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& José R. Torices (eds.), �e Political Turn in Analytic Philosophy, De Gruyter.

Almagro, Manuel, Llanos Navarro-Laespada and Manuel de Pinedo (Forthcom-
ing). Is Testimonial Injustice epistemic? Let me count the ways. Hypatia. A

Journal of Feminist Philosophy.
Almagro, Manuel and Ne�alı́ Villanueva (2021). �é decir y qué esperar cuando
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actitudes. In Revista de la SLMFCE. Número Extraordinario Congreso de Pos-
grado 2019, pp. 41-44. ISSN: 2695-480X

Almagro, Manuel and Rodrigo Dı́az (2019). You are just being emotional! Testi-
monial injustice and folk-psychological a�ributions. Synthese, Special Issue
“Folk psychology: Pluralistic approaches”. DOI:10.1007/s11229-019-02429-w

Almagro, Manuel (2019). Book review of J. J. Acero (ed.), Guı́a Comares de Wi�gen-
stein. Teorema, Revista Internacional de Filosofı́a, 38(2): 137-142.

Almagro, Manuel (2019). A�ordances e Injusticia Social. Ciencia Cognitiva, 13:2,
35-37.

Almagro, Manuel (2018). El lenguaje inclusivo frente a la RAE. In CTXT Contexto

y Acción. Número 176.
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Summary

According to the online search engine Google Ngram Viewer, the items related
to the terms ‘political polarization’ and ‘political polarisation’ have enormously
increased since 2010. �e topic of political polarization has received a signi�cant
amount of public and academic a�ention. Certainly, some authors have focused
on the bene�ts of the rise of political polarization (Stavrakakis 2018), but must
of them have focused on the negative consequences of the rise polarization for
the well-functioning of democratic institutions (Carothers & O’Donohue 2019;
McCoy & Somer 2019). As Levitsky and Zibla� point out, political polarization
can kill democracy (Levitsky & Zibla� 2018), and it can be merely the result of
our tendency to overdo democracy and politics (Talisse 2019), which makes us
more radicalized (Sunstein 2017) and behave like arrogant know-it-alls (Lynch
2019). But regardless of the diagnosis o�ered about the current situation of many
democratic societies, it seems important to clarify exactly what we talk about
when we talk about political polarization.

�e term ‘political polarization’ can be used to refer to many di�erent phe-
nomena. In addition to the mechanisms that are related to the rise of polariza-
tion and the consequences of it, the label is o�en used to refer to di�erent forms
and types of polarization. Two prominent notions are the concepts of ideological
polarization and a�ective polarization. �e former is commonly conceived as the
separation of the ideological beliefs in a population, either in terms of the distance
of the political opinions in an ideological distribution, the dispersion of them, or
in terms of any other parameter used to represent the beliefs of a population in an
ideological spectrum (Bramson et al. 2017). A�ective polarization, on the other
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hand, is commonly understood in terms of positive feelings toward the in-group
and negative feelings toward the out-group (Iyengar et al. 2012).

Although ideological polarization seems to di�erentiate from a�ective polar-
ization in the type of mental state that it deals with, both concepts target polar-
ization by employing self-report questionnaires. In order to know what people
believe and feel, the standard tools used to measure polarization directly ask par-
ticipants to indicate their own mental states. Based on this, it seems that there
are at least two philosophical assumptions behind both concepts. First, both con-
cepts assume the di�erence between the nature of belief-like mental states and
desire-like states, which explains the di�erence between both types of polariza-
tion. Second, both concepts endorse the �rst-person authority thesis, according to
which the speaker’s sincerity guarantees the truth of her mental self-ascription,
and that’s the reason why, in order to know what people believe and feel, respon-
dents are directly asked about their own mental states.

A �rst concern related to ideological polarization is that its relation with the
pernicious consequences of the rise of polarization is not obvious. Diversity of
opinion seems to be one of the essential pillars of any democracy, and without
further explanation it is not at all obvious why a society whose political beliefs
are clustered into blocks or dispersed along an ideological distribution will be a
democracy in danger. A second concern related to this notion is that it seems to
sublimate the middle point of an ideological distribution, but it is not obvious why
the beliefs located in the middle of a distribution are necessarily preferable to the
ones located at one extreme. Increased identi�cation with a “centrist” ideology
could be a problem for democracy as well if, for example, such people were sys-
tematically unwilling to coordinate and to live together with people with di�erent
political ideas. In this sense, ideological polarization does not seem to account for
the problems associated with the rise of political polarization. A�ective polariza-
tion, on the other hand, does manage to explain why increased polarization is a
problem for the proper functioning of democracy: the increase in positive feel-
ings such as sympathy toward the in-group and negative feelings such as hostility
toward the out-group explains the di�culty in consensus and coordination with
“the others”.
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Although a�ective polarization seems to be be�er positioned than ideolog-
ical polarization to account for the dangers associated with the rise of political
polarization, this notion also exhibits certain explanatory limitations. First, the
diagnosis that follows from a�ective polarization, as it is commonly understood
in the literature, is that political polarization is not about what we believe, but
about what we feel. �is explanation hardly �ts with the tendency to produce
rational discourse, to o�er arguments that support the ideological beliefs of the
group with which one identi�es, exhibited by a polarized population. People do
not simply hate their opponents, but think that evidence is on their side and that
the others are clearly wrong. Second, this notion of polarization does not seem
to be able to account for certain polarization processes in which the feelings of a
population remain stable and yet the level of imperviousness to arguments com-
ing from the opposing sides increases.

Beyond these di�culties, the philosophical assumptions behind both notions
of polarization seem to be highly challengeable. A good number of empirical
studies (and everyday experiences), together with our intuitions in many cases,
suggest that we frequently fail at identifying our own mental state, be it a be-
lief or a feeling, even when we self-ascribe it in a sincere manner (Schwitzgebel
2008, 2011a,b). And it is also far from clear that beliefs and feelings are radically
di�erent mental states with respect to their link to action. �e �rst of these two
objections is particularly critical, because it suggests that nothing ensures that
polarization measurement tools accurately measure what they target.

�e aim of this dissertation is to o�er a notion of polarization free of those
philosophical assumptions. In particular, we seek a notion that avoids the di�cul-
ties pointed out before and that can account for some polarization processes that
go unnoticed to the notions of ideological polarization and a�ective polarization,
as they are commonly understood. For this purpose, we propose �ve desiderata
that, in our opinion, an adequate notion of polarization must meet. First, this no-
tion must be able to explain the pernicious e�ects of the rise of polarization for
democracy. Second, it must be consistent with our best evidence. �ird, it must
not explain the rise of polarization in terms of irrationality. Fourth, it must ac-
commodate the distinction between saying that someone believes or feels that p
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and the feelings and beliefs that someone actually has. Finally, it must allow for
intervention.

�is dissertation is structured in eight chapters and has two main arguments,
one negative and one positive. �e negative argument holds that the concepts of
ideological polarization and a�ective polarization, in the way they are commonly
understood, have an array of limitations that can hardly be avoided, and that both
concepts don’t actually measure the mental states that they try to measure. �e
positive argument holds that the tools employed to measure a�ective polarization
actually target not (only) people’s feelings, but the a�itudes people express, more
speci�cally those connected with their level of credence in the core beliefs of the
political group that they identify with. Understood this way, a�ective polarization
meets the desiderata and avoids the problems associated with the notion.

To reach our objective, we start by making a state of the art of political po-
larization of beliefs (chapter 2) by drawing conceptual distinctions around three
categories: general forms of polarization, types of polarization, and conceptions
of polarization. A crucial distinction here is the distinction between belief content
and degree of belief (Talisse 2019), i.e., the distinction between what the popula-
tion believes and how it believes it. �is distinction is at the basis of two quite
distinct conceptions of polarization of beliefs. Ideological polarization focuses
exclusively on what people believe, i.e., belief content, represented by one of the
meanings given by the dictionary of the Real Academia Española (RAE) for the
verb ‘to polarize: “to orient in two opposite directions”. However, there is an-
other way of understanding polarization of beliefs, based not on what people be-
lieve, but on how people believe what they believe, represented by another of the
meanings for the same verb: “to concentrate a�ention or mood on something”.

We then introduce the notion of a�ective polarization as it is usually under-
stood in the literature, present and discuss both the limitations that the notions
of ideological polarization and a�ective polarization face and the philosophical
assumptions they share, and introduce a set of conditions that a suitable notion
of polarization must meet (chapter 3).

To satisfy the requirement of evidence on how we polarize, we review the rel-
evant literature about the mechanisms, of a di�erent nature, related to the rise of
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polarization. Crucially, we analyze the compatibility between these mechanisms
and polarization of beliefs, understood both in terms of belief content and in terms
of degree of belief (chapter 4). Ideological polarization, which has to do with be-
lief contents, seems unable to accommodate the evidence, or at least seems to be
worse positioned to do so than polarization of beliefs understood as shi�s in the
degree of belief. �is evidence, moreover, seems more compatible with the idea
that polarization is a rational process than with the irrational story of polarization
(Dorst 2020).

To satisfy the requirement of disanalogy between what we say that we be-
lieve and feel and what we actually believe and feel, we need a theory about dis-
positional mental state ascriptions that can accommodate the di�erence between
self-a�ributing a mental state and expressing a mental state, and that rejects the
�rst-person authority thesis without violating our intuitions in a number of nat-
ural cases of belief self-ascriptions. In chapter 5 we discuss the family of theories
commi�ed to the idea that the function of our mental self-ascriptions is to describe
a state of a�airs, and argue that these theories cannot account for the disanalogy.

In chapter 6 we o�er an approach to mental a�ributions, based on our inter-
pretation of a number of Wi�genstein’s remarks, that satis�es the requirement of
disanalogy. According to this approach, mental a�ributions do not accomplish a
descriptive function, and their truth-values do not depend on whether a partic-
ular state of a�airs, internal or external to the individual, is the case, but on the
compatibility of their truth with the relevant features of the context. �us, being
in a state of mind is not a ma�er of fact, but a normative issue: when we ascribe a
belief to ourselves or to other people, we acquire a set of conceptual commitments
linked to certain courses of action, and its truth will depend on its compatibility
with the salient features of the context. �is approach accommodates the possi-
bility of error in ascribing a mental state.

In chapter 7 we draw on some contemporary expressivisms to argue that af-
fective polarization is be�er positioned than ideological polarization to measure
the relevant a�itudes of a population, i.e., our conceptual commitments especially
linked to action. �e main argument for that is that the tools usually employed
to measure a�ective polarization involve evaluative language, and through the
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evaluative use of language we express our commitments, our a�itudes, conceptu-
ally linked to our world-picture. �at is, through our evaluations we commonly
express our a�ective a�itudes, which sometimes do not �t with our self-ascribed
mental states. Crucially, these a�itudes, especially linked to action, are closely
connected with our degree of belief: we express the level of credibility we have
in certain core beliefs of the ideological group we identify with. �is move allows
us to reassess the concept of a�ective polarization, which we call polarization in

a�itudes to distinguish it from the traditional way in which the concept is under-
stood, in a way that avoids the problems associated with the concept of a�ective
polarization. Besides, our concept don’t entail the �rst-person authority thesis,
meets the desiderata and can account for some polarization processes that would
otherwise go unnoticed (chapter 8). Finally, we o�er some recommendations for
measuring polarization that are derived from our discussion throughout the dis-
sertation.



Resumen

Desde 2010, el número de recursos que aparecen en el Google Ngram Viewer

asociados a las expresiones ‘political polarization’ y ‘political polarisation’ ha cre-
cido enormemente. Aunque algunos autores han puesto el foco en los bene�cios
del aumento de la polarización polı́tica (Stavrakakis 2018), buena parte de la aten-
ción académica y mediática que ha recibido la cuestión de la polarización polı́tica
ha estado centrada en sus consecuencias negativas para el funcionamiento ade-
cuado de las instituciones democráticas (Carothers & O’Donohue 2019; McCoy
& Somer 2019). La polarización puede matar la democracia, advierten Levitsky y
Zibla� (Levitsky & Zibla� 2018), y puede ser incluso el resultado de un exceso
de polı́tica y democracia (Talisse 2019), que nos vuelve más radicales (Sunstein
2017) y nos convierte en arrogantes sabelotodo (Lynch 2019). Pero independien-
temente del diagnóstico que se ofrezca, parece crucial esclarecer de qué hablamos
exactamente cuando hablamos de una sociedad polarizada.

