analysis programmes) constitutes a significant and prominent part of all the communication that 

takes place about them.783 But this novelty also covers, for instance, business advertising through radio, 

television, and cinema commercials, shopping channels, brand jingles or advertising ‘scenarios’, party-

political broadcasts, political films and television shows, campaign ‘phonebanks’ to contact supporters 

and voters, and telephone polling—still the dominant form of large-scale opinion surveying—as well as 

the widespread use of ‘home’ media in familial or friendship contexts, the development of new ‘teaching 

aids’ (e.g., educational films, public service announcements, radio and television documentaries), and 

the adaptation of religious ‘conversion’ and proselytism to modern technologies in many faiths (e.g., the 

rise of Christian ‘televangelism’, and similar tendencies in Bahá’í, Buddhist, or Islamic traditions).784 

Within activities, the use of telecommunications and especially broadcast media is characterised 

by major occupational and classist differences. Since both of these media are significantly ‘younger’ than 

imagery and symbolism, or writing and print, they have not had the same time or opportunities to 

proliferate and become ‘commonplace’ across activities and subjects.785 Moreover, in many societies, both 

telecommunications and broadcasting networks were created through state (or state-sanctioned private) 

investment, as highlighted by Mariana Mazzucato, and are controlled by state (or state-enforced private) 

oligopolies, or majority stakes or shares in their ownership and provision (e.g., via state broadcasters and 

telecoms suppliers).786 Beyond a very basic level of universal access (e.g., simple recording devices, ‘home’ 

studios, various forms of telephony), there are radical classist differentials in subjects’ ability to use these 

media to express their opinions.787 This is especially true of radio and television journalistic commentary 

across all domains, which has historically been restricted to higher-class subjects through the hegemony 

of media conglomerates. Although this use and access is starting to be slightly expanded with the 

proliferation of cable television, and ‘pirate’ and local radio stations relying on low-cost technology, the 

most sophisticated or large-scale telecommunications and broadcasting continues to be almost entirely 
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the preserve of higher-class occupations.788 Thus, on the one hand, access to telecommunications 

networks is effectively universal to all occupations and classes in economic and political activity, or 

familial and friendship contexts, with at most some differences in the quality and sophistication of the 

‘in-house’ (i.e., higher-class) versus ‘national’ (i.e., lower-class) telecoms networks at subjects’ disposal, 

or slight localised differences and variations in quality within families or friendship groups (e.g. 

depending on ageist parental discretion and restrictions).789 But, on the other hand, access to radio, 

television, and film broadcasting extensively favours (and may be entirely restricted to) professional 

advertisers, branding consultants, salespeople, government information/propaganda services, party 

strategists and campaigners, barristers/advocates, senior clergy, and teachers—usually at the discretion 

of higher-class subjects (e.g., political and religious leaders, ministers, company executives, boards, 

judges, headteachers, heads of faculty and department) or in the ‘publicity’ and journalistic sides of the 

intelligentsia—with only occasional scope for lower-class use of audiovisual media as part of customer 

feedback, non-state and protest movement mobilisation, or teachers and learners in specific ‘disciplines’ 

(e.g., music, art, languages).790 

 

Fourth, electronic and digital media. As with telecommunications and broadcasting, the electronic 

and digital revolution has increased the scale and sophistication, and expanded the range of formats, of 

already-existing bodily and mediatic forms of communication, in particular increasing their capacity for 

rapid large-scale dissemination and reproduction (e.g., ‘going viral’). The extent to which these media 

have significantly displaced subjects’ use of other forms of mediatised communication depends on how 

far different activities have adopted the most up-to-date electronic and digital resources (e.g., computers, 

personal printers and other peripherals, electronic document processing, computer networks, and web 

and application development)—as well as how far they have become bound by forms of standardisation 
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or homogenisation, such as ‘house styles’ of computing and online etiquette.791 Subjects’ use of imagery 

and symbolism has been bolstered by the emergence of digital image file formats, which has facilitated 

the late-modern phenomena of ‘emoji’ and online ‘memes’, as well as the proliferation of photo and 

video sharing services like Instagram, Snapchat, and Vine.792 Written and printed media have developed 

into a series of online resources, including email, instant messaging (e.g., WhatsApp, Yammer, Slack), 

websites, search engines, forums and wikis (e.g., Wikipedia), blogs (e.g., Blogger, Medium, Technorati, 

Wordpress), and microblogs (e.g., Tumblr, Twitter, Weibo).793 Telecommunications and broadcasting 

have also taken electronic and digital forms, thanks to the rise of virtual and computing media platforms, 

podcasting, and videotelephony (e.g., FaceTime, Google Hangouts, Skype).794 These developments can 

all be seen especially in economic, political, medical, and religious activity through the proliferation of 

company, government, public health, or religious websites and microblogging accounts, pop-up adverts, 

electronic and digitised documents (e.g., spreadsheets, reports, press releases, health guidance, religious 

texts), and internal messaging, emails, or videoconferencing between shareholders, employees, and 

customers, parliamentarians and constituents, or doctors and patients, as well as in educational activity 

with the surge in popularity of electronic and digital ‘learning aids’ (e.g., ‘remote’ or ‘distance learning’, 

‘open access’ publishing, teacher-pupil discussion forums, and out-of-class electronic contact), especially 

for wholly new ‘disciplines’ (e.g., ICT, Computer-Aided Design, music technology).795 At the same 

time, again, the development of electronic and digital media has led to the creation of additional means 

of articulation in their own right, with the emergence of ‘apps’ used for various forms of social interaction 

with other subjects, and social networks (e.g., Facebook, Google+, LinkedIn, Pinterest) with their own 

internal systems of posts, comments, likes, ‘reactions’, and ‘favouritings’.796 As a result, many sources of 

communication about social activities, especially commentary by the relevant intelligentsia, have moved 
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increasingly into electronic and digital communication, with even outlets originally rooted in written or 

broadcast media intensively using computing, online, and social network communication resources, such 

as e-journals, news websites and apps, or dedicated social networks (e.g., Academia.edu, arXiv).797 Thus, 

customer feedback opportunities have been noticeably expanded by the development of online retailing 

(e.g., Alibaba, Amazon, or eBay) and industry- or sector-specific apps, incorporating complex systems 

of product ‘ratings’ and facilitating contact to sellers, and citizen opinion can be channelled through e-

petitions and other forms of ‘clicktivism’, news website comment sections, or online polling and analysis 

websites (e.g., 270towin, FiveThirtyEight, Political Betting)—while in familial and friendship contexts, 

subjects’ use of electronic and digital media is rising to the extent that it is starting to crowd out other 

forms of communication.798 

Within social activities, the occupational and classist divisions in the use of electronic and digital 

media are analogous to those for telecommunications and broadcasting, but not as extreme. Electronic 

and digital communication is an even later arrival than telecommunications and broadcasting—in fact, 

so recent as to receive only passing mention by Fishkin or the other public opinion theorists—but has 

proliferated and become ‘commonplace’ far more quickly across activities and subjects.799 Again, 

electronic and digital media are often ‘rolled out’ through massive state (and state-sanctioned private) 

investment, and thus retain state (or state-enforced private) oligopolies or even monopolies in their 

control and provision (e.g., through energy producers, electricity suppliers, hardware and software 

manufacturers, internet service providers, search engine providers, and social networking service 

corporations).800 As a result, although there is quite a high degree of basic universal ‘end user’ access 

across occupations/classes (e.g., electricity grid connections, ‘home’ or ‘office’ computers and peripherals, 

dial-up, broadband, or wireless internet connections, social media accounts), there remain often subtle 

and underexplored classist differentials that may limit subjects’ ability to use these media to express their 

opinions. The upshot of this is that electronic and digital means of expressing opinions about social 

activities are only partly restricted to higher-class occupations—as, for instance, the rapid uptake of these 

media in educational activity has expanded access to them fairly evenly across teachers and learners at all 

educational levels (e.g., via the use of computers and tablets in class, reliance on email to submit study 
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assignments, &c).801 Where such classist restrictions exist, they are often a hangover from conglomerate 

media oligopolies in print and broadcasting as well as a result of the divergent technological needs of 

different activities. Both causes can be seen, for instance, in the asymmetric access of senior company 

employees, officials, or legal and medical specialists to ‘in-house’ networks (e.g., company and 

departmental intranets, computer-assisted research resources, or messaging platforms), as well as the 

disproportionate availability of electronic and digital media to subjects in tertiary (as opposed to primary 

or secondary) industries and public relations or security occupations (e.g., government information and 

communications units, campaign social media ‘teams’, policing, counterterrorism, and cybersecurity)—

while lower-class citizens or workers are all but prevented from expressing their opinions through 

anything other than online polls and feedback surveys.802 Thus, although subjects’ use of these media 

has vastly expanded across occupations/classes due to their (relatively) low entry costs and effort (e.g., 

setting up a website, blog, email and messaging accounts, or downloading apps), this universality 

ultimately belies the tight control that a narrow tranche of higher-class subjects exert over them—

including everything from company chief operations officers, senior civil servants, headteachers, heads 

of faculty and department, boards of governors, and religious leaders, as well as informal forms of 

parental discretion.803 

 

Fifth, sui generis media. The materials from ‘the natural’ or from other activities that subjects can 

use to express opinions about various parts of ‘the social’ either ‘transcend’ the historical development of 

modes of communication, or are associated overwhelmingly with one activity over all the others. For 

instance, beyond their chief use as means of biological survival, food and drink are used above all for 

economic, political, religious, and curative communication—e.g., purchasing/boycotting low-quality 

‘value’ versus high-quality ‘luxury’, ‘organic’ versus ‘GM’ foodstuffs, or imports from specific countries, 

adopting abstemious diets to campaign against animal cruelty, food waste, or agricultural pollution, 

conforming to kosher, halal, or other dietary rules, or ‘cutting down’ on certain food and drink on medical 
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advice.804 Likewise, clothes as a source of warmth and shelter and means of activity in many social 

activities are governed by norms that subjects are typically required to abide by (or encouraged to 

contravene) to express endorsement (or rejection) of their relevant habitus—e.g., industry and company 

office wear (usually the ubiquitous suit and tie or their equivalents), national dress, military uniforms 

and ‘gear’, religious vestments, medical ‘scrubs’, clothes for ‘going out’ or ‘meeting up’ with friends and 

family, school uniforms and ‘academic dress’, or lawyers’ robes.805 Similarly, buildings and infrastructure 

as ways of getting shelter and mobility have become staple resources for many activities, but subjects can 

also use decisions (not) to use them to reveal their opinions about the status quo of the relevant activities, 

their own or others’ social situations, their locality, destinations, or society in general—e.g., constructing 

company offices, shops, government buildings, courts, or places of worship, planning and investing in 

schools, universities, and hospitals, moving into or out of residential housing, as well as using roads for 

trade and delivery, military manoeuvres, or travel.806 The sui generis means of articulation associated most 

strongly with economic activity is money—e.g., financial capital for investment in production, currency 

as a means of exchange and fiat store of value, or wealth and income as means of consumption—as the 

action of (not) investing, exchanging, or spending money reveals some judgment about a good or service, 

its producer and vendor, subjects’ own economic situation, and the wider economic status quo.807 The 

use of weaponry to facilitate coercion or repression, meanwhile, is especially linked to political activity—

and juridical, educational, and curative activity through capital and corporal punishment—and, as hinted 

at by Althusser, the action of (not) using weapons to attack other subjects represents some judgment 

about these subjects, but also about subjects’ own situation, the political status quo, and society overall.808 

Within activities, all of these sui generis media exhibit some occupational and classist differences 

in the way subjects use them to communicate, which make them far more amenable to higher-class than 

lower-class expressions of opinion. These differences often follow on directly from asymmetries in how 

these materials are distributed as means in their ‘core’ activities—especially those that have a ‘natural’ 

origin or, like money, are highly fungible into other means of activity. In principle, absent severe natural 
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or social catastrophe, subjects can access and use both food and drink and clothing regardless of 

occupation or class—but since control over these rests with higher-class subjects in the relevant activities 

(often through their concurrent higher economic or political class situations), lower-class subjects may 

lack the abundance and variety in both food and drink and clothing (beyond a basic level) they would 

need to use them realise complex social opinions (e.g., impoverished families’ inability to afford healthy 

food or school uniforms for their children).809 Similarly, subjects’ use of buildings and infrastructure, 

while in principle universal, is controlled by higher-class subjects and often limited by their affordability 

(e.g., public buildings, toll roads, &c), so lower-class subjects can typically use them to express opinions 

only on an extremely reduced scale, and in ways directly relevant to their occupations (e.g., attending 

church, travelling ‘for work’, ‘points-based’ migration of skilled occupations, being ‘stuck’ in a locality 

versus living as a ‘rootless cosmopolitan’).810 The same classist distinction applies to the two sui generis 

media that are specific to economic and political activity. Using money is, in principle, again, universal 

to all subjects in a given economy, but it is tightly controlled by a small set of higher-class occupations 

(e.g., decisions on money creation by central bank boards and policy committees, senior executives in 

commercial banks, &c), as well as by contingent restrictions such as having a personal bank account, an 

electronic payment card, and above all a remunerated occupation that provides a steady source of 

income.811 Meanwhile, subjects’ use of weaponry varies drastically across different jurisdictions, but is 

strictly controlled by higher-class occupations, with most lower-class subjects having access to only very 

basic weapons (e.g., primitive, improvised, or specific types of mêlée and ranged armaments), and the 

use of heavier or more complex weaponry (e.g., artillery, biological or chemical, explosive, nuclear, 

incendiary, energy, &c) limited or denied by age and mental health restrictions, by their cost, or by their 

exclusive availability to professional security apparatuses (i.e., police, gendarmerie, armed forces).812 

 

Overall, there is significant variety in the media that subjects in different activities, occupations, 

and classes can use to express opinions. In all activities, subjects are encouraged to use imagery, symbolism, 
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writing, and printing consistently to articulate themselves, though their use of the latter two has been 

eroded by later ‘waves’ of technological development, while the use of electronic, digital, sui generis, and 

especially telecommunications and broadcast media is much more variable, as some of these are specific to 

individual activities, or still in the process of superseding prior technological ‘waves’. Again, all of these 

means are differentiated along class lines beyond a basic level of universality, as subjects in higher-class 

occupations benefit from (in some cases) slightly greater leeway or (in others) near-exclusivity in the 

quality and quantity of their image, symbolic, and especially written, printed, broadcast, and sui generis 

expression, with similar divides also rapidly starting to emerge in electronic and digital means as well. 

Given the effects of these media on opinion-expression, opinion research can expect to find occupational 

(and classist) differences in how subjects express opinions based on their differential use of these various 

Case study 10: Auferstanden aus Ruinen? 