El término ‘polarización polı́tica’ puede utilizarse para referir a un buen núme-
ro de fenómenos diferentes. Además de a los mecanismos que están relacionados
con el aumento de polarización y a las consecuencias de la misma, la etiqueta a
menudo se emplea para hablar de diferentes formas y tipos de polarización. Dos
nociones destacadas en la literatura especializada son las de polarización ideológi-
ca y polarización afectiva. La primera es comúnmente entendida como aquella que
tiene que ver con la separación en las creencias ideológicas de una población, ya
sea en términos de la distancia de las opiniones en una distribución ideológica, la
dispersión de las mismas, u en términos de otro parámetro utilizado para repre-
sentar las creencias de una población en un espectro ideológico (Bramson et al.
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2017). La polarización afectiva, por el contrario, es comúnmente concebida co-
mo aquella que tiene que ver no con las creencias ideológicas de una población,
sino con sus estados afectivos hacia las personas de su propio grupo y hacia las
personas del grupo ideológico opuesto (Iyengar et al. 2012).

Aunque la polarización ideológica parece tener que ver con las creencias y la
polarización afectiva con los sentimientos, ambas nociones tratan de medir pola-
rización utilizando cuestionarios de auto informe. Para saber qué piensa o siente
la población, el modo habitual de medición consiste en preguntar directamente a
la gente cuáles son sus estados mentales. En este sentido, dos asunciones �losó�-
cas compartidas por ambas nociones son las siguientes. Primero, ambas nociones
asumen que hay una diferencia entre los estados mentales del tipo de las creen-
cias y los estados mentales de tipo afectivo, que explica la diferente naturaleza
de ambos tipos de polarización. Segundo, ambas nociones asumen la tesis de la
autoridad de la primera persona: la sinceridad de una persona garantiza la verdad
de su auto atribución mental, y por eso es su�ciente preguntar a la gente por sus
creencias y sentimientos para saber qué es lo que creen y sienten.

Un primer problema asociado con la polarización ideológica es que su relación
con las consecuencias perniciosas del aumento de polarización en una sociedad no
es nada obvia. La diversidad de opiniones parece ser uno de los pilares esenciales
de cualquier democracia, y sin una explicación adicional no resulta nada eviden-
te por qué una sociedad cuyas creencias polı́ticas estén divididas en bloques o
dispersas en una distribución ideológica será necesariamente una democracia en
peligro. Un segundo problema de esta noción parece ser la sublimación del punto
medio del espectro ideológico: no es evidente por qué las creencias situadas en el
centro de una distribución ideológica son necesariamente preferibles a aquellas
ubicadas en un extremo. El aumento de la identi�cación con una ideologı́a “de
centro” podrı́a ser un problema para la democracia si, por ejemplo, tales personas
no estuvieran dispuestas, sistemáticamente, a coordinarse ni a convivir con per-
sonas con ideas polı́ticas diferentes. En este sentido, la polarización ideológica no
parece dar cuenta de los problemas asociados con el aumento de polarización. La
polarización afectiva, por el contrario, sı́ consigue explicar por qué el aumento de
polarización supone un problema para el buen funcionamiento de la democracia:
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el aumento de los sentimientos positivos, como la simpatı́a, hacia las personas del
propio grupo y de los sentimientos negativos, como la hostilidad, hacia las perso-
nas del grupo opuesto explican la di�cultad en el consenso y la coordinación con
“los otros”.

A pesar de que la polarización afectiva parece estar en mejor posición que la
polarización ideológica para dar cuenta de los peligros asociados con el aumen-
to de la polarización polı́tica, esta noción también exhibe ciertas limitaciones. En
primer lugar, el diagnóstico que se sigue de la polarización afectiva, tal y como se
suele concebir en la literatura, es que la polarización polı́tica no tiene que ver con
lo que creemos sino con lo que sentimos. Este diagnóstico no casa muy bien con
la tendencia a producir discurso racional, a ofrecer argumentos que respaldan las
creencias ideológicas del grupo con el que uno se identi�ca, que habitualmente ex-
hibe una población polarizada. La gente no simplemente odia a sus contrincantes,
sino que piensa que la evidencia les da la razón y que la otra parte está claramen-
te equivocada. En segundo lugar, esta noción de polarización no parece poder dar
cuenta de ciertos procesos de polarización en los que los sentimientos de una po-
blación permanecen estables y sin embargo aumenta el nivel de impermeabilidad
hacia los argumentos esgrimidos por la parte contraria.

Además de estas di�cultades, las asunciones �losó�cas de ambas nociones de
polarización parecen altamente cuestionables. Un buen número de experimentos
(y de experiencias cotidianas) apuntan a que habitualmente fallamos cuando tra-
tamos de identi�car nuestro propio estado mental, ya sea este una creencia o un
sentimiento (Schwitzgebel 2008, 2011a,b). Y tampoco está nada claro que las creen-
cias y los sentimientos sean estados mentales radicalmente distintos con respecto
a su vı́nculo con la acción. La primera de estas dos objeciones parece crucial para
ambas nociones: nada asegura que las herramientas de medición de polarización
midan con precisión lo que tratan de medir.

El objetivo de esta tesis es ofrecer una noción de polarización que no se com-
prometa con ambas asunciones �losó�cas, evite las di�cultades que presentan las
dos nociones de polarización y pueda dar cuenta de algunos procesos de polari-
zación que pasan desapercibidos para estas nociones. Para ello proponemos una
serie de requisitos que, a nuestro juicio, una noción adecuada de polarización debe
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satisfacer. En primer lugar, esta noción debe poder explicar los efectos perniciosos
para la democracia del aumento de polarización. En segundo lugar, debe ser con-
sistente con nuestra mejor evidencia acerca de cómo nos polarizamos. En tercer
lugar, no debe culpar a la gente ni explicar la cuestión en términos de irracionali-
dad. En cuarto lugar, debe acomodar la distinción entre decir que uno cree o siente
tal cosa y que uno realmente crea o sienta tal cosa. Finalmente, debe permitir la
intervención.

Este trabajo se estructura en ocho capı́tulos y tiene dos argumentos centrales,
uno negativo y otro positivo. El argumento negativo de�ende que las nociones
de polarización ideológica y polarización afectiva, tal y como se entienden en la
literatura, tienen una serie de limitaciones difı́ciles de esquivar y no miden lo que
tratan de medir. El argumento positivo mantiene que las herramientas utilizadas
para medir polarización afectiva en realidad miden no (solo) los sentimientos de
la gente, sino las actitudes que expresan tener, en concreto el grado de con�anza
depositado en las creencias centrales del grupo ideológico con el que se identi-
�can. Ası́ entendida, la polarización afectiva cumple los requisitos propuestos y
evita los problemas asociados con la noción.

Para cumplir nuestro objetivo, en primer lugar (capı́tulo 2) presentamos un
estado de la cuestión de la polarización polı́tica sobre creencias trazando distin-
ciones conceptuales en torno a tres categorı́as, a saber, formas generales de po-
larización, tipos de polarización y concepciones de polarización. Una distinción
crucial aquı́ es la que hay entre el contenido de una creencia y el grado de creen-
cia (Talisse 2019), es decir, la distinción entre qué cree la población y cómo lo cree.
Esta distinción está en la base de dos concepciones bien distintas de la polariza-
ción sobre creencias. La polarización ideológica se centra exclusivamente en lo
que la gente cree, representada por una de las acepciones recogidas en la RAE
del verbo ‘polarizar’: “orientar en dos direcciones contrapuestas”. Sin embargo,
hay otro modo de entender la polarización sobre creencias, basada no en lo que
la gente cree, sino en cómo cree la gente lo que cree, representada por otra de las
acepciones recogidas en la RAE para el mismo verbo: “concentrar la atención o el
ánimo en algo”.

Posteriormente introducimos la noción de polarización afectiva tal y como
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habitualmente se entiende en la literatura, presentamos y discutimos tanto las
limitaciones que las nociones de polarización ideológica y polarización afectiva
presentan como las asunciones �losó�cas que comparten, y ofrecemos el con-
junto de condiciones anteriormente introducido y que una noción adecuada de
polarización deberı́a satisfacer (capı́tulo 3).

Para satisfacer el requisito de la evidencia sobre cómo nos polarizamos, lleva-
mos a cabo una revisión de la literatura relevante sobre mecanismos de diversa
naturaleza relacionados con el aumento de polarización y, crucialmente, discuti-
mos la compatibilidad entre estos mecanismos y la polarización sobre creencias
tanto en términos de contenido de creencia como en términos de grado de creencia
(capı́tulo 4). La polarización ideológica, aquella que tiene que ver con los conteni-
dos de nuestras creencias, parece no poder acomodar la evidencia, o por lo menos
parece estar en peor posición que la polarización sobre creencias entendida como
grado de creencia. La mejor evidencia de la que disponemos, además, parece más
compatible con la idea de que la polarización es un proceso racional que con la
historia irracional de la polarización (Dorst 2020).

Para satisfacer el requisito de la disanalogı́a entre lo que decimos que creemos
y sentimos y lo que creemos y sentimos, necesitamos una teorı́a acerca de las ads-
cripciones de estados mentales disposicionales que pueda acomodar la diferencia
entre auto atribuirse un estado mental y expresar un estado mental, y que rechace
la tesis de la autoridad de la primera persona sin violar nuestras intuiciones en un
montón de casos naturales de auto atribución de creencias y otros estados menta-
les disposicionales. En el capı́tulo 5 discutimos la familia de teorı́as que engloba a
un buen número de posiciones que de un modo u otro se comprometen con la idea
de que la función de nuestras auto atribuciones mentales es la de describir un es-
tado de cosas, y defendemos que estas teorı́as no pueden dar cuenta del requisito
de la disanalogı́a.

En el capı́tulo 6 ofrecemos una aproximación a las atribuciones mentales basa-
da en nuestra interpretación de un buen número de observaciones de Wi�genstein
que satisface el requisito de la disanalogı́a. De acuerdo con esta aproximación, las
atribuciones mentales no cumplen una función descriptiva, y su valor de verdad
no depende de que un determinado estado de cosas, interno o externo al individuo,
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sea el caso, sino de la compatibilidad de su verdad con el resto de rasgos relevan-
tes del contexto. Tener un estado mental no es una cuestión de hechos, sino una
cuestión normativa. Cuando nos auto atribuimos creencias o se las atribuimos a
otras personas, lo que hacemos es adquirir un conjunto de compromisos concep-
tuales vinculados con la acción cuya verdad dependerá de su compatibilidad con
el resto de rasgos salientes del contexto. Esta aproximación abre la posibilidad de
error en la atribución de estados mental.

En el capı́tulo 7 nos apoyamos en algunos expresivismos contemporáneos pa-
ra defender que la polarización afectiva está en mejor posición que la ideológica
para medir los estados mentales de la población, nuestros compromisos concep-
tuales especialmente vinculados con la acción. La razón principal es que las he-
rramientas que habitualmente se emplean para medir polarización afectiva invo-
lucran lenguaje evaluativo, y a través del uso evaluativo del lenguaje expresamos
nuestros compromisos, nuestras actitudes, conceptualmente ligadas con nuestra
manera de ver el mundo. Es decir, a través de nuestras evaluaciones expresamos
nuestros estados mentales, nuestras creencias, que a veces no coinciden con las
creencias y los estados mentales que nos auto atribuimos. Crucialmente, algunas
de las actitudes que expresamos, aquellas con un vı́nculo especial con la acción,
están conceptualmente conectadas con el nivel de credibilidad que tenemos en
ciertas creencias centrales del grupo ideológico con el que nos identi�camos. Este
movimiento nos permite reevaluar el concepto de polarización afectiva, que lla-
mamos polarización en actitudes para distinguirlo del modo tradicional en el que
se entiende el concepto, de manera que permite evitar los problemas asociados con
la polarización afectiva y la tesis de la autoridad de la primera persona, y permi-
te también satisfacer los desiderata propuestos y dar cuenta de otros procesos de
polarización que de otra manera pasarı́an desapercibidos (capı́tulo 8). Finalmente
ofrecemos una serie de recomendaciones para medir polarización de manera más
precisa que se derivan de nuestra discusión a lo largo de todo el trabajo.



Chapter 1

Introduction

In the last week of February 2020, two teachers, from di�erent schools, were
arrested in Ceuta, Spain, under the suspicion of having sexually abused several
of their students, 5-year-old children. Child sexual abuse is one of the most ab-
horrent crimes, in part because of the immense asymmetry between the victim
and the perpetrator. �e victims of this kind of abuse are extremely vulnerable:
they are not in a position to understand what is happening to them, and the con-
sequences are devastating. Given the particularly repugnant nature of this type
of crime, it is only to be expected that a case of child sexual abuse would trigger
enormous anger and aversion; even the mere suspicion that someone has perpe-
trated such a crime would arouse a visceral rejection. However, the very opposite
happened in this case.