 

The decline and disintegration of the German Democratic Republic (East Germany) provides a wealth of examples for 

how subjects, again especially in lower social classes, can use various different media to express their view on social issues, 

even in the face of extensive totalitarian censorship and control. Of course, the governmental institutions of the GDR 

exercised a clear monopoly over many media, including imagery and symbolism (e.g., state control of art and culture 

through the Amt für Literatur und Verlagswesen or Staatliche Kommission für Kunstangelegenheiten, or the renaming of 

roads, buildings, and urban areas after famous communists), writing and printing (e.g., the official SED party newspaper 

Neues Deutschland), telecommunications and broadcasting (e.g., the state TV broadcaster Deutscher Fernsehfunk, or the 

radio broadcaster Rundfunk der DDR), as well as sui generis media such as buildings and infrastructure (e.g., the Berlin 

Wall after 1961, the 1969 Kulturpalast in Dresden, or the 1976 Palast der Republik in Berlin). However, in the lead-up 

to die Wende, East German citizens found increasingly high-profile ways to express their dissatisfaction with the régime 

despite these apparent restrictions. The 1989-91 Monday demonstrations in Leipzig became associated with now-iconic 

imagery, including placards (e.g., depicting a single Germany under the West German flag, or the fraternal kiss between 

Leonid Brezhnev and Erich Honecker), slogans (e.g., ‘Wir sind das Volk’, ‘Wir sind ein Volk’), or defaced flags (e.g., with 

the GDR coat of arms cut out) to express support for reunification. From the mid-1970s, East Germans increasingly 

abandoned domestic broadcasters in favour of  ‘Westfernsehen’ (e.g., the TV channel Deutsches Fernsehen, or the public 

radio station Deutschlandfunk), helped by the ARD broadcasting consortium’s construction of powerful transmitters in 

East Berlin and close to the East German border. Popular forms of sui generis expression also included greater reliance 

on high-quality and imported Western food and drink available at designated retail stores (e.g., Intershop, Exquisit, 

Delikat), purchased with the West German Deutschmark rather than the increasingly worthless GDR Ostmark, higher 

church attendance (e.g., at the Friedensgebet in Leipzig’s St. Nicholas Church) to show a rejection of state atheism and 

support for Protestant churches’ opposition to state oppression, and the rising tide of emigration (e.g., the population 

decline from 19 million in 1948 to 16 million in 1990) and the late surge in refugees via West German embassies in 

other Soviet bloc countries. Ultimately, these culminated in the most famous moment of popularly expressed resistance 

to the East German state: the ‘fall’ (i.e., occupation and later dismantling) of the Berlin Wall in November 1989. 
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media. As with bodily organs, although arguably not to quite the same extent, these differences are likely 

to manifest in a similar tendency for higher-class subjects to ‘dominate’ the quality and quantity of most 

if not all media expressions within mass opinion, especially for printing, broadcasting, and sui generis 

media, and also to a lesser degree for imagery/symbolism, writing, telecommunications, electronic, and 

digital media. By extension, therefore, lower-class subjects’ discursive role is similarly doubly suppressed 

within the mediatic as well as organic ways in which mass opinion can be expressed. This is evidenced 

by the near-exclusive population of radio and television programming by ‘talking heads’ taken from the 

upper echelons of government, business, and higher education, or the constant reappearance of the same 

journalists with ‘platforms’ across multiple media (e.g., programme hosts, regular correspondents or 

contributors, newspaper columnists, &c), as well as elite advantages in spending decisions, military 

strategy, infrastructure projects, and spatial mobility. At the same time, among the few areas where a 

certain degree of (rudimentary) cross-class parity exists in subjects’ ability to make opinion-statements 

are the statistically random chance of being sampled in an opinion poll, the ability to post and otherwise 

interact on social media, or (inevitably) the right to vote. In light of these extreme classist tendencies in 

the use of media, social subjects can, in general, be placed on a spectrum from ‘omnivolent magnates’ at 

the higher-class end to ‘sporadic gadflies’ at the lower-class end. 

 

§4. Conclusion 

 

This chapter has examined the ways in which the functional differentiation of social agency in 

late modernity has introduced an extensive degree of pluralism into the way subjects use their means of 

articulation to express opinions about ‘the social’. The type of pluralism created here can be called 

multimodality. As with the way this concept is used in semiotics and communication studies, the sense 

of plurality it identifies is that, as a social artefact, mass opinion is composed using communicative 

‘modes’—or, in the terminology of this analysis, resources acting as means of articulation—that are 

highly diversified across many individual subjects in their respective activities, occupations, and classes.813 

Similar to the previous chapter, this one started by arguing that the use of bodily organs and media to 

express opinions is not distributed homogeneously across all social subjects. It gave an overview of how 

subjects’ access to these means of articulation, and their socialisation into habitus covering their use, has 

                                                   
813 Bateman 2008; Kress 2010; Leeuwen 1999. 



274 
 

developed and become complexified in successive historical modes of communication, and how it has 

been cross-cut by classist divisions in these modes, and by the differentiation of communication into 

sub-types associated separate classist social activities. Then, it went on to elucidate exactly what these 

(qualitative or quantitative) differences between subjects in different activities, occupations, and classes 

are for each means of articulation in turn. As with opinion-formation, the analysis observed clear 

asymmetries in the way subjects in higher- and lower-class occupations in different activities use 

particular organs and media, which have a significant effect on how they express opinions, and (to some 

extent) on how detailed the precise opinions they express are. What emerges from this analysis is that, 

under the prevailing modes (and sub-modes) of communication, articulation—or, to be precise, the 

conversion of formed opinions into actually expressed opinions—is by no means necessarily (or equally) 

‘straightforward’ and ‘immediate’ for subjects in different classes. There is a clear tendency for higher-

class subjects to ‘dominate’ several of the most ‘visible’ or ‘audible’ expressions of mass opinion—i.e., 

judgments articulated via verbal, print, broadcast, and sui generis media—which, added to the classism 

of the prevailing modes of ideation, doubly suppresses lower-class subjects’ discursive contributions to 

mass opinion in late modernity. Returning to Freeden’s cautionary comment that discursive analysis in 

general needs to avoid focusing only on “exceptional individuals”, highlighted at the end of chapter I, it 

becomes clear that opinion research needs to consider very carefully the effects of multimodality and 

social stratification when analysing the ways in which mass opinion is expressed, and above all to 

recognise the ‘hidden’ pluralism of lower-class opinion that is partly ‘silenced’ by the discursive 

domination of subjects in higher-class occupations.814 
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Conclusion: Beyond the Pollsterdämmerung  
 

 

“Oti p©n ØpÒlhyij.q 

Remember that all is opinion. 

——Marcus Aurelius815 

 

 

We know better what we measure, and what measurement means, when we calculate the 

dynamic mass of a galaxy than when we quantify by polling a state of opinion. 

——Régis Debray816 

 

 

The social model of the structure and creation of mass opinion is now complete. This enquiry 

started by presenting a thoroughgoing analytic framework that broadens social-theoretical 

understandings of social occupation and class. It moved away from a narrow reading of classes as purely 

economic categories, and towards a more complex appreciation of the way power is structured in ‘the 

social’ through differences in the material and relational conditions (MRCs) of the activities in which 

subjects participate. It also shifted away from outdated, broad-brush treatments of social class towards 

more a granular consideration of social occupations (chapter I). The enquiry next mapped the processes 

by which subjects form and express their opinions about ‘the social’. It outlined what psychology, 

communications theory, and other areas of social science, have identified as the primary means of 

thinking—i.e., personality-traits, emotions, and reason—and articulation—i.e., bodily organs and 

media—to give an overall view of how subjects form and express opinions (chapter II). The enquiry then 

applied this social-theoretical analytic framework to these processes, to provide a ‘deep-structure’ 

explication of their complexity in late-modern society. It argued that subjects’ occupational situations 

and class positions determine: their endowment with specific predispositions that orient their opinions 

about ‘the social’, as well as the specific MRCs with which they are familiar, and hence how their 

opinions are informed (chapter III); their access to means of thinking, which affects the complexity with 
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which they form opinions based on their mental pictures of ‘the social’ (chapter IV); and their access to 

means of articulation, which affects their scope and opportunity for expressing these opinions within 

‘the social’ (chapter V). 

 

§1. ‘Between foxes and hedgehogs’: the social nature and basis of opinion 

 

The enquiry can now ‘take stock’ of where its analysis leaves theoretical understandings of ‘mass 

opinion’. To respond to the two hypotheses outlined in chapter I, there is a clear methodological 

advantage to be gained by examining mass opinion not just as an object but an activity, or rather, two 

intersecting activities, namely ideation and communication. By analysing opinion in terms of discursive 

interpellation, discursive dependence, and means of thinking and articulation, the insight emerges that 

almost every aspect of opinion is in some way socially determined. The stimuli and cues that underpin 

subjects’ mental pictures are determined by their occupational positions (and class situations) within the 

social activities through which they interact with MRCs, and by the prevailing modes of ideation and 

communication (and their activity-specific ‘sub-modes’), and they are delivered to them by discursive 

networks. The ‘thinking power’ and ‘articulation power’ with which they form and express opinions is 

governed by their occupational (and classist) ideative and communicative habitus, which are partly 

shaped by the occupational (and classist) habitus of the activities about which they are opining, imparted 

to them by discursive apparatuses. And how subjects use their means of thinking (personality-traits, 

emotions, and forms of reasoning) to form opinions, and their means of articulation (bodily organs, 

media) to express them, is determined by the prevailing modes (and ‘sub-modes’) of ideation and 

communication. Moreover, as Althusser notes, this social determination of subjects’ information, 

interpellation, ideation, and communication to a great extent happens ‘concurrently’—i.e., the processes 

outlined in chapters III to V are overlapping, simultaneous, and mutually dependent.817 The only aspects 

of opinion that might partly be beyond the reach of ‘the social’ are subjects’ personality-traits, possibly 

their emotions, and their bodily organs. To reiterate, none of this should be taken to mean that subjects’ 

opinions are in any way less ‘authentic’ than if (counterfactually) this social determination were absent.818 

Subjects’ social environments, perceptual horizons, and purposive inputs and means of thinking and 

articulation, are very much subjects’ own, in that subjects still personally direct their ‘functions’ at the 
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individual level. Rather, the concept of ‘authenticity’ itself must be prised away from its atomistic liberal, 

or social-scientific connotations, and its full social aspects more strongly recognised. 

It is worth summarising the implications of this social determination for how subjects form and 

express opinions at any given moment. Fundamentally, since most subjects engage in more than one 

social activity—in parallel, or over the course of their life—they have complex identities, comprising 

multiple occupational (and class) subjectivities, often arranged into some subjective hierarchy of 

importance. For each of these subjectivities, they are interpellated to behave and hence think and 

articulate in a particular way, in the sense that they are ‘trained’ to use (and ‘used’ to using) particular 

combinations of means of thinking and articulation to form and express their opinions, depending on 

(and determined by) the set of occupations they hold. Of course, there is no guarantee that subjects’ 

occupational (and class) subjectivities—especially how these encourage subjects to use personality-traits, 

emotions, forms of reasoning, bodily organs, and media when forming and expressing opinions—will 

‘align’ with each other. Indeed, given the proliferation and diversity of ‘sub-modes’ of ideation and 

communication, it is more likely that they will ‘clash’, with “instances of objective grating and grinding” 

between the discursive apparatuses associated with different activities.819 How subjects think and 

articulate (and behave) ‘overall’ depends on how they choose (even if only at a basic and ‘instinctive’ 

level) to subjectively reconcile the competing ‘pulls’ of these interpellations, but all of them leave some 

kind of ‘trace’ on their thinking.  

In view of this, the effects of social determination can be disaggregated into three ‘scenarios’ for 

how subjects form and express opinions. In the most basic scenario: 

 

 

                                                   
819 Althusser 2014, p.200. 

I. Opinions about MRCs belonging to one activity in which subjects are engaged 

When subjects form and express opinions about MRCs associated with one of their social activities, they predominantly do 

so on the basis of those values and attitudes, depending on those informational networks, and using those means of 

thinking and articulation they have been ‘called’ to use by virtue of their occupation within this activity. (Here, 

‘predominantly’ signifies that subjects’ thinking and articulation may contain ‘traces’ of the ideative and communicative 

interpellations they have for other activities.) 
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Of course, to some extent, social activities overlap at the margins, meaning that some of subjects’ MRCs 

are exclusively the ‘preserve’ of some activities, whereas others are ‘shared’ between, or cross-cut them. 

Consequently: 

 

II. Opinions about MRCs belonging to several activities in which subjects are engaged 

When subjects form and express opinions about MRCs that cross-cut several of their activities, they predominantly do so 

using a subjectively-reconciled combination of the values and attitudes, informational networks, and means of thinking 

and articulation they have been ‘called’ to use by virtue of their occupation(s) within each of these activities. 

 

In addition, there will be some activities in which subjects are not engaged at all, and perhaps by which 

they may not even be affected, and for which they consequently lack any interpellation (beyond a very 

basic ‘lay’ subjectivity). In these cases: 

 

III. Opinions about MRCs belonging to activities in which subjects are not engaged 

When subjects form and express opinions about MRCs (at least partly) associated with activities in which they are not 

engaged, they predominantly revert to using a subjectively-reconciled combination of the values and attitudes, 

informational networks, and means of thinking and articulation they are ‘called’ to use for other activities in which they do 

hold occupations. 

 

Between them, these cover the ways in which subjects’ social activities, occupational positions, and class 

situations can affect how they form and express opinions in any given context. In each case, subjects are 

located on a ‘sliding scale’ from experts down to ignorant laypersons, which affects how stringently they 

conform to their occupational values and attitudes, how close they are to the ‘hubs’ of informational 

networks, and how rigidly they are ‘bound’ to use certain means of thinking and articulation—as well as 

how likely the opinions they form and express are to be ‘picked up’ and replicated by other subjects. 

Concretely, this means that if it is to overcome its theoretical limitations and practical mistakes 

hitherto, opinion research cannot any longer be universalistic in its treatment of how subjects form and 

express opinions. It cannot simply assume that all the opinions of different individual subjects that 

together comprise ‘mass opinion’ are: (1) based on any set of universally applicable values and attitudes 

(e.g., efficiency, justice, holiness); (2) informed by any one group of discursively original subjects (e.g., 

homogenised social elites, journalists, academics); (3) formed through one kind of thinking process (e.g., 

pure rationality, emotionality); or (4) expressed through only one kind of articulation process (e.g., media 
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articles, opinion polls). The sheer plurality present at every one of these stages underpins the situation 

originally referred to in the introduction as subjects being located on a spectrum ‘between foxes and 

hedgehogs’ when they form and express opinions about ‘the social’, which can now be clarified. Different 

subjects can be occupationally involved with between one and many parts of ‘the social’, and 

consequently endowed with between one and many social (and, more narrowly, discursive) subjectivities. 

The point of the ‘spectrum’ is that, except perhaps for some liminal cases of genuine ‘one-trick ponies’ 

or polymath savants, no subject conforms perfectly to either extreme of the hedgehog-fox binary 

distinction. No subject forms and expresses opinions about ‘the social’ from the subjective perspective of 

a singular social occupation—i.e., based on only its values and attitudes, depending only on its 

informational networks, and using only its associated means of thinking and articulation. But at the 

same time, no subjects are engaged in a full range of social occupations, and the ones they do engage in 

are organised for them into a subjective hierarchy of priority, so some subjective expert perspectives—

i.e., values and attitudes, informational networks, and means of thinking and articulation—are more 

important to them when they form and express opinions than others. For each subject, the situation is 

somewhere in between the two extremes, and it is only through ‘deep-logic’ analysis of their location in 

the division of purposive agency within highly-differentiated late-modern society that their situation 

can be precisely determined. It is this radical pluralism at the level of individual, and hence ‘mass’, 

opinion-formation and opinion-expression that late-modern opinion research has failed to comprehend. 