On February 27, 2020, immediately a�er the second arrest, hundreds took to
the streets, including many teachers, to denounce both the supposed vulnerabil-
ity of teachers when they are denounced, and the alleged existence of a ‘huge
ma�a’ dedicated to falsely accusing teachers for pro�t (El Pueblo 2020). During
the demonstration, one of the protesters said: “If someone wants to denounce in
order to make money or whatever, let them think about it. We’re going to demon-
strate as o�en as possible together with everybody else. Today for you, tomorrow
for me” (our translation). “A ‘Nescafé salary’ –an expression referring to a prize
o�ered by Nestlé consisting in a monthly salary for life– will not be achieved by
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denouncing a teacher” (our translation) said another.
At �rst glance, this shocking reaction is very hard to understand and explain,

not only because of the nature of the crime that the teachers were accused of, but
also because the day of the demonstration there was no public relevant informa-
tion about the cases that could lead to suspecting about anyone in particular. �e
city had previously had similar cases where the accused turned out to be guilty. I
was astonished when I heard about the demonstration, I didn’t understand a thing
–people taking to the streets to defend child molesters? But then I found out that
there was some piece of information �oating around that, unfortunately, seems
to have been precisely what triggered the reaction of the demonstrators in this
case: at least some, if not all, of the victims were Muslims.1

Despite the fact that approximately half of the population of Ceuta is Mus-
lim, the racism and marginalization su�ered by this part of the population is very
high, and the situation has signi�cantly worsened in recent years. According to
the European Islamophobia Report 2019, the Muslim population of Ceuta “still suf-
fers segregation, with hundreds of minors without schooling and lacking prosecu-
tors specialized in discrimination and hate crime” (Bayrakly & Hafez 2020: 740).
Ano�her clue to understand the puzzle raised by this case is that the far-right
Spanish political party Vox has received growing support over the last few years
in Ceuta, and in fact won the 2019 general election in the city. �e leader of this
party, Santiago Abascal, has made statements such as the following one, included
in the report cited above: “Islamists want to destroy Europe and Western society
by celebrating the �re of Notre Dame. Take it into account before it’s too late”.
�is was not an isolated episode. For instance, Vox also used an image of a Hijab-
wearing candidate of the le�-wing party Unidas Podemos in Ceuta to tweet: “�is
twenty-year-old is a candidate for Podemos Ceuta. We didn’t know that women’s
liberation consists of wearing a purple hijab”. Two of the ideas that can be con-
sidered at the core of this political party’s ideology, at least during its 2018-2019
campaign, were that Muslims want to invade Spain (as if being Muslim makes you

1In a recent work, Alba Moreno and I have discussed this case in relation with the connec-
tion between political polarization and testimonial and discursive injustices (Almagro & Moreno
forthcoming)
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non-Spanish) and take advantage of the country’s social aids, and that numerous
false accusations are only used to make a pro�t (see Bayrakly & Hafez 2020). It is
only in this context that the demonstrators’ reaction begins to make sense: given
their assumptions, their behavior can be explained in terms of reasons.

It is our contention that this abhorrent and unjust case, more particularly the
disproportionate reaction of demonstrators –regardless of whether the accused
turn out to be guilty or innocent, can be understood as one of the pernicious
consequences of the rise of political polarization. �e rise of polarization, and
in particular the rise of radicalism or the increase in the con�dence deposited in
the core beliefs of certain political identities, provides, among other pernicious
outcomes, the ideal stage for this sort of case.

According to a October 2019 Pew Research study (Pew Research 2019), the
level of division and animosity in the United States has deepen in relation with
their already high levels of polarization previously in 2016. �e trend of polar-
ization experimented by this country in the last decades is not an isolated phe-
nomenon. Several comparative studies have shown that the rise of polarization
is taking place in a large part of contemporary democracies (Boxell et al. 2020;
Carothers & O’Donohue 2019; Gidron et al. 2020; Westwood et al. 2018). In accor-
dance with this process, there is also an increase in polarization, globally experi-
enced, toward ethnic and racial groups (Carothers & O’Donohue 2019; Johnston
et al. 2015; Mounk 2018: 166; Wojcieszak & Garre� 2018). In the case of Spain
(see, for instance, Viciana et al. 2019), several national studies con�rm this trend.
For instance, data from the study Opiniones y Actitudes de la Población Andaluza

hacia la Inmigración (OPIA) indicate a tendency in this line: the data from the 2019
Encuesta OPIA VIII shows, according to the authors of the study, that there is po-
larization of the a�itudes of Andalusians toward immigration, and a signi�cant
growth in the group of those who strongly oppose the expansion of immigrants’
social rights. In particular, this study shows that the percentage of Andalusians
who perceive immigration to be one of the main problems for the population of
Andalusia has doubled with respect to the previous study in 2017. Regarding the
study “A�itudes toward immigration” of the Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas

(CIS), the data show that, in 2017, 53.3% of the Andalusian population agreed or
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strongly agreed with the statement that immigrants abuse free health care, com-
pared to the 43% in 2016. And 56.3% of them see it as between quite acceptable
or very acceptable to prefer to hire a Spaniard rather than an immigrant in 2017,
compared to the 54.3% in 2016. �ese data indicate a strong rejection toward cer-
tain social groups and, although they are very high in both years, an increasing
trend may be observed.

Of course, racism is not a new thing resulting from the rise of polarization.
In that sense, someone might reasonably think that the demonstrators’ dispro-
portionate reaction could be simply explained by appealing to their racism, and
not to the rise of polarization. �is is true, but misleading: even though racism
has been present in the city for a long time, the current level of polarization not
only increases racism, but also makes a group of people dare to publicly display
such a�itudes, to be more con�dent in the core beliefs of the ideological group
that they identify with. To put it in a di�erent way, even if it is not a new thing
that racists exist, perhaps it is a relatively new thing that racists feel that they
have the right to blatantly express their racist a�itudes in such a way, compared
to what they thought they were entitled to some decades ago. Increased polariza-
tion leads to increased reliance on the core beliefs of the political group that one
identi�es with, and with it comes an increase in certain a�itudes. It is the rise of
radicalism that leads some people to publicly join such a demonstration and not
only to think that denouncers are lying for pro�t, as a non-polarized racist would.
One of the things that we will try to show in this thesis is that some conceptions
of polarization obliterate this explanatorily useful distinction between polarized
and non-polarized racists.

Despite the available data just mentioned, it is not exactly clear how the type
of polarization behind the case introduced at the beginning –the type of polariza-
tion that has to do with a�itudes– should be measured, nor what is it measured
precisely. For instance, if you directly ask the demonstrators from our previous
case whether they think that Muslim people mostly denounce to make a pro�t, or
whether they are racists, surely their answers will be in the negative, especially
if asked at a time where the level of polarization was high, but not so high as it
is now (in fact, in many of the questions that appear in the CIS surveys previ-
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ously mentioned, the population declares that diversity is positive, and that they
are not racist at all. In the 2017 survey, nearly 74% ranked between 0 and 4, on
a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 means ‘not racist at all’ and 10 means ‘very racist’.
Speci�cally, 40.2% placed themselves at 0). And it is not hard to think that they
were answering sincerely to the questions of the study, even though their answers
seem obviously false. But do they actually believe what they sincerely say that
they believe? �eir verbal and nonverbal behavior expresses quite the opposite.
�en, on what basis do we a�ribute a certain state of mind to somebody? It is
noteworthy that one might believe such things and, at the same time, be unwill-
ing take to the streets, and publicly display certain a�itudes. How can this type of
polarization be measured then? What are we talking about when we invoke this
sort of polarization? We address these and other related questions in this work.

�is dissertation is an a�empt to make a modest contribution to be�er un-
derstanding the phenomenon of polarization that endangers many contemporary
democracies. In particular, we deal with the nuances of di�erent notions of po-
larization as well as with the philosophical assumptions behind two prominent
concepts –ideological polarization and a�ective polarization. Our main goal is
to o�er a suitable concept of polarization and some recommendations that allow
us to measure polarization with greater accuracy, and in an early stage. For this
purpose, we reassess the concept of a�ective polarization. Can philosophy o�er
any special theoretical tools to accomplish this task?

1.1. Philosophy and polarization

Polarization has been one of the phenomena that most a�ention has a�racted,
academically but also publicly, during the last decade. Scholars from di�erent dis-
ciplines, especially from political sciences and social psychology, have been study-
ing the causes, origins and mechanisms through which a society becomes polar-
ized, and have analyzed the consequences of the rise of polarization for democ-
racy. What does philosophy have to say about this issue? Is there a particular
perspective that philosophy can bring to bear in addressing the polarization is-
sues that we need to deal with?
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Certainly, contributions from philosophy on this issue are increasing, and
from a variety of perspectives. In an already classic paper on the epistemology of
disagreement, Kelly wonders whether it is rational to respond as people usually
do in situations where, a�er being exposed to the same mixed body of evidence,
two parts that previously disagreed on certain topic, polarize (Kelly 2008). Some
authors have discussed the implications of this phenomenon for di�erent episte-
mological questions, such as the notion of epistemic peerhood and disagreement
in general (Hallsson 2019) or the role of testimony in forming aesthetic beliefs
(Robson 2014). Others have focused their philosophical analysis on another phe-
nomenon related to the rise of polarization, which consists in deliberating with
likeminded people (Arvan 2019; Olsson 2013; Talisse 2019). Some of them take
not only an epistemological point of view, but also a metaphysical one (Broncano-
Berrocal & Carter 2021). From virtue epistemology, and more particularly from
the branch focused on epistemic vices, the issue of polarization has also been
much discussed (Cassam 2019; Lynch 2019; Tanesini & Lynch 2021). For instance,
Lynch has recently argued that it is the very a�itude of intellectual arrogance,
i.e., behaving as know-it-alls, that’s behind the current political situation in many
contemporary democracies (Lynch 2019, 2021).

We will occasionally deal with questions related to these ones, but they are not
the center of this dissertation. Rather, we mainly approach the phenomenon of
polarization from the philosophy of language and the philosophy of mind. First, in
line with works aimed at distinguishing di�erent types of polarization (Bramson
et al. 2017), we carried out a conceptual analysis of di�erent phenomena related
to polarization. �e term ‘polarization’ has been used as a catch-all word to refer
to the problems that many contemporary democratic societies around the world
face, as well as the mechanisms fueling polarization. Alas, the word o�en en-
compasses a wide variety of meanings, which sometimes increases the confusion
about the phenomenon of political polarization itself (Bramson et al. 2017; Mason
2013, 2015, 2018; McCarty 2019). What does exactly mean to be politically polar-
ized? Intuitively, one answer might be that our political opinions have become
more extreme, and this jeopardizes democracy. �is characterization looks cor-
rect. However, it is still profoundly ambiguous. �is ambiguity is what partially
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explains the lack of agreement on some contemporary debates on polarization.2

In order to try to dissolve these misunderstandings, two complementary strate-
gies might be followed. �e �rst one revolves around the task of trying to disen-
tangle the di�erent phenomena usually called ‘polarization’. According to this
�rst strategy, the main task would be to conceptually delimit di�erent aspects and
concepts involved in the topic of polarization. �at is, the task would be to disen-
tangle the di�erent conceptual relations established by di�erent uses of the term
‘polarization’. �e second strategy consists in establishing a set of criteria that the
notion of polarization should meet, and rule out those phenomena that, although
related to polarization, do not meet these criteria. �e main task of this second
strategy, then, would be to evaluate di�erent aspects and concepts of polarization
in order to provide the requirements that an appropriate concept should meet.

In this dissertation we follow both strategies. Admi�edly, the main objec-
tive that we follow is essentially bound to the second one: we seek to establish
a set of desiderata that a concept of polarization should satisfy in order to be a
suitable one, and will try to outline and vindicate a notion that meets these re-
quirements (in line with previous work such as Bordonaba & Villanueva 2018).
However, the �rst strategy is also followed in this dissertation insofar as we need
to review the literature about polarization to put on the table �rst, before estab-
lishing the desiderata, the di�erent issues related to the phenomenon that should
be taken into account. In other words, the task of establishing the conditions that
the notion of polarization should account for comes only a�er reviewing the most
outstanding aspects, issues, and phenomena related to political polarization. �e
results of the la�er task will serve as the backdrop for the former.