 

§2. Occupation, class, and mass opinion: a review 

 

With this, the analysis can now revisit the opinion research question from the start: what is the 

effect of social occupation and class on whether, and how, people have opinions about something (as opposed to 

having others, or not having them at all)? The answer this enquiry offers is straightforward: subjects’ 

occupational situations and class positions extensively and significantly determine (1) which behavioural 

norms and dispositions shape their social activities, and motivate the values and attitudes that underpin 

their opinions; (2) whether they receive information about MRCs from their own embodied experience 

or via cues from beyond their perceptual horizon; and (3) which means of thinking (personality-traits, 

emotions, reason) and articulation (bodily organs, media) they use to form and express their opinions. 

At root, then, this enquiry endorses the view that theorists over time and across multiple research 

traditions have, in various ways, been right to argue that mass opinion has an occupational and classist 
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aspect. However, on top of this more obvious result, by reintroducing a social-theoretical framework of 

analysis to the study of mass opinion, this account has been able to specify the ‘whether’ and ‘how’ of 

this occupational/classist determination claim far more precisely than any other tradition has hitherto. 

Specifically, it has explored how occupations, and the classes into which they can be aggregated, interact 

with the processes by which subjects form and express their opinions—rather than merely the links 

between class and substantive ‘differences of opinion’. This account thus partly confirms and partly goes 

well beyond pre-existing intuitions and insights about the connections between the two. 

The explanatory force of this account of mass opinion is intended to operate at both the social 

and individual level. It is partly with this aim in mind that this project has sought throughout to 

compatibilise both these levels of analysis, treading a careful middle path between the extremes of rigid 

monolithic structuralism and the reification of personal agency. To borrow and slightly paraphrase a 

useful distinction made by Wendy Brown, this project has articulated a model that balances (but does 

not replace) structural analysis of “macrophysical social processes” and “forces […] that can be said to 

shape the contours of modern ‘history’” with a concern for subjective experience of the “psychic, social, 

and moral economies imbricated with such processes” and “the very making of bodily subjects and socio-

political desires”.820 Of course, there is always a limit to how far pure and granular structural 

predictability should be taken, and this enquiry is not trying to endorse the crude and rigid determinism 

that characterises ‘old-school’ structuralist methodologies. Nonetheless, this analysis can point to ways 

in which social structures do lead to fairly specific qualitative differences in different subjects’ 

‘approaches’ to opinion-formation and expression, if not perhaps more pronounced substantive 

differences in content. 

At times, the argument has passed through some extremely dense and complex conceptual 

analysis, and relied on some obscure terminology (including the division of human social agency into 

activities and domains, the relationship of discursive apparatuses to both discourse itself and the domains 

that ‘host’ them, or the concepts of ‘thrownness’, ‘ideation’, and ‘interpellation’). Yet ultimately, the main 

insight of this model is extremely simple: mass opinion has a pervasive occupational and classist aspect. 

Specifically: the social processes by which mass opinion is oriented (interpellation), informed 

(dependence), formed (ideation), and expressed (communication) are all occupational and classist. Not 

only are they about occupational and classist things (occupation- and class-governed social activities), 

                                                   
820 Brown 1995, pp.xi-xii. Brown’s model is more indebted to Nietzsche and Foucault, whereas this account owes more to 
Marx, Heidegger, Althusser, and Bourdieu. 
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but they are also themselves occupation- and class-governed activities. Of course, these processes, and 

the mass opinion which they produce, may well also carry socially significant markers of age, health, 

bodily ability, skin pigmentation, reproductive organs, &c*, in a way that is not reducible to 

occupation/class as characterised here. But, while this analysis is strongly sympathetic to such claims, 

they lie beyond the scope of the present project. This enquiry has merely set out to show that mass 

opinion—whatever else it might have—has a fundamental occupational aspect, which manifests as a 

contingent classist aspect if the prevailing modes of activity whose constellation determines the overall 

nature of social conditions are overwhelmingly classist (which they almost always are). What makes this 

project a social theory of mass opinion, therefore, is precisely the fact that it uncovers the ways in which 

(and extent to which) occupation and class has some part to play in explicating mass opinion as a social 

phenomenon. How this aspect intersects with further ageist, ableist, racial, gendered, queer, &c*, metrics 

of social privilege and discrimination—including whether these manifest themselves in mass opinion 

only insofar as they become integrated into occupational frameworks and class hierarchies—remains a 

question for further study. 

It remains to ask what advantage has been gained by taking what was from the very start admitted 

to be a relatively unusual approach to addressing the neglected topic of mass opinion. In terms of filling 

the ‘social theory lacuna’ in opinion research, this project has sought to examine mass opinion through 

a social-theoretic lens that has been updated to take into account some of the major advances in social 

theory since the time of the early sociologists and critical theorists. This is especially true (for obvious 

reasons) for analyses of class and—albeit to a lesser extent—new methodological approaches to the 

structure-agency debate. Partly as a result of this, the account of mass opinion outlined here gives a 

serious impetus to the attempt to reverse the two trends of mutual disinterest and unfamiliarity between 

social theory and mass opinion identified at the start. First, by highlighting the social determination of 

how opinions are formed and expressed, it gives opinion research a reason to turn back to and adopt 

insights from social theory, as has started to happen for other areas of social science. Second, by offering 

an account of opinion as a form of discourse that sits on a par with other forms of social activity, it gives 

social theory both the conceptual tools and a reason to take mass opinion seriously as an object of 

theoretical as well as practical importance.  
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§3. Measuring and emancipating mass opinion 

 

By way of some concluding reflections, now that the need for interpretative (and historical) 

analysis has been satisfied, this account examines some ways in which its insights can be applied in 

theory and practice. Above all, it is important to indicate areas where this analysis can be used to advance 

current understandings and practices of opinion research on the one hand, and emancipate mass opinion 

itself on the other. In doing so, it is worth indicating the comparative advantages of this model of mass 

opinion over others currently in use. However, this is not intended to invalidate either the main 

traditions in opinion research (e.g., Bourdieu, Fraser, or Zaller), or the interdisciplinary syntheses 

attempted hitherto (Fishkin, Price, Splichal), since these are pro tanto valuable for examining various 

aspects of the concept of mass opinion. Rather, it provides an alternative perspective on what it means to 

synthesise traditions in social theory and social science, specifically regarding mass opinion as a social 

phenomenon. 

One of the central features of this analysis is the idea that subjects have (at least one, and usually 

multiple) occupational subjectivities, determined by their positions in the social activities with which 

they are involved. The move from interpretation to prescription is especially concerned with the 

implications of this idea for the way mass opinion should be understood. This move can be conducted 

in two ways. First, this social model, based on the division of society into occupations (and classes), 

offers a deeper analysis of agents as social subjects. Analysing subjects in terms of their occupational 

situations and class positions gives social researchers a type of Verstehen, ‘understanding’, about them—

and a better explication of their behaviour than superficial positivist types of Erklären, ‘explanation’, to 

use the distinction first drawn by Johann Gustav Droysen and Wilhelm Dilthey.821 Instead of treating 

social roles and behaviour as supervenient and changeable aspects of subjects—mere ‘characters’ or 

‘whims’—this model encourages opinion researchers to see them as deeper and more enduring. 