Conceptual clari�cation is not the only contribution that we try to make from
philosophy here. We also hinge on issues of the philosophy of language as well
as questions at the intersection of the philosophy of language and philosophy
of mind. In particular, we discuss the compatibility between various descriptivist

2For the debate on whether there is general polarization in a particular country, mostly in the
United States, see Abramowitz 2006, 2007, 2010; Abramowitz & Saunders 2008; Abramowitz & Stone
2006; Brewer 2005; Hetherington 2001; Hetherington & Rudolph 2015 vs. Fiorina 2017; Fiorina et al.
2008; Fiorina & Levendusky 2006; Levendusky 2009; Wolfe 1998.
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positions on mental state a�ributions and the measurement of the states of mind
that we hold, rather than those that we claim to be in, and argue that a partic-
ular nondescriptive and pragmatist account of Wi�gensteinian inspiration is in
a be�er position than the descriptivist ones to do so. Moreover, we deal with
questions that are more speci�c to the philosophy of language, such as what sort
of meaning is communicated through certain uses of language, and what theory
allows us to accommodate the distinction between the commitments that we say
we have and the commitments that we express we have through our use of lan-
guage. �is distinction is crucial both for measuring the mental states that we
actually have, rather than the ones that we say we have, and our practical a�i-
tudes related to our level of con�dence in certain beliefs. As racists will deny that
they are so, polarized people presumably will deny that they are polarized. But
polarization not only has to do with two groups of people holding di�erent and
con�icting belief contents. Some types of polarization, those that will be crucial
for this dissertation, have to do with certain a�itudes especially linked to action.
�ese a�ective a�itudes are related, we will argue, with the level of con�dence in
certain beliefs, rather than with the actual content of these beliefs. Particularly,
we will explore an expressivist approach in order to accomplish this task, that
is, in order to introduce some philosophical tools that enable us to discriminate
between the mental states that people actually have and those that they say they
have, but also between the practical a�itudes that people express to have, con-
nected with how impervious they are toward the reasons coming from the “other
side”. In this sense, with this dissertation we try to make a contribution to the
analysis of the phenomenon of political polarization from a speci�c philosophical
approach that has not yet been much discussed in relation with this topic.

1.2. The political turn-driven spirit

Contemporary democracy is troubled. Cassam has recently pointed out that
polarization may be promoted by some political actors to advance their political
agendas:
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What triggers the process of polarisation? One possibility is that it is
triggered by the actions of political actors. �is suggests that polari-
sation is a political strategy or tool that is knowingly and deliberately
employed by political actors as a means of achieving their own po-
litical ends [. . . ] Understood in this way, polarisation need not be
pernicious but it o�en is. It can lead to authoritarianism, intolerance
and disagreements over basic facts. (Cassam 2021: 213)

Cassam recognizes that polarization is not necessarily a pernicious phenomenon,
but it o�en is. �e case presented at the beginning of this introduction is just an
instance of some of the pernicious consequences that it may generate. In more
general terms, political polarization, when it is pernicious, “routinely weakens re-
spect for democratic norms, corrodes basic legislative processes, undermines the
nonpartisan structure of the judiciary, and fuels public disa�ection with political
parties. It exacerbates intolerance and discrimination, diminishes societal trust,
and increases violence throughout society. Moreover, it reinforces and entrenches
itself, dragging countries into a downward spiral of anger and division for which
there are no easy remedies” (Carothers & O’Donohue 2019: 1-2).

So, the rise of some types of polarization might endanger democracy and cre-
ate certain injustices, but it might also be promoted for political gain –by those
actors for whom an electoral advantage is perceived to be linked to a polarized
public opinion. Realization of this situation is the point of departure of the anal-
ysis contained in this dissertation. In other words, we start our research from the
recognition that there is at least one type of polarization that poses a danger for
the proper functioning of democracy, and that this type of polarization can be
purposely promoted. �us, it seems crucial to know as much as possible about
this type of polarization. We need to understand how it works, how it can be
detected at an early stage, and how we can intervene in it. Our theories will be
be�er than others to the extent that they enable us to achieve these objectives.

In that sense, the spirit of this dissertation falls under what has been called
the political turn in analytic philosophy by Pinedo and Villanueva (Pinedo & Vil-
lanueva forthcoming; see also Bordonaba et al. forthcoming). �e core idea of
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this political turn is that our theoretical tools must be assessed paying a�ention
to their capacity to explain and detect social injustices, as well as to intervene in
order to eradicate or alleviate them. In their words, the political turn “advises us
to embrace theories by their capacity to bring our focus towards hidden forms
of injustice as well as for its potential to intervene on them. And […] to reject
those theories that do the opposite” (Pinedo & Villanueva forthcoming: 3). It is
not enough to put our theories and theoretical tools at the service of practical
concerns, it also requires to assess them in virtue of their usefulness to detect and
alleviate certain injustices. �is is the general framework in which this work is
placed. In addition to this general framework, what other philosophical assump-
tions are necessary to provide the kind of concept of polarization that we o�er
here?

1.3. �e pursued river-bed

Another starting point of this dissertation is the recognition that adopting a
philosophical position might be similar to pu�ing on some peculiar glasses that
allow us to see things from a di�erent angle, to seeing-as. Furthermore, we also
start from the recognition that there is no such thing as the best glasses, once
and for all; the preference of some glasses over others will usually depend on the
goals that we pursue, along with the assumptions one is not willing to give up. In
this way, in this dissertation we will try to build some speci�c glasses and, at the
same time, to persuade you that these glasses are reasonably bene�cial to look at
a problem that threatens our contemporary democratic societies.

�e glasses-metaphor employed, while useful, might also prompt certain er-
roneous associations. It is therefore worth pointing them out to avoid misunder-
standings. First, it may subtly introduce the idea that there is something like the

naked vision of the world, that is, that we can see with the naked eye how things
are, and that therefore pu�ing on some glasses is, in some sense, distorting what
the world is like. Second, it may introduce the idea that changing the way you see
the world is as simple as taking o� one pair of glasses and pu�ing on a di�erent
one. Both ideas are wrong. First of all, we think it is a big mistake to think that
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the world is in a certain way once and for all (see, for instance, Rorty 1980). Of
course, this neither implies the rejection that there are things in the world, nor the
rejection that through language we sometimes refer to the objects that populate
our surroundings and inform about their appearance and location. �e mistake
is just the idea that the world is in a certain way and that our scienti�c endeavor
just consists in discovering the way things are. Second, pu�ing on new glasses is
an extremely di�cult task, as di�cult as educating our dispositions and ge�ing
rid of certain habits in which we have been educated. Changing glasses, in our
sense, implies reeducation, learning to see-as; it implies living in a di�erent way.

As a result of reading this dissertation, we hope to contribute to the plausi-
bility of some of the following aphorisms, that we take to be hard rocks, in the
sense of Wi�genstein’s river-bed metaphor, i.e., as unalterable parts on which our
practices, the �ux of the river, rest.

1. One relevant notion of polarization conceives it as an increase in the level
of con�dence in the core beliefs of a political identity.

1.1 �is kind of polarization has to do with the degree of belief, rather
than with belief contents.

1.2 A�ective polarization can be understood in terms of credence.

1.3 One can be polarized while being at the middle of an ideological spec-
trum.

1.4 �is type of polarization is highly context-sensitive.

2. Being in a dispositional mental state is having certain conceptual commit-
ments linked to certain courses of action.

2.1 �e possibility of error exists in identifying our own mental states.

2.2 What we sincerely say we believe or feel is not necessarily what we
actually believe or feel.

2.3 Mind is not something spooky or mysterious or describable.

2.4 Mind and language are two faces of the same coin.
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3. �rough certain uses of language we express our practical commitments,
especially linked to action.

3.1 �e meaning we communicate is beyond our control.

3.2 �e meaning we communicate is highly context-sensitive.

3.3 Social identity is crucial to determinate the meaning communicated.

3.4 Certain claims, in certain contexts, are closely related to certain ways
of living.

4. Philosophy is conceptual clari�cation and persuasion into new ways of see-
ing.

4.1 Philosophy must be resistance, a way of �ghting against social injus-
tices.

4.2 Philosophy must be jointly developed.

4.3 Philosophy must try to avoid postulating ontologically bizarre enti-
ties.

4.4 Philosophy must take into account the intuitions of competent speak-
ers.

1.4. �e argument

�e core thesis defended in this dissertation can be stated directly: the concept
of a�ective polarization can be reassessed in order to avoid the di�culties, some
of them shared by the concept of ideological polarization –which are the two most
prominent concepts of polarization, that the standard understanding of it faces,
and thus being able to account for processes of polarization that otherwise would
pass unnoticed, such as the one mentioned above. According to the reassessment
that we propose, a�ective polarization has to do with radicalism, i.e., with the
level of con�dence people have in the core beliefs of their political identity. �is
level of radicalism, crucially, is closely connected with people’s a�itudes, certain
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commitments especially linked to action that are expressed through the evaluative
use of language.

�is thesis involves two central arguments. �e �rst one runs as follows.
Ideological polarization is standardly understood as a separation in the politi-
cal beliefs, in particular in the belief contents of at least two groups of people,
while a�ective polarization is standardly understood as dealing with feelings and
emotions, rather than with beliefs: the greater the negative feelings toward the
out-group and the positive feelings toward the in-group, the greater a�ective po-
larization. Ideological polarization is mostly measured through direct self-report
questionnaires, and a�ective polarization mostly through the feeling thermome-
ter, also a direct way of self-reporting one’s feelings. �us understood, both con-
cepts encounter several di�culties of a diverse nature that we introduce in chapter
3, but more speci�cally they seem to share two philosophical assumptions that are
challengeable. �e �rst philosophical assumption is that there is a sharp distinc-
tion between belief-like and desire-like mental states, which is what characterizes
the main di�erence between them. �e second one is the �rst-person authority
thesis, the idea that the speaker’s sincerity usually guarantees the truth of her
mental state self-ascriptions. Since both philosophical assumptions are theoreti-
cally and empirically challengeable, both concepts of polarization encounter some
problems that are hard to overcome. Moreover, these concepts, as they seem to be
commonly understood, are in a bad position to account for the type of polarization
behind cases such as the one introduced at the beginning of this chapter.

�e second central argument supporting the main thesis of this dissertation
can be summarized as follows. �e tools employed to measure a�ective polariza-
tion, or at least most of them, include evaluative uses of language, which permit
to measure not only the feelings that respondents self-report, but also their prac-
tical a�itudes connected with their level of con�dence in the core beliefs of the
ideological identity they identify with. �at’s the reason why a�ective polariza-
tion can be found where ideological polarization is absent. To argue so, we adopt
a Wi�gensteinian nondescriptivist approach to mental state a�ributions and an
expressivist approach to the evaluative use of language. �e Wi�gensteinian ap-
proach enables us to argue that there is a possibility of error in ascribing dispo-
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sitional mental states, because they are normatively linked to certain courses of
action. �e expressivist approach enables us to argue that through the evalua-
tive use of language people express their practical commitments, their a�itudes.
Understood in this way, a�ective polarization, or at least some of its types, does
deal with beliefs, in particular with the degree of some of the beliefs we hold. It
assumes neither �rst-person authority, or a sharp distinction between belief-like
and desire-like mental states. Moreover, under this interpretation, a�ective po-
larization, or ”polarization in a�itudes”, as we will call it to di�erentiate it from
the standard understanding of a�ective polarization, can satisfy a group of con-
ditions for a suitable concept of polarization, and can account for the process of
polarization behind the case introduced at the beginning.

Besides these two central arguments, in this dissertation the reader can �nd
other arguments supporting some theses derived from, or related to, the central
thesis. For instance, along this dissertation we argue that the best available evi-
dence on how we get to polarize is more compatible with the idea of radicalism

than with the idea of extremism –radicalism has to do with the degree of belief,
while extremism has to do with belief contents, and therefore with the concept of
polarization in a�itudes rather than with the concept of ideological polarization.
Moreover, we argue in favor of the rational story of polarization: if we take into
consideration all the best available evidence together, we can make good sense
of the idea that becoming polarized is not the result of an irrational process, but
a possible outcome of being rational in an informational environment such as
ours. Also, we argue that the possibility of error in identifying our own mental
states, that stem from the rejection of the �rst-person authority thesis, is incom-
patible with descriptivist approaches to the analysis of mental state a�ributions.
Descriptivist positions cannot accommodate the distinction between the commit-
ments one self-reports to have and the commitments one actually has. Other
more promising positions that seem to be able to accommodate this distinction
cannot account, however, for our di�erent intuitions in a variety of cases of men-
tal self-ascriptions, as we will see. We argue that a particular expressivist position,
inspired by some ideas taken from Wi�genstein, can account for these things. In
the next section, we o�er a more detailed exposition of the general structure of
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this dissertation.