The key factor here is that occupational situations determine not only (1) who subjects are, based 

on the social subjectivities they are ‘given’ for the occupations they hold, but also (2) how they act, based 

on the purposive inputs they contribute to the social activities to which their occupations belong. This 

means that integrating occupational (and class) analysis allows social research not only to evaluate 

(empirically or normatively) social arrangements, conditions, and phenomena (broadly construed) ‘as 

                                                   
821 Dilthey 1991; Droysen 1893; Simmel 1977; Weber 1978. 
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they are’, or even ‘as they might be’, but also account far more extensively for how (by which processes), 

and by whom (by which authors), they are produced and created. Applied to mass opinion specifically, 

the point is that occupational (and class) analysis allows opinion research to overcome the limitations of 

existing practice, which looks predominantly at ‘opinions’ qua social facts without considering that they 

are the ‘outputs’ of processes of opinion-formation and opinion-expression. This, it should be recalled, 

was expressed earlier in terms of a ‘static-dynamic’ distinction.822 As should be clear from the foregoing 

analysis, depending on which part(s) of ‘the social’ opinions are about, occupational (and class) divisions 

determine both who the authors of these opinions are, and how they form and express these opinions.  

The second way of moving from interpretative to prescriptive analysis is to use the occupational 

(and class) model of society as a tool to further subjects’ own self-understanding. Making subjects 

themselves—as well as the theorists analysing them—aware of their own occupational situations and 

class positions is a useful way not just of attaining Verstehen of (or about) them, but also of giving subjects 

a better Selbstverständnis, ‘self-conception’. Subjects can glean from this social model a better 

comprehension of the nature and conditions of their own material and relational place in constellations 

of power-concentrations—specifically, that their social existence and activities in particular are 

extensively affected (if not completely determined) by social divisions in the way that subjects in general 

exercise their purposive agency. To be precise, it offers individual subjects the insight that their 

interactions with their MRCs are not ‘atomised’ (independent from or uncorrelated with those of other 

subjects), but intersubjectively streamlined, convergent, or harmonised at an occupational (and class) 

level. This means that, if subjects pursue projects to emancipate themselves from radical and systematic 

‘material’ inequalities, ‘relational’ asymmetries, and hence power-differentials, they need not do so ‘on 

their own’. While it is unambiguously at the individual level that these interactions with MRCs take 

place, occupational (and class) divisions give subjects a structural basis for collective solidarities based on 

the subsequent co-orientation of these behaviours to emerge. Because, as above, occupational situations 

determine not only who subjects are, but also how they act, subjects with the social Selbstverständnis this 

model provides can identify more clearly with and against whom their emancipatory projects should be 

mobilised, and which processes these projects should challenge.  

                                                   
822 See pp.37, 61-2. 
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For mass opinion, discursive emancipation entails subjects challenging and altering how they form 

and express opinions about the part(s) of ‘the social’ with which they interact (i.e., by which they are 

affected, or which they affect). It must, as Mark Fisher argues, 

always destroy the appearance of a ‘natural order’, must reveal what is presented as necessary and 

inevitable to be a mere contingency, just as it must make what was previously deemed to be 

impossible seem attainable.823 

Depending on the part(s) in question, occupational (and class) analysis thus enables subjects to identify 

the structural foundations of their potential discursive solidarities, as well as the specific discursive 

habitus, and means and relations of ideation and communication, which they should aim to transform. 

Of course, it should go without saying that the way in which mass opinion is formed and expressed may 

be more in need of emancipation with regard to some social activities (and occupations/classes) than 

others. Moreover, it should be noted that this ‘route’ to emancipation is slightly different to that of the 

Frankfurt School or critical discourse analysts, who typically construct their models in a way that seeks 

to achieve emancipation directly via critique.824 This account is first and foremost a ‘positive’ 

intervention, an analytic corrective that builds on and goes beyond critique, and which acts as an 

intermediary staging-post on the way to emancipatory and other normative stipulations—insights that 

are ultimately only of contingent and secondary concern. 

For both theoretical evaluation of the authors and processes of ‘mass opinion’, and subjects’ self-

conceptions, one of this model’s advantages is that it recognises the large degree of plurality that 

characterises the concepts it analyses in late modernity. This is the result, first, of the multiplicity of 

subjectivities created by the social division of purposive agency—dictated by the needs of different 

natural and social situations, as well as contingently prevailing modes of cooperation for different 

activities—and, second, of the means of discourse within the activities of ideation and communication. 

Returning to a consideration raised briefly at the start of this analysis, this plurality affects what the 

‘mass’ aspect of ‘mass opinion’ represents. Given the fundamental individualist assumptions of the 

model, whereby ‘the social’ is characterised as conditioning individual human subjects as participants in 

social activities, it is not wedded to any particular monolithic or even corporate conception of ‘the mass’. 

That is to say, although, as observed earlier, there are clearly ‘borders’ that cross-cut the differentiation 

of MRCs according to the division of social agency, none of the groups that these ‘borders’ create—

                                                   
823 Fisher 2009, p.17. 
824 Adorno and Horkheimer 1979; Fairclough 1995, 2001; Habermas 1987; van Dijk 1998; Wodak and Meyer 2001. 
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nations and citizenries, demoi and electorates, biological categories (gender, race, &c), even crowds—is 

necessarily privileged under the terms of this model as the primary, let alone the only, entity to which 

‘mass opinion’ is conceptually tied.825 Nor is ‘mass’ intended simply as a counterpoint to ‘elite’, since 

although this comes closer to the occupational and classist framework of this analysis, it exaggerates the 

qualitative dichotomy between the opinions of subjects in elite versus non-elite occupations, and 

overlooks the similarities in how they are formed and expressed.  

In this instance, methodological individualism is not so much a limitation as a source of versatility 

and flexibility. The model easily allows for intersubjective dynamics in opinion-formation and opinion-

expression to be expanded (or contracted) to human associations at any scale or level, from ‘private 

individuals’ up to the whole of humanity. The precise nature of these dynamics, and the exact scale and 

level of these associations, is the contingent product of the interaction between and hybridisation of 

contemporaneous modes of cooperation across all the various social activities for each physical and 

temporal context. In other words, ‘mass’ is simply an aggregate placeholder for all the various (individual 

or collective) activities taking place, e.g., in a given society. In turn, this implies that the existence of 

‘mass opinion’ as an aggregate of various individual opinions significantly predates (1) the development 

of an opinion polling industry (20th century), (2) extensive popular enfranchisement (19th century), and 

even (3) the first formation of ‘publics’ (17th and 18th centuries). In fact, contra Tönnies, in the all-

encompassing sense used here, ‘mass opinion’ is not a new construct of post-religious modernity, but 

has always been a transhistorical feature of human social life, comprising every subject’s (individual or 

collective) opinion-‘contributions’.826 This means that, at the heart of any attempt to fully emancipate 

mass opinion, there needs to be an understanding of it, not as a modern invention—the remit of modern 

social science—but as a ‘world-historical’ phenomenon, and an ongoing concern of social theory. 

But the main effect of this conceptual plurality relates to what this model counts as ‘opinion’. In 

chapters III to V, the enquiry argued that this plurality comes in three types, which can now be 

elaborated on slightly. First, multipolarity, or the existence of many rival, alternative subjects who act as 

sources of, or contributors to, mass opinion. No single subject or group of subjects is uniquely privileged 

in forming or expressing ‘mass opinion’—although the analysis nonetheless identified a ‘cast list’ of 

subjects who extensively influence it in late modernity. Nor, by the same token, is any one of the various 

(kinds of) competing occupational or class experiences each subject has across different activities 

                                                   
825 See pp.60-1. 
826 Hardt and Splichal 2000, p.181. 
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consistently favoured in opinion-formation and opinion-expression processes at the individual level. 

Subjects are simultaneously (any or all of) voters, officials, consumers, workers, carers, teachers, parents, 

&c—without any of these subjectivities automatically having a greater, or more legitimate, influence on 

their individual ‘contribution’ to mass opinion than any other. This account has not tried to define any 

singular conception of who (i.e., what kind of subject) ‘counts as’ the ‘one true author’ of opinions, and 

hence which aggregative group (i.e., which composition of subjects) can be classed as the ‘one true mass’ 

as the author(s) of the ‘one true mass opinion’. To do so would be to import arbitrarily restrictive 

‘membership criteria’ that have no integral basis in the conception of social theory on which this account 

relies. It is precisely such creeping unipolar tendencies that this account seeks to avoid and expose. 

The second and third types of plurality, multiformity and multimodality, can be taken together 

here. They refer respectively to the existence of many rival, alternative ways in which mass opinion can 

emerge. No single means of thinking and articulation (or combination thereof) is automatically 

dominant, or uniquely privileged, in opinion-formation and opinion-expression, either for individual 

subjects in their occupational positions and class situations, or aggregated up to the level of ‘mass 

opinion’. In other words, subjects in ‘the mass’ think differently and articulate themselves differently, 

often in ways that are mutually alien to the extent that they simply cannot understand how or why many 

others do so—but all of which must be captured within a wide notion of ‘mass opinion’. This model has 

not sought to ‘pin down’ a singular conception of what (i.e., which kinds of thinking and articulation) 

‘counts as’ the ‘one true way’ of forming and expressing opinions for individual subjects, and hence does 

not provide the kind of narrow ‘right answer’ Price is hoping to see about how the ‘one true mass opinion’ 

must be formed and expressed.827 Doing so would unjustifiably exclude both contemporary and historical 

ways of forming and expressing opinions, and impoverish the social perspective this account tries to 

offer. The perennial catalogue of ‘Pollsterdämmerung’ fiascos serves as a reminder of the dangers of relying 

on too small a range of means of discourse to provide ‘full coverage’ of mass opinion—and it would be 

extremely unwise to simply move opinion research into a different category of methodological cul-de-

sac. Rather, this account has actively tried to steer away from such uniform and unimodal tendencies 

wherever they have reared their heads.  

Alongside these three, this analysis can now identify a fourth plurality, multivocality, which 

addresses the fact that, as a result of consistent plurality within the authorship, formation, and expression 

                                                   
827 Price 1992. See p.17. 
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of opinions, there are many rival, alternative statements which mass opinion can encompass. It signifies 

that, as a complex phenomenon, mass opinion comprises many ‘voices’, or ‘instances’—i.e., the set of 

clustered substantive outcomes of processes of ideation and communication—with none of them 

uniquely privileged as the consensus ‘view’ of mass opinion in its entirety. No single cognitive or 

estimative judgment that subjects come to on the basis of their occupational or classist experiences 

constitutes their definite, or final, ‘verdict’ on the MRCs it addresses. Likewise, no single combination 

of subjects’ personalities, emotions, or reason—and no single substantive opinion that subjects form 

using them—is necessarily prioritised as their main, or final, ‘thoughts’ about the MRCs in question, 

especially at the point where subjects ‘average across’ these thoughts before articulating them. And no 

single combination of subjects’ bodily organs and media—and no single form in which subjects express 

opinions using them—is prima facie to be preferred as their exclusive, or final, ‘say’ on these MRCs. 

Bearing in mind the competing pulls that multiple subjectivities can exert on them, subjects can be 

extremely ‘conflicted’, uncertain, and inconsistent in their ‘given’ opinions. Their opinion-statements 

may exhibit little (or no) significant common overall tendencies on any of the dimensions of judgment. 

But while this lack of clarity may be a sign of contradictory effects within subjects’ processes of opinion-

formation and opinion-expression, this in no way indicates that their opinions are somehow trivial. As 

with the other forms of plurality above, this account has not attempted to define a singular conception 

of what (i.e., what quality or coherence of judgment) ‘counts as’ the ‘one true opinion’ for individual 

subjects, and has not pursued pseudo-Rousseauian projects of achieving monolithic agreement on what 

the ‘one true mass opinion’ is thought to ‘say’. To do this would be to impose a synthetic unanimity that 

bluntly ignores the sheer social complexity this account has uncovered—as with the questions with 

which this analysis began, regarding the extent to which the narrow ‘Leave’ victory in the EU referendum 

could be seen as ‘speaking for’ the entire UK electorate. Instead, this account has sought to work against 

such univocal tendencies, with the ultimate aspiration to eliminate them entirely. 

In this context, emancipating mass opinion means recognising, and extending, the existing 

tendencies towards each of these forms of plurality. Of course, there is already some multipolarity in the 

constitution of mass opinion. Partly thanks to the classist critique of Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge, 

opinion research has moved well beyond the Habermasian tendency to see only bourgeois literati as the 

authors of mass opinion, or Francis Wilson’s similar inclination to grant this role exclusively to the 
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‘middle class’.828 But more must be done to diffuse ideational and communicational power among social 

subjects, and aim (to continue the international relations imagery) for a greater ‘balance of power’ 

between them at an individual and group level. Networks of discursive dependence must be made less 

hierarchical and more (for lack of a better word) egalitarian, in order to break down the division of 

subjects into net opinion-makers and opinion-takers. In addition, the visible stratifications in subjects’ 

control over, disposal of, and access to the means of discourse must be challenged—which Splichal 

touches on in his recommendation to expand the role and availability of public service media.829 But this 

challenge also includes reducing inequalities in the closeness of interaction different social domains have 

with ideation and communication—e.g., the heavy prominence of the economic and political domains 

through the commercialisation and commodification of discourse, and the dominant role of state 

structures in determining its content and ‘reach’. 

Likewise, there is already some multiformity and multimodality in current conceptions of mass 

opinion. When it comes to trying to work out what a given subject thinks about ‘the social’, there is a 

dim yet growing awareness within opinion research that simply looking at opinion polls is not necessarily 

the best, or even the right, way to go. Not all subjects use opinion polls to articulate what they think—

i.e., not all subjects are polled (in fact only very few are)—and there is a limit to how far statistically 

random sampling can be taken to accurately or comprehensively ‘represent’ or ‘capture’ their views. In a 

way that Fishkin, Price, and Splichal have not really recognised, different research traditions have started 

to consider not just opinion polls, attitudes surveys, and voting, but also media articles, fictional 

literature, political speeches, artwork, music, and social media as in some way indicative of trends in 

mass opinion.830 Yet much more can still be done to diversify the ‘go-to’ sources of mass opinion, and to 

find a broad and holistic way of ‘capturing’ their full range in a comprehensive and sophisticated way. 

Normative expectations about what ‘counts’ as the kind of thinking that ‘merits’ inclusion in the 

formation of mass opinion need to be significantly relaxed and expanded. Opinion research must move 

definitively away from the contingent hegemony of rationality and reasonability over, for instance, 

emotional thinking—and above all, contra Becker, away from the erasive, narrow economism of ‘rational 

choice’ approaches.831 At the same time, the ‘cast-list’ of analysanda for opinion research can still be 

                                                   
828 Habermas 1989; Negt and Kluge 2016; Wilson 1955. 
829 Splichal 1999. 
830 Anstead and O’Loughlin 2014; Back 1988; Dempsey 2017; Hecken 2010; Herbst 1998; Jacobs and Shapiro 2000; Jamieson 
and Waldman 2003; RAND Corporation 2012; Weissmann 2016.  
831 Becker 1978. 
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expanded much further, to give far greater consideration to neglected ways in which a vast range of 

material resources and social activities can ‘embed’ cognitive or estimative judgments about ‘the social’. 

This is particularly true for the often subtle ways in which bodily organs are used to express opinions, as 

well as the mediatic aspects of means borrowed from other social domains, such as using money to make 

consumption choices.  