1.5. Plan of the dissertation

In chapter 2, we introduce the phenomenon of political polarization and carry
out a conceptual analysis of di�erent forms, types and understandings of polar-
ization, focusing on the sort of polarization that has to do with political beliefs
(section 2.1). First, in section 2.2, we introduce di�erent general forms of polar-
ization, such as belief vs. set of beliefs polarization (section 2.2.1), state vs. process
polarization (section 2.2.2), elite vs. mass polarization (2.2.3), intragroup vs. in-
tergroup polarization (section 2.2.4) and symmetric vs. asymmetric polarization
(2.2.5). �en, we present some more speci�c types of polarization (section 2.3),
in particular we introduce the concepts of platform polarization (section 2.3.1),
adherence polarization (section 2.3.2) and partisan polarization (2.3.3). A�er that,
we discuss one of the most prominent concepts of polarization, ideological po-
larization (section 2.4), and present nine di�erent senses of it (section 2.4.1). In
section 2.5, we di�erentiate two ways of approaching the study of our beliefs:
in terms of content or in terms of degree of belief, and we argue that this dis-
tinction points to two understandings of polarization: extremism and radicalism.
Crucially, we show that ideological polarization is conceived in terms of belief
content. In section 2.6, we discuss whether political polarization is necessarily a
pernicious phenomenon or, on the contrary, only some types of polarization are.
Finally, we end this chapter by introducing the distinction between cognitive vs.
conative polarization (section 2.7).

�e aim of chapter 3 is to introduce the concept of a�ective polarization as
it is commonly understood in the literature, to make explicit the philosophical
assumptions behind the concepts of ideological polarization and a�ective polar-
ization, and to propose a set of desiderata for a suitable concept of polarization.
First, we present some of the problems, of a diverse nature, that the concept of ide-
ological polarization encounters (section 3.1). Second, we introduce the concept
of a�ective polarization as well as the tools commonly used to measure it (section
3.2), present di�erent possible types of a�ective polarization (3.2.1), and discuss
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several problems that the concept of a�ective polarization, as it is commonly un-
derstood, also faces (section 3.2.2). �ird, we devote section 3.3 to make explicit
the philosophical assumptions behind the concepts of ideological polarization and
a�ective polarization: the distinction between belief-like and desire-like mental
states (section 3.3.1) and the �rst-person authority thesis (section 3.3.2). A�er
that, we make a �rst a�empt to challenge both philosophical assumptions (sec-
tion 3.4), from a theoretical and from an empirical point of view. Finally, taking
into consideration what has been discussed so far, we introduce �ve desiderata
that a suitable concept of polarization should meet (section 3.5).

Chapter 4 is concerned with the mechanisms that foster polarization, pay-
ing special a�ention to whether they �t more naturally with radicalism (degree
of belief) or with extremism (belief content), as well as whether they support a
rational or an irrational story of the rise of polarization. We start by introduc-
ing the phenomenon according to which we get polarized a�er discussing or de-
liberating with likeminded people, which we call ’likeminded deliberation’, and
discuss di�erent mechanisms involved in this phenomenon (section 4.1). �en,
we introduce another phenomenon according to which two individuals who dis-
agree on a particular issue get polarized a�er being exposed to a mixed body of
evidence, which we call ’mixed evidence disagreement’, and discuss some mecha-
nisms and approaches to this phenomenon (section 4.2). In section 4.3, we review
three psychological mechanisms related to the rise of polarization, namely: group
membership, motivated reasoning and identity-protective cognition. Section 4.4
is devoted to reviewing three social mechanisms: �lter bubbles, echo chambers
and cybercascades. A�er this, we review three linguistic mechanisms also related
to the rise of polarization: abstract and concrete uses of language, dogwhistles
and crossed disagreements.

In chapter 5, we discuss whether descriptivist approaches, as well as Bar-On’s
position and a position that can reasonably be a�ributed to Srinivasan, can accom-
modate our intuitions in di�erent cases of belief self-ascriptions. �e di�erence
between the states of mind that someone says to be in and the mental states in
which she actually is, that follows from the rejection of the �rst-person author-
ity thesis –one of the desiderata proposed for a suitable concept of polarization,
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should also be accommodated by a suitable theory of mental state ascriptions.
First, we brie�y introduce the di�erence between self-ascribing a mental state
and expressing a mental state (section 5.1). Second, we introduce two varieties
of descriptivist positions, and argue that they cannot accommodate the intuitions
triggered by di�erent cases of belief self-ascription (section 5.2). In section 5.3, we
discuss neo-expressivism, Bar-On’s approach to mental self-ascriptions. Section
5.4 is devoted to discussing a position that can reasonably be a�ributed to Srini-
vasan, based on her epistemic externalism. Finally, we also discuss certain alleged
peculiar types of mental states, such as aliefs, unendorsed beliefs and in-between
cases (section 5.5). We conclude that descriptivist views don’t seem to be well
positioned to account for our purposes in this dissertation.

�e aim of chapter 6 is to introduce an approach to the mind with respect to
which our concept of polarization is going to be able to meet the aforementioned
desiderata. �e approach holds that having a dispositional mental state is hav-
ing conceptual commitments linked to certain courses of action, and that those
conceptual commitments are contextually and normatively determined. We start
by making a �rst a�empt at introducing our interpretation of Wi�gensteinian
nondescriptivism (section 6.1). We o�er an interpretation of some of Wi�gen-
stein’s insights, more speci�cally we introduce an sketch of the conceptual map
of the psychological vocabulary and the notion of ‘description’ that can be traced
throughout Wi�genstein’s entire production (section 6.2). �en, we present a
group of anti-descriptivist arguments we �nd in Wi�genstein’s philosophy (sec-
tion 6.3). A�er that, we devote a section to brie�y discussing the relation between
following a rule and our interpretation of Wi�genstein’s picture of the mind (sec-
tion 6.4). We also o�er some indications as to the relation between our inter-
pretation of Wi�genstein’s approach to the mental and his approach to meaning
(section 6.5). Finally, we present the notion of contextual authority that follows
from our discussion so far in that chapter (section 6.6).

In chapter 7, we present a semantic theory, expressivism, as one that enables
us to explain why some of the tools used to measure a�ective polarization in fact
measure the state of mind that people express to be in, in particular their level of
credence in certain beliefs, i.e., their level of radicalism. Expressivism can accom-
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modate the di�erence between the descriptive and the evaluative, and argue that
through the evaluative use of language we express our practical a�itudes, those
especially linked to certain courses of action. �us, this theory is characterized
by being able to accommodate the di�erence between the commitments we say
we have and those we actually have. First, we introduce the distinction between
the descriptive and the evaluative from an intuitive point of view (section 7.1) and
present some tests and arguments that support this distinction (sections 7.1.1, 7.1.2
and 7.1.3). �en, we introduce expressivism (section 7.2), and we make a brief his-
torical note about it, from classical expressivism to some more contemporary pro-
posals (section 7.2.1). A�er that, we present a noninternalist expressivism, build-
ing on minimal expressivism (section 7.3) and on some Wi�gensteinian insights
(section 7.3.1). Finally, we devote section 7.4 to re�ect on some of the contextual
determinants of evaluative meaning and the di�erence between judgements vs.
claims about the rule we think we follow.

In chapter 8, we introduce the modi�ed concept of a�ective polarization, that
we call polarization in a�itudes, in light of the results achieved in the previ-
ous chapters (section 8.1) and discuss how this concept of polarization meets
the desiderata (section 8.2). A�er that, we brie�y discuss some of the a�itudes
related to the increase of polarization according to the literature on epistemic
vices (section 8.3), speci�cally the a�itudes of arrogance, dogmatism and closed-
mindedness (section 8.3.1), and discuss whether they are necessarily bad a�itudes
and whether we are responsible for them (section 8.3.2). Moreover, we review
some recent studies of a�ective polarization by taking into consideration the rec-
ommendations to measure polarization that follow from the discussion of this
dissertation (section 8.4), and, �nally, we try to sketch a design to measure polar-
ization following these recommendations (section 8.5).

Chapter 9 is the conclusion of this dissertation. In it, we summarize what have
been discussed and achieved along this work and review the conclusions reached
in each chapter (section 9.1). Also, we brie�y discuss a variety of mechanisms
that sometimes are used as weapons to promote polarization, such as recurrent
debates and crossed disagreements (section 9.2). Finally, we end this chapter by
brie�y reviewing and discussing some strategies to try to depolarize (section 9.3).



Chapter 2

Political Polarization: �e
Phenomenon

Consider the following �ctitious but perfectly possible scenario. Imagine that
during the �rst two months of the COVID-19 pandemic a Spanish citizen called
Dereca believed that the policies adopted by the Spanish government to control
the spread of the virus were insu�cient. Suppose that, a�er discussing about
it with likeminded people, maybe with her Facebook and WhatsApp friends, as
well as with her Telegram groups, neighbors and closest relatives, Dereca ended
up believing not just that the policies adopted by the Spanish government were
insu�cient, but that the development of the pandemic in Spain was in fact the
government’s fault. Imagine that, as a result, Dereca and many other likeminded
people took to the streets to complain against the government, carrying golf clubs
and Le Creuset coco�es, and yelling that the Spanish government deserves to be
known as �e Death Government. ”�e government must pay for its disastrous
management of the situation”, someone says. At the same time, imagine that also
during the �rst two months of the COVID-19 pandemic, another Spanish citizen
called Izquerri believed that the policies adopted by the Spanish government to
control the spread of the virus were mostly reasonable. Suppose that, a�er argu-
ing about it with likeminded people, Izquerri also became more extreme in her
previous position. In this case, however, she ended up believing that the policies

19
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adopted by the government were not only mostly reasonable, but the best that
could have been adopted under the circumstances. Suppose that since then Iz-
querri and many other likeminded people have not admi�ed any criticism of the
Spanish government’s management of the situation, and have openly complained
about the behavior of Dereca and her peers. But not only that. Since then, Izquerri
has treated disrespectfully all those who think di�erently from her. What’s hap-
pened here?

It is not controversial to state that, in this �ctitious scenario, Dereca and Iz-
querri, along with their respective groups, have become more politically polarized
–both parts have become more extreme in their political beliefs. As a result, the
political distance between them has increased. �us, at �rst glance, what’s hap-
pened in this case might count as an instance of political polarization. But what
does it exactly mean to say that the political distance between Dereca’s and Iz-
querri’s groups has increased and as a result they have become more polarized?

We devote this chapter to introduce the phenomenon of political polarization,
review an essential part of the literature about it, and try to separate the di�erent
concepts working under the super�cial grammar of the term ‘polarization’, that
is, the di�erent uses of the word that can be traced in the literature about polar-
ization. In particular, in this chapter we focus on the sort of polarization that has
to do with our beliefs. �e main aim of this chapter will be to show that the con-
cept of ideological polarization is conceived in terms of changes in belief contents,
and not in terms of degree of belief. �e main thesis will be that this distinction
between belief content and degree of belief points to two di�erent understandings
of polarization. To argue so, we introduce di�erent forms, types and understand-
ings of belief polarization, and analyze the possibilities of combination with each
other. �e sort of understanding of polarization that has to do with changes in
the degree of belief in certain beliefs is behind the concept of polarization in at-
titudes that we propose along this dissertation, as a result of the reassessment of
the concept of a�ective polarization.

In section 2.1, we brie�y introduce the phenomenon of belief polarization, the
type of polarization that has to do with beliefs, paying special a�ention to a mech-
anism that promotes belief polarization, a well-known phenomenon in the liter-
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ature sometimes dubbed as ’group polarization’, which will be further discussed
in chapter 4. �e aim of section 2.2 is to present various general forms of polar-
ization, which are compatible with other more speci�c concepts of polarization.
�ese general forms are particular belief polarization, set of beliefs polarization,
polarization as a state, polarization as a process, elite polarization, mass polar-
ization, intragroup polarization, intergroup polarization, symmetric polarization
and asymmetric polarization. In section 2.3, we present three more speci�c types
of polarization: platform polarization, adherence polarization and partisan polar-
ization. In section 2.4, we discuss one of the most prominent concepts of polar-
ization in the literature: the concept of ideological polarization. In section 2.5,
we introduce two di�erent senses of the expression ‘adopting a more extreme be-
lief’, namely: extremism with respect to belief content and degree of belief, and
argue that this distinction points to two di�erent understandings of polarization,
captured by the notions of extremism and radicalism. Crucially, we show that
the concept of ideological polarization is essentially understood in terms of ex-
tremism, i.e., as changes in belief contents. In section 2.6, we discuss whether
polarization is a benign or pernicious phenomenon. Finally, in section 2.7, we
brie�y introduce another type of polarization that allegedly does not have to do
with beliefs, but just with feelings.