Lastly, there is already some multivocality in statements of mass opinion. For some time, there 

have been moves within both theoretical and practical opinion research away from the logic of 

majoritarianism and binary-choice reductionism in polling and survey techniques. Instead, researchers 

have tried to recognise that different sections of ‘the mass’ can cluster heterogeneously around different, 

and often contradictory, responses to a given issue—which they have sought to accommodate using 

scalar measures of agreement or disagreement, and approval or aversion, as well as ‘don’t know’ or 

‘indifference’ options such as abstention.832 But, as with the other forms of plurality, more must be done 

to bring out the uncertainty, dissensus, and contradictions that characterise mass opinion at both 

collective and individual levels. The scalar measures already in use could be adapted to offer more 

‘multidimensional’ and nuanced representations of the precise ways in which mass opinion clusters not 

just around degrees of approval/aversion or (dis)agreement, but around different substantive responses 

to a given social issue. Similarly, opinion research must also recognise that subjects are likely to use 

different means of discourse to form and express slightly (or even extremely) different opinions about 

the same social phenomena. Again, just because their opinions exhibit a high level of subjective 

heterogeneity should not be a reason for opinion researchers to dismiss them automatically as ‘ignorant’ 

or ‘meaningless’—or, worse, lead them to selectively identify only one of them (e.g., the one they voice 

in an opinion poll) as ‘dominant’ or ‘representative’ of subjects’ full range of relevant views. 

All in all, this plurality means that opinion research must extensively disaggregate any given mass 

opinion from the group of subjects that ostensibly form and express it, and break down its ‘origins’ into 

a fuller picture of the social structures that shaped its creation. The major question now is how the social 

determination of mass opinion should be measured—i.e., how opinion research should (1) ‘test for’, and 

(2) ‘bring out’ the kind of occupational and classist differences the analysis above has theorised. In 

particular, opinion measurement needs to explore how occupational (and classist) differences in subjects’ 

use of personality-traits, emotions, reason, bodily organs, and media affect the judgment-dimensions of 

                                                   
832 Guttman 1950; Likert 1932; Thurstone 1927a, 1927b, 1928. 
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the opinions they form and express—i.e., their direction, intensity, degree, certainty, firmness, salience, 

and importance. Moreover, opinion research must find a way of differentiating in its measurement 

methodologies between subjects with one (fewer) or several (more) occupational and classist 

subjectivities, in order to distinguish between subjects who are reconciling competing ‘pulls’ from 

‘clashing’ sub-modes of discourse, and subjects who are simply ‘following’ the sub-mode for their main 

(or only) occupation, within the opinions they record. Likewise, opinion research also has to differentiate 

between subjects who are conforming to what should be expected from their occupational (and classist) 

ideal-types under their ‘sub-modes’ of ideation and communication, and subjects who are—for whatever 

reason—failing to meet these social expectations. 

While there is insufficient room to develop a full answer here, there are a few clear ‘pointers’ that 

emerge from this enquiry. Providing a better analysis of subjects’ occupational situations and class 

positions fits into a wider programme of refining the understanding opinion research has of subjects’ 

personal identities—including age, ability, race, gender, &c*. In particular, however, opinion research 

needs to add greater sophistication to its understanding of subjects’ ‘overall’ social class as an aggregative 

product of their class positions across the different activities in which they participate (i.e., have 

occupations). This requires a far greater engagement with the contextual ‘metadata’ of, or about, 

individual subjects and their opinions than opinion research has had hitherto. To use the polling industry 

as an obvious example, there is a limit to the marginal insight that can be gained about (e.g.) the partisan 

allegiances of a national electorate by simply ratcheting up the volume of ‘surface-level’ opinion data the 

industry produces. Rather than churning out vast quantities of hastily-compiled and methodologically 

dubious polling data to meet the urgent deadlines of their media clients, it is more important for polling 

companies to ask the ‘meta-level’ questions around each poll that more accurately ‘place’ the respondents 

and their opinions in the context of the discursive and other social structures that shaped them. 

In general, the contextualising information that can act as ‘metadata’ in this sense is of a kind that 

can complete claims along the lines of ‘this subject holds this opinion, and this subject is …’, or, more 

strongly, ‘this subject holds this opinion because this subject is…’. In order to gauge subjects’ occupational 

situations and class positions, opinion researchers need to establish three tiered categories of social 

subjectivity: (1) what activity (or activities) subjects participate in (political, economic, religious, curative, 

educational, juridical, &c); then (2) what occupation (or occupations) subjects have in each activity; and 

finally (3) how subjects rank these activities and occupations in terms of their importance to them (in absolute 

and relative terms). While of course they can be extensively refined, these categories—in this sequence—
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would already give analysts considerable insight into the social ‘background’ that shapes how subjects 

form and express their opinions. When these are framed as questions—as, for instance, in the context 

of a poll or survey—they should, of course, be framed in more accessible vernacular terminology, and 

accompanied by pre-defined lists of activities and occupations. Moreover, each category would need to 

include options for ‘don’t know’ and ‘other’, plus some scope for respondents to offer alternatives, and 

analysts would need a back-up list of typologies (or a form of glossary) to allow them to accurately ‘sort’ 

respondents’ answers into the correct categories independently. 

This is only a rough initial indication, and a more nuanced engagement would introduce further 

categories of ‘metadata’ to shed more light on precisely how subjects’ social situation is reflected in their 

opinions. At the moment, the practice of eliciting such information is most closely associated with the 

opinion polling industry—perhaps because it is comparatively straightforward to ask poll respondents 

to self-report or self-assess for ‘meta-level’ questions in a context where their ‘surface-level’ responses are 

already being elicited from them. But there is no reason why such reporting practices should remain 

exclusively the domain of polls and surveys—and, even though self-assessment is still the most reliable 

means to discover such information, much of it can also be inferred from the social markers which 

various means of thinking and articulation bear in any given context.833 It is this, for instance, that 

motivates recent attempts in computational linguistics, discourse analysis, and content analysis to extract 

increasingly precise specifications of ‘mood’, ‘sentiment’, ‘focus’, and ‘argument’ from written, printed, 

broadcast, digital, or online texts—methods which, in turn, are increasingly applied commercially by 

firms specialising in ‘data mining’ (e.g., Cambridge Analytica) or ‘sentiment analysis’ (e.g., TheySay), 

often in connection to business marketing or electoral campaigns.834 

Thus far, then, the applications of this analysis to the contemporary practice of opinion research. 

They raise vital methodological questions, which require and deserve far more extended consideration 

than can be afforded them here. Of course, even a full treatment of how to measure and emancipate 

‘mass opinion’ would not exhaust the full set of conceptual aspects and concerns potentially of interest 

under the social-theoretic approach this project has adopted. But it is hoped that these comments have 

indicated possible trajectories for further research, and sketched out how the model outlined in this 

analysis can be steered in their direction. Mass opinion is clearly a phenomenon of crucial social 

                                                   
833 Cook and Campbell 1979; Dunning, Heath, and Suls 2005; Huizinga and Elliott 1986; Johnson 2004; Paulhus and Levitt 
1987; Paulhus and Vazire 2007; Robins and John 1997; Robins, Tracy, and Sherman 2007; Schacter 1999; Wilson 2002. 
834 Bermingham and Smeaton 2010; Jungherr et al. 2012; Skoric et al. 2012; Tumasjan et al. 2010. 
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importance, and this analysis has sought to begin the process of reversing its current neglect in social 

research. A plausible and extensive methodological groundwork is now in place, and it is left to future 

projects to add further layers of sophistication to the social theory of mass opinion which this account 

has outlined. 

S. D. G. 

M.S.J.O. MMXVII 
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