2.1. Divided by our beliefs: Belief polarization

Since this chapter aims to provide a �rst approach to the phenomenon of po-
litical polarization and to some of its general forms and concerns –at least as they
are commonly understood in the literature, it might be helpful to discuss the case
introduced at the beginning to try to clarify what it might mean to say that a
society is polarized. Let us focus on our example.

�e �rst thing to notice is that Dereca’s and Izquerri’s groups have become
more extreme in their beliefs. �at is to say, whatever it is that happened in the
previous case, it seems to be somehow related to the beliefs of the people involved.
But it is also important to notice that, in the example, people get polarized a�er
discussing with likeminded people. It is well-documented that deliberation with
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likeminded people seems to promote polarization. �e study of this phenomenon,
however, does not concern what polarization is, but how we get polarized. For this
reason, we will consider this second issue further in chapter 4, where we review
and discuss di�erent mechanisms that seem to fuel polarization. Nevertheless,
given the relevance of this phenomenon in the literature on polarization, it seems
necessary to start by o�ering a few brief insights about it.

�e study of what happens within a group of likeminded people when they
deliberate on a particular issue –a phenomenon sometimes called ‘group polar-
ization’ to emphasize the group character of the phenomenon (see Broncano-
Berrocal & Carter 2021) and other times called ‘belief polarization’ to emphasize
its link with the beliefs of the group (see Talisse 2019)– is one of the most promi-
nent mechanisms discussed in relation to political polarization (Aikin & Talisse
2020; Breton & Dalmazzone 2002; Talisse 2019; Sunstein 2002, 2009, 2017). �is
phenomenon consists in the tendency of members of a group of likeminded peo-
ple to hold more extreme beliefs and positions than the ones they started with
a�er discussing with each other (see Brown 1985: 203-226).

�e term ‘group polarization’ was coined by Moscovici and Zavalloni in the
late 1960s (Moscovici & Zavalloni 1969; see also Myers & Lamm 1976 : 603), once
it was acknowledged that the tendency to adopt more extreme beliefs as a result
of discussing in group is a fundamental group decision-making process. �us,
the so-called group polarization hypothesis: “�e average postgroup response will
tend to be more extreme in the same direction as the average of the pregroup
responses” (Myers & Lamm 1976: 603).1 �is mechanism seemed at odds with
one of the main �ndings established in the literature until then, supported by
the work of Gordon Allport and other scholars in the 1920s and 1930s: we tend
to avoid expressing extreme opinions in social situations,2 and group consensus

1�is is a general phenomenon that has its origins in what is known as “risky shi�”. In 1961,
James Stoner observed that group decisions were riskier than the average of initial individual deci-
sions, and this tendency was called risky shi�. Group polarization is an extension of these studies
where, however, group extremism is not reduced to riskier decision making.

2�is �nding can actually be compatible with group polarization if the groups of people in
which each pa�ern is present are signi�cantly di�erent (for example likeminded vs. non likeminded
groups).
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represents the average opinion of individuals. How can individuals acquire more
extreme beliefs a�er group discussion if they tend to moderate their views while
discussing, and consensus seemingly crystalizes around average opinions?

�e tendency of the members of a group to adopt more extreme beliefs along
the lines of the initial ones occurs in homogeneous contexts of deliberation. One
of the earliest empirical studies regarding this mechanism was conducted on a
group of 140 male students from a Parisian lycée, ages 18-19. �e authors con-
ducted three experiments in which the subjects were separated into groups of 4
participants. �ey were given an a�itude scale form with some items to be �lled
out individually, then asked to discuss and reach agreement on each item, and
�nally they were given again the same scale form to rate each item individu-
ally once more. In the �rst experiment, the participants’ beliefs toward General
de Gaulle (e.g., “De Gaulle is too old to carry out such a di�cult political task”)
were measured. �e second one measured the participants’ beliefs toward the
Americans (e.g., “American economic aid is always used for political pressure”).
�e third experiment measured the same items that were tested in the �rst one
but this time asking participants to evaluate how favorable each item toward de
Gaulle was regardless of whether they agreed with the items or not, with the
goal of measuring the results “dealing this time not with opinions but with ’ob-
jective’ judgments” (Moscovici & Zavalloni 1969: 129). Each item was evaluated
on a Likert scale from -3 (strongly disagree) to +3 (strongly agree). �e results
showed that, in all three experiments, the group consensus and post-consensus
rates were signi�cantly higher than the initial individual ones. �ey called this
the ‘polarization e�ect’.

�is outcome has been succesfully replicated through a large number of stud-
ies (see Brown 1985; Sunstein 2002, 2009). Another well-known study tested 256
students’ beliefs, at three Michigan high schools, regarding eight racial items (e.g.,
“Some people recently have saying that ‘white racism’ is basically responsible for
conditions in which African Americans live in American cities. Others disagree.
How do you feel?”).3 Participants’ prejudices toward African Americans were

3Note that this item asks about feelings, which are the main feature of some tools used to mea-
sure a�ective polarization. �is will be relevant in the following chapter.
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tested �rst during a psychology class. In a subsequent session, their individual
responses to the eight items were collected, and then participants were assem-
bled into likeminded groups based on the results of the previous prejudices test.
Next, they were asked to discuss the eight items regarding race in the United
States. �e ‘polarization e�ect’ replicated. �e prejudiced participants became
more convinced that ‘white racism’ was not responsible for the disadvantages
su�ered by African Americans a�er deliberating with the in-group people. �e
same, in the opposite direction, occurred with the non-prejudiced participants
(Myers & Bishop 1970).

�is e�ect is not limited to particular periods, cultures, nations or issues (My-
ers & Lamm 1976; Sunstein 2009: 3, 18-19; Talisse 2019: 102; Broncano-Berrocal
& Carter 2021). Sunstein calls ‘enclave deliberation’ to the process of deliberating
among likeminded people who mostly talk and live in isolated enclaves (Sunstein
2002: 177, Sunstein 2017).

�is mechanism seems crucial to understand how polarization arises, although
it is not the only one that we must focus on. But, in any case, whatever happened
to Dereca and Izquerri in the case presented at the beginning, it seemingly had to
do with their beliefs and with deliberating with likeminded people.

2.2. Polarization is said ofmany things: General forms
of polarization

In this section, we review and discuss di�erent general forms of political po-
larization that have been pointed out in the literature. More speci�cally, we re-
view the dichotomies of particular belief vs. set of beliefs, state vs. process, elite
vs. mass polarization, intragroup vs. intergroup polarization, and symmetric vs.
asymmetric polarization. All these dichotomies, as we will see, are compatible
with di�erent types of belief polarization. �e phenomenon of political polariza-
tion is commonly linked to public opinion, that is, to people’s political beliefs.
�at’s the reason why we start by o�ering the map of concepts related to belief
polarization. One of them, a particular understanding of polarization –radicalism,
will be crucial for our notion of polarization in a�itudes.
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2.2.1. Particular beliefs and set of beliefs

�e �rst thing to notice is that two groups of people can be polarized over
a particular ideological belief or a set of beliefs. So, there can be polarization at
least about two di�erent items, namely: particular ideological beliefs, and broad

ideological di�erences. For an initial glimpse of the ma�er, let us point out that
people’s beliefs can become more extreme just about one particular political issue.
As an example, consider the four following options on the Spanish government’s
management of the pandemic. Position 1: �e policies adopted by the government
were the best that could have been adopted under those circumstances. Position
2: �e policies adopted by the Spanish government to control the spread of the
virus were mostly reasonable. Position 3: �e policies adopted by the Spanish
government to control the spread of the virus were insu�cient. Position 4: �e
development of the pandemic in Spain was in fact the government’s fault. �e
following image o�ers a visual representation of these possibilities.

According to a particular understanding of what polarization means, polariza-
tion has to do with belief contents, and that we will call ‘extremism’ (see section
2.4) –people’s opinions about the Spanish government’s management of the coro-
navirus pandemic are more polarized to the extent that they are grouped closer to
positions 1 and 4 rather than positions 2 and 3, respectively. �us conceived, po-
larization has to do with the distance between the four positions. No ma�er what
‘extremism’ and ‘distance’ mean for now, the point here is that since this process
of division could happen in a way that people’s views on other political issues
remain stable, then there could be polarization just on a particular issue. In other
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words, a society can be polarized over its beliefs about the Spanish government’s
management of the pandemic and not over other issues.

In addition, two contending groups can be polarized over their general ori-
entation to politics, and not only over a particular ma�er. �at is, instead of be-
ing polarized just about the Spanish government’s management of the pandemic,
people can be polarized about their broad ideological orientation. To see that, sup-
pose we have the following four types of ideology. Ideology 1: Liberal. Ideology
2: Moderate liberal. Ideology 3: Moderate conservative. Ideology 4: Conservative.

Again, and according to what we called above ’extremism’, people’s ideologies
are more polarized to the extent that they are grouped closer to ideologies 1 and
4 rather than positions 2 and 3. �e distance between the groups of beliefs marks
the level of polarization. �us, a society can be polarized to the extent that about
half of the population is liberal and the other half is conservative. Insofar as the
terms ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ are two umbrella labels for a set of particular
belief contents, it is only to be expected that such polarization will manifest itself
in the division on di�erent particular political issues.

In the current context, it is hard to �nd out a Western democracy polarized
over just a single issue. However, this is not only a conceptual possibility, but an
historical one (see Fiorina 2017). But nowadays, there is a high probability that
if somebody has a certain political belief, then she will endorse a particular set
of beliefs. As we will see, this is an essential feature of radicalism: people’s high
level of credence in the core beliefs of the political group that they identify with
makes them to endorse an additional set of beliefs.
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2.2.2. State polarization and process polarization

A second point that it is important to make in relation to our clari�cation task
is that, when we said that Dereca’s and Izquerri’s groups had become more po-
larized in our example, the word ‘become’ can mean at least two di�erent things.
On the one hand, it can mean that people’s political beliefs are already extreme.
�at is, people’s political beliefs are extreme right now. �e idea would be, for
example, that a�er measuring the opinions of a population on some given top-
ics at a particular time, the results show that their opinions are extreme with
respect to these topics at that particular time. DiMaggio and other scholars call
this approach ’polarization as a state’ (DiMaggio et al. 1996). On the other hand,
the word ‘become’ can also mean that people’s political beliefs are undergoing a
process of polarization. �at is, people’s opinions are gradually becoming more
extreme, and the process itself has not yet come to an end. �is second sense is
called ’polarization as a process’. becoming polarized can be understood both as
a state and as a process (DiMaggio et al. 1996). �e essential di�erence between
them, we think, just lies in the point of view from which the phenomenon is ap-
proached: synchronic approaches to polarization understand it as a state, while
diachronic approaches conceive it as a process.

�e sort of concept of polarization that we pursue in this dissertation must
be an operational one. In particular, it must enable us to intervene as soon as
possible, by detecting the rise of polarization in an early stage. �us, our approach
to polarization here will be one more diachronic and dynamic than synchronic and
static. In this sense, this distinction will be relevant.

2.2.3. Elite polarization and mass polarization

Another important distinction has to do with the extension of the expressions
‘Dereca’s group’ and ‘Izquerri’s group’, in particular with the fact that their ex-
tension is not fully speci�ed. With it, we can refer to di�erent sets of people.
Polarization is sometimes discussed and measured among political elites, which
can include just party o�cials, or policy intellectuals and activists as well. When
the study of polarization is focused on political elites, it is o�en called elite polar-
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ization (McCarty 2019: 13). However, since political elites could not be entirely
representative of a population, it could be that despite there being polarization
among the elite, citizens’ public opinion remains distributed along a normal line
(Maravall 1981; González & Bouza 2009: ch. 5). It might also be that, at least
conceptually, the general public is polarized and the political elite is not. �ere-
fore, in order to know whether a country is polarized or is undergoing a process
of polarization, it is necessary to measure polarization in the whole population.
When the study of polarization is focused on the masses, it is o�en called mass

polarization (McCarty 2019: 13). �is distinction is crucial. Among the most in-
tense debates about polarization that have taken place in recent decades is the
question of whether a country –in particular the United States– is polarized on
both levels (Hetherington et al. 2016; Sides et al. 2018 vs. Abramowitz & Webster
2017; Iyengar et al. 2012).4 While there is a strong consensus on the existence of
elite polarization, scholars and political pundits disagree on whether there is also
mass polarization (see, for instance, Hetherington 2009; McCarty 2019: 50-54).

�e type of polarization that seems to put democracy in danger is the one that
mobilizes citizens, the sort of polarization that makes people become impervious
to the reasons coming from the ”other side”. It is only the unwillingness of citizens
to listen to the other side and to coordinate with them that makes certain political
parties obtain political gain. �e type of polarization we pursue in this work must
be conceived in terms of mass polarization.

2.2.4. Intragroup polarization and intergroup polarization

It is normally assumed that polarization implies that something happens re-
garding at least two opposing groups. �e rise of political polarization has to
do with the increase of the political distance between two –or more– political
groups. As we will see in the next section, this distance can increase symmetri-
cally or asymmetrically. Polarization can increase because the division between
at least two contending groups arises from the extremization of the beliefs of both

4Despite the study of polarization have been extensively tied to the analyses of the United States
situation, there is growing literature on polarization in relation to other countries (see, for instance,
Gidron et al. 2020 and Carothers & O’Donohue 2019)
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groups or simply because one of them experiment a change. However, the point
that we want to stress here is another slightly di�erent. As we have seen at the
beginning of the chapter, polarization might increase as a result of a process of
deliberation within a group of likeminded people. In this sense, polarization can
be analyzed simply by focusing on what happens inside one group. When like-
minded people discuss about certain issues and as a result they all get polarized,
we can talk about intragroup polarization. However, when polarization is ana-
lyzed by focusing on what occurs regarding more than one group, we talk about
intergroup polarization.5 �e distinction between intragroup polarization and in-
tergroup polarization, as we will see, can be conceived not only in terms of belief
contents, but also in terms of degree of belief.

2.2.5. Symmetric polarization and asymmetric polarization

As we have seen, when we say that people’s beliefs become polarized, we
may refer to the political elite or to the general population. In this section, we
will make another point concerning the people who can be polarized. In addi-
tion to the fact that polarization can occur among political elites and the whole
population, polarization can occur symmetrically or asymmetrically (Grossmann
& Hopkings 2016; McCarty 2019: 42). Since political polarization is a measure of
the political distance between political opponents, no ma�er how this distance is
exactly conceived, the distance can increase due to a shi� experimented only by
one group or by both.

For instance, there is certain consensus among scholars that the increasing
distance between Democrats and Republicans in the United States during last
decades is primarily an outcome of the Republican Party’s shi� to the right (see,
for instance, Hacker & Pierson 2005; Mann & Ornstein 2012; �eriault 2013; Hare

5Even though it is conceptually possible to talk about polarization just within one group of
likeminded people, it is important to note that the concept of polarization is essentially relational. If
a society homogeneously believe that p, and a�er a while the population homogeneously increases
their con�dence in such a belief, then we won’t talk about polarization, although technically it
would be a case of intragroup polarization. Polarization requires the existence of another group of
people with opposing beliefs.
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et al. 2012). In this sense, it can be stated that political polarization in the United
States is asymmetrical.6

To develop this point a li�le bit further, let us consider, for instance, the po-
litical context of Poland as it is described in (Fomina 2019: 126). In Poland, the
right-wing party PiS (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość) and its adepts are ideologically very
cohesive and politically mobilized. At the same time, the opposition is very frag-
mented and just reacts to the government’s policies and rhetoric. According to
this rough characterization, two di�erent senses of asymmetrical polarization can
be distinguished. On the one hand, it can be said that, in terms of dispersion of
beliefs (see section 2.4), in Poland the opposition is more polarized than PiS sup-
porters to the extent that their positions are more fragmented than those held by
PiS.

On the other hand, it can be said that, in terms of commitments to their own
perspective (see section 2.5), i.e., their degree of belief, PiS adherents are more po-
larized than the opposition to the extent that they are much more mobilized and
cohesive, which means that they are more ardent supporters of their perspective
than those belonging to the opposition. As we will argue through this disserta-
tion (especially in chapters 3 and 8), one of the most pernicious types of political
polarization has more to do with becoming impervious to the reasons of the op-
posing groups –which is linked to political identity and the degree of belief in the
core ideas of the group one identi�es with– than with extremism. For the time
being, however, it is su�cient to point out that polarization can be symmetrical
or asymmetrical to the extent that the increase in the division between at least
two groups arises simply from the extremization of the beliefs of one group or
the extremization of the beliefs of both groups.

Finally, we want to make another remark. According to some, allegedly sur-
prising �ndings, lack of support to democracy, and even hostility to it, is strongest
in the center of the ideological spectrum (Adler 2018). �is outcome replicates

6However, the evidence supporting this claim is very mixed, and it is not fully clear what this
kind of shi� to the right means. But there are many studies supporting the idea that conservatives
tend to polarize mor than liberals (see, for instance, (Bail et al. 2018; Heltzel & Laurin 2020; Westfall
et al. 2015).
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across several Western democracies. As the author of the study notes, “Respon-
dents at the center of the political spectrum are the least supportive of democ-
racy, least commi�ed to its institutions, and most supportive of authoritarianism”
(Adler 2018: 2). We can talk of the change in the beliefs of a group of people
located at the middle of an ideological distribution. �is situation counts also as
an instance of asymmetric polarization to the extent that polarization does not
involve a change experimented by two groups, but only by one of them.

2.3. Polarization is said ofmany things: Types of belief
polarization

Besides the general forms of polarization presented above, we can distinguish
other more speci�c types of polarization, which are compatible with those previ-
ously introduced. Let us unpack three types of polarization: platform, adherence,
and partisan polarization.

2.3.1. Platform polarization

�e �rst type of polarization we want to introduce here has to do with the way
in which a set of issues is treated by two contending groups. Speci�cally, this
type of polarization can be understood as the ideological distance between the
platforms of competing political parties, which Talisse calls platform polarization

(Talisse 2019: 98). �e idea is that when platform polarization is on the rise, the
proposals of two political parties on a set of issues strongly diverge, and then
the political middle ground between people from both groups disappears. For
instance, if we return to our example, we can see that Dereca’s and Izquerri’s
groups might have opposing views not only on how the government of Spain has
handled the pandemic, but also on their views on abortion, freedom of speech,
inclusive language, gender equality, �nancial policies, the monarchy, etc. As the
number of issues for which the platforms of each group have opposing positions
increases, platform polarization increases.

Note that this type of polarization is compatible with the general forms in-
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troduced in the previous section. Platform polarization can increase because two
political parties o�er di�erent proposal for one topic or for a set of issues. It can
be analyzed at a particular time or during the time. Platform polarization can in-
crease simply because the political elite of di�erent political parties o�er di�erent
proposals on certain topics, or because the supporters of those parties endorse
the proposals. �is type of polarization can be analyzed just by focusing on the
proposals o�ered by one group, or by taking into account the proposals o�ered
by both groups. Finally, it might also be the case that only one group changes
their proposals on certain topics.

2.3.2. Adherence polarization

A second type of polarization, di�erent from the previous one, is what we
are going to call adherent polarization. �e general idea is that there is adherent
polarization when the vast majority of the population is divided at least in two
political parties, either in terms of votes or in terms of party identi�cation. For
instance, in the United States, there would be adherent polarization if there were
a transfer from political independents to the Democrats and Republicans. Simi-
larly in Spain, if there were a transfer from nonpartisan people –or from people
belonging to more moderate parties, whatever that means– to Unidas Podemos

and Partido Popular, there would be an increase in adherent polarization. Con-
ceptually, this type of polarization is also compatible with the general forms of
polarization. Fiorina calls this type of polarization ’partisan polarization’ (Fiorina
2017).

2.3.3. Partisan polarization

�e third type of polarization that we want to distinguish is partisan polar-

ization, understood as partisan ideological uniformity (Talisse 2019: 98-99), i.e.,
a scenario in which the policy preferences and ideology self-identi�cation of the
members of at least two political parties have become more sharply aligned (see,
for instance, Bishop 2008; Fiorina 2017: 44-49). �is type of polarization is some-
times called as sorting and party sorting, and some authors distinguish between
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two di�erent forms of them: issue-based sorting and social-based sorting (see, for
instance, Mason 2018). �e former has to do with an alignment regarding the
issue positions held within a political identity, while the la�er has to do with an
homogeneity of social identities, such as geographical, religious, racial, etc. �is
type of polarization can also be understood as a mechanism that facilitates the
rise of polarization, at least to the extent that it promotes situations where each
person is mostly exposed to discuss only with likeminded people.

Partisan polarization is a radically di�erent type of polarization from adher-
ent polarization. To see why, it might be useful to think a bit about the variety
of members that might compose two political parties. Let us assume, for the sake
of explanation, that, at a particular time, among the electorate of Unidas Pode-

mos, 50% of its members are liberals, 20% are conservatives, and 30% are in the
middle. Furthermore, suppose that 80% are for abortion, and 20% are against it.
Imagine now that, a�er a few years, all members of Unidas Podemos become lib-
eral and pro-abortion. �en, a process of (issue-based) partisan polarization has
taken place: this party is now more internally homogeneous. Note, however,
that partisan polarization and adherence polarization are logically independent
processes. A political party’s electorate can become more ideologically homoge-
neous –i.e., partisan polarized– without increasing the number of voters or people
self-identi�ed with this party (see Fiorina 2017: 46-47); it may even decrease the
number of voters, or people who identify with the party, and still partisan po-
larization can take place. Again, this type of polarization is compatible with the
general forms of polarization pointed out above.

2.4. A more traditional type of polarization: Ideologi-
cal polarization

Beyond the previous three types of polarization, there is a more traditional,
notion of polarization in the literature: the concept of ideological polarization.
According to this concept, roughly put, polarization has to do with the represen-
tation of the beliefs of a population in an ideological distribution, either on the
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basis of their proximity to the poles or on other parameters.7

Two intuitive approaches to this concept of polarization are the following.
First, polarization becomes greater as the division of opinions that di�erentiate
at least two well di�erentiated positions in an ideological space augments. �at
is, the greater the cluster of people in two blocks or positions well di�erentiated
from each other, the greater the level of polarization. Second, polarization rises as
the dispersion between di�erent opinions in a given distribution augments. �at
is, the more diverse and separate the particular opinions of a population along an
ideological distribution, the greater the level of polarization. �e former is known
as bimodality, while the la�er is known as dispersion.

Dispersion: Public opinion on an issue can be characterized as polar-
ized to the extent that opinions are diverse, “far apart” in content, and
relatively balanced between ends of the opinion spectrum. (DiMag-
gio et al. 1996: 694)

Bimodality: Public opinion is also polarized insofar as people with
di�erent positions on an issue cluster into separated camps, with lo-
cations between the two modal positions sparsely occupied. (DiMag-
gio et al. 1996: 694)

�us, ideological polarization can be conceived in two senses. �e �rst one
is what these authors called ’dispersion’: people’s beliefs on an issue can be con-
sidered polarized to the extent that those beliefs are diverse, come apart, and are
relatively balanced between the extremes of a given ideological spectrum. In this
sense, the greater the likelihood that two randomly selected respondents di�er

7�is concept of polarization has received many di�erent labels, such as ‘political polarization’
(Sartori 1976), ‘issue position polarization’ (Mason 2013: 141, 2015), ‘policy-based division’ (Iyengar
et al. 2012), ‘political preferences’ (Fiorina & Abrams 2008), ‘opinion polarization’ (DiMaggio et al.
1996) and ‘self-reported or self-described ideology’ (Gentzkow 2016).
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in their beliefs, the greater the polarization. �e second dimension is what they
called ’bimodality’: beliefs on an issue can be considered as polarized to the extent
that people cluster into separate positions, with few people occupying the posi-
tions between them. Note that one of the main di�erences between dispersion and
bimodality is that dispersion is just about individual’s beliefs, while bimodality is
about groups of people with a similar position. Bimodality is the common con-
ception of polarization (see, for instance, Fiorina 2017; Hetherington 2009; Sartori
1976), i.e., as two groups of people that move away from each other. When bi-
modality is also linked to the tendency toward the extremes of an ideological dis-
tribution, then the resultant type of polarization is equivalent to what has been
called ’extremism’ (see, for instance, Sunstein 2017), and that can be de�ned as
follows:

Extremism: If, at t1, agents X1…Xn and Y1…Yn respectively hold
con�icting a�itudes A1 and A2, then their a�itudes polarize if, at
t2, X1…Xn and Y1…Yn respectively hold a�itudes A3 and A4, where
A3 and A4 are a�itudes situated more near of each pole in a given
ideological spectrum.

Despite the fact that the idea of bimodality mainly comes from DiMaggio and
his colleagues, they indeed o�ered a more complex de�nition of polarization, a
multidimensional one. In addition to dispersion and bimodality, they distinguish
two other dimensions of political polarization: constraint and consolidation.

Constraint: �e extent to which opinions on any one item in an
opinion domain (a set of thematically related issues) are associated
with opinion on any other.8 (DiMaggio et al. 1996: 696)

8Note that constraint is extensionally equivalent to partisan polarization, at least to issue-based
alignment.
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Consolidation: �e greater the di�erences across multiple social in-
dicators (e.g. gender, race, occupation, age, income, etc.), the greater
the degree of opinion polarization between two groups. (DiMaggio
et al. 1996: 698)

�e idea is that polarization is not just the result of how apart and dispersed
two groups of people are, or how diverse are the opinions of a population, but
also how they are internally shaped. If two groups of people have substantial
di�erences between them, but are also internally heterogeneous, then they are
less inter-group polarized than if they are more internally homogeneous, both in
ideological and social terms. Although the authors acknowledge that increases
on di�erent polarization dimensions indicate polarization of di�erent kinds, they
argue that political polarization entails joint increase of dispersion, bimodality,
constraint, and consolidation (DiMaggio et al. 1996: 699).9 In that sense, they o�er
a more complex, multidimensional notion of polarization, which distinguishes
between four dimensions.

2.4.1. Labyrinth of paths: Senses of ideological polarization

Recently, some authors have delved into the task of clarifying di�erent senses
in which we can say that a society is polarized, understanding polarization as
a distribution of beliefs in an ideological spectrum. In this sense, they have de-
veloped the task initiated by DiMaggio and his colleagues of di�erentiating sev-
eral relevant dimensions in order to determine whether a society is polarized. In
particular, Bramson and other scholars (2017) have distinguished nine di�erent
senses in which ideological polarization can be understood and measured.10 In
what follows, we brie�y summarize them. �e �rst four senses are focus on ob-
servable features from the whole population. �e rest are senses of polarization

9For a debate about this multidimensional approach to polarization see Mouw & Sobel 2001 and
DiMaggio et al. 1996. For a trimodality approach to polarization see Downey & Hu�man 2001.

10Actually, they explicitly say that from their conceptual work follows that there are nine senses
of polarization in general (Bramson et al. 2017: 117), but inasmuch as these senses have to do with
the distribution of belief contents, these nine senses can be seen as di�erent senses of ideological
polarization.
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concerning one or several groups.
- Spread: �is �rst sense of polarization that they distinguish simply focuses

on the breadth of opinions on a spectrum: the more the extent or length of the
opinions in a distribution, the greater the polarization. In this sense, the key to
measuring polarization is just a�ending to how apart are the most distant opin-
ions. �e notion of spread captures one of the aspects of what DiMaggio and his
colleagues call ‘dispersion’. In the �gure below,11 diagram b represents greater
polarization in the sense of spread.

- Dispersion: �is second sense measures polarization in terms of statistical
dispersion, that is, in terms of the overall shape of the distribution of beliefs and
opinions, and not only in terms of how apart the most distant opinions are. In this
sense, two societies can have the same spread of opinions and di�erent dispersion
inasmuch as, although the opinions are equally extreme in both, they di�er in
the number of people who support one or another opinion, and therefore they
have di�erent overall shapes of the distribution. �is concept also seems to �t
with what DiMaggio et al. 1996 call ‘dispersion’, and with adherent polarization
in belief content. In the �gure below, diagram c represents greater polarization in
the sense of dispersion.

11All diagrams come from Bramson et al. 2017.
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- Coverage: �e focus on the empty space of an ideological spectrum can also
indicate polarization in a di�erent sense. �at’s what Bramson and his colleagues
call coverage. �e idea is that the narrower the opinion bands, the more empty
space there will be, and therefore less diversity of opinions available. In the �gure
below, the diagram a represents greater polarization in the sense of coverage.

- Regionalization: Similar to coverage, regionalization measures polariza-
tion in terms of the empty space in a distribution. However, instead of focusing
on the total amount of empty space, it measures polarization by focusing on how
many regions are empty. In other words, two distributions can have the same
total amount of empty space and, nevertheless, one of them can have two empty
regions and the other only one region. In this case, the distribution with two
empty regions indicates more polarization than the other distribution in terms of
regionalization. See the �gure below: diagram b represents greater polarization
in the sense of regionalization, but a and b have the same coverage.

-Community Fracturing: �is sense of polarization focuses on groups rather
than concrete opinions. In particular, it measures polarization in terms of the de-
gree to which the population can be broken into subpopulations or groups. �e
idea is that a society is more polarized the more fragmented the population’s be-
liefs in di�erent groups. In the �gure below, the diagram b shows greater polar-
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ization in the sense of community fracturing. Note that in the representation b
there are �ve groups, while in the distribution a there are just two.

But a given subpopulation or group can also be fragmented if it is categorized
in a particular way. �at is, we can observe more community fracturing if we
conceive the groups endogenously instead of exogenously. See the �gure below:
diagram b shows greater polarization in this sense of community fracturing be-
cause it distinguishes more subgroups into the two general groups di�erentiated
in the distribution a.

- Distinctness: �is concept of polarization measures polarization in terms
of the degree to which two belief groups are separated from each other. �e idea
is that the more distinct two groups are, the greater the polarization, regardless
of whether they are more or less apart in the spectrum; for this conception it only
ma�ers the separation between the shape of both groups. �is sense �ts with
what DiMaggio et al. 1996 call ‘bimodality’. In the �gure below, the diagram b
represents greater polarization in the sense of distinctness.
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- Group Divergence: In contrast to distinctness, group divergence does not
measure polarization by focusing on how far apart the groups are from each other,
but how far apart the characteristic ideas of each group are. According to Bram-
son and others (2017), this sense of polarization also �ts the de�nition of ‘disper-
sion’ in DiMaggio et al. 1996, especially when combined with an assumption of
bimodality (Bramson et al. 2017: 125). In the �gure below, the diagram b shows
greater polarization in the sense of group divergence.

- Group Consensus: Group consensus polarization measures polarization
in terms of how concentrated a group’s beliefs are on the group’s central ideol-
ogy. �e idea is that the more homogeneous are the views within the groups,
the greater the polarization between them. In the �gure below, the diagram b
represents greater polarization in the sense of group consensus.
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- Size Party: Finally, the last sense of polarization distinguished by the au-
thors, i.e., size party polarization, measures polarization focusing on the number
of people holding opposing sets of beliefs. �e idea is that two societies in which
there are two groups of opposing opinions, the polarization will be greater the
more equal the number of people holding both. In the �gure below, diagram a
shows more polarization in the sense of size party.

As we have seen, ideological polarization can be measured in many di�erent
ways depending on whether we focus on one parameter or another of a given dis-
tribution of opinions or beliefs. Bramson and his colleagues have done an excel-
lent conceptual work by distinguishing all these di�erent senses. However, what
we are interested in stressing here is precisely the features all these di�erent no-
tions share. All of these senses of polarization count as ideological polarization
insofar as they measure polarization by a�ending to how people’s beliefs are dis-

tributed in an ideological spectrum, commonly measure through self-report ques-

tionnaires. Hence, regardless of the particular sense adopted, ideological polariza-
tion can be de�ned as the concept that measures polarization through self-report
questionnaires and by a�ending to the distribution of the beliefs represented in
a given ideological spectrum. As DiMaggio and others says, “Polarization is not
noisy incivility in political exchange; although the two things may be associated
empirically, polarization refers to the extent of disagreement, not to the ways in
which disagreement is expressed” (DiMaggio et al. 1996: 692).
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2.5. Tools in a tool-box: Content, degree and commit-
ment

Let’s take a brief look back. So far, we have introduced general forms and types
of polarization, and we have further discussed the traditional concept of ideolog-
ical polarization. All these concepts of polarization have to do, or are compatible,
with polarization of beliefs, speci�cally with the trend of adopting more extreme
beliefs. But, what does the expression ‘adopting more extreme beliefs’ mean? We
devote this section to showing that it might mean at least two di�erent things
that should not be con�ated. Let’s try to introduce them by discussing our main
example.

Recall that, in our example, Dereca initially believed that the policies adopted

by the Spanish government to control the spread of the virus were insu�cient and,
a�er a while, she ended up believing that the development of the pandemic in Spain

was in fact the government’s fault. Izquerri, for her part, initially believed that
the policies adopted by the Spanish government to control the spread of the virus

were mostly reasonable and, a�er a while, she ended up believing that the policies

adopted by the government were the best that could have been adopted under those

circumstances. According to this change, both Dereca and Izquerri have adopted
more extreme beliefs, but in a particular sense: they now have beliefs with more
extreme contents.

�e traditional understanding of polarization, as we have seen in section 2.4,
essentially emerges from the notion provided by DiMaggio and his colleagues
(DiMaggio et al. 1996), and assumes this sense of adopting an extreme belief: it
is the shi�ing of contents of beliefs within an ideological distribution that deter-
mines the level of polarization, under their di�erent senses. Ideological polariza-
tion, under its di�erent senses, is conceived in terms of belief contents.

However, there is a di�erent way of construing the distance that is the mark
of political polarization. In particular, the extremity of a belief can refer not to the
content of a belief and its location in an ideological spectrum, but also to the de-

gree of belief (Talisse 2019; see also Aikin & Talisse 2020: 34). To see this, suppose
that Dereca and Izquerri didn’t change their initial beliefs in terms of contents
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a�er discussing with likeminded people. Instead, imagine that they started to be-
lieve the same contents but with much more con�dence. As a result, suppose that
Dereca, although she still believes that the policies adopted by the Spanish gov-
ernment to control the spread of the virus were insu�cient, experiences a change
in her a�itudes. For instance, she grabs her newly purchased Le Creuset coco�e,
which she was not going to use because the help takes care of that, and together
other people takes to the streets to complain against the government. Izquerri,
for her part, still believes that the policies adopted by the Spanish government
to control the spread of the virus were mostly reasonable, but now she is willing
to treat disrespectfully anyone that thinks otherwise, and is no longer open to
consider any opinion that is not similar to her own. In this second case, Dereca
and Izquerri have adopted a more extreme belief not in terms of its content, but
in terms of its degree of belief.

In his book Overdoing Democracy: Why We Must Put Politics in Its Place, Robert
Talisse distinguishes a third and more subtle category, introduced to emphasize
one of the possible outcomes of a situation of belief polarization that is di�erent
from the mere shi� in the content of a belief and the mere shi� in the degree of
belief (Talisse 2019: 106-110). According to Talisse, deliberation with likeminded
people can lead to the “adoption of a successor belief that is more extreme in con-
tent than its antecedent, and it also involves an intensi�cation of the believer’s
commitment to his or her perspective” (Talisse 2019: 109, our emphasis). Delib-
eration with people that think alike, says Talisse, can lead both to a shi� in the
content of a belief and in the degree of certain beliefs, in a way that makes us more
ardent supporters of a position: it increases our commitment to our own point of
view. Talisse’s motivation for introducing this third element is to distinguish the
simple degree of belief from becoming more ardent devotees of our point of view,
which also involves a shi� in the belief contents. To show this, Talisse discusses
a well-known experiment in the literature of deliberation with likeminded peo-
ple (Myers 1975) –in which pro-feminist and chauvinist participants end up with
more extreme beliefs a�er discussing with likeminded people –to point out the
following di�erence. It is not the same to believe with high con�dence that a
woman should be as free as a man than to become a more ardent feminist (Talisse



44 Seeing Hate from afar: A�ective Polarization Reassessed

2019: 109). �e second involves more than simply increasing con�dence in a par-
ticular belief. Hence, although he links it to the shi� in the content of a belief,
we can de�ne this third category simply as the increased commitment to our own
perspective. In our example, the idea would be that Dereca might change her
degree of belief without becoming an ardent opponent to the government, and Iz-
querri might change her degree of belief without treating those who do not think
like her with disdain.

Before leaving this discussion, we want to introduce an idea that will be of
some importance in this dissertation. It is noteworthy that the issues shaping
our political identity shi� over time. For instance, some particular positions on
the territorial organization in Spain are more politically and ideologically salient
today than they were during the 1990s –e.g., believing that Spain should be a
single territory controlled by the central state or that Spain should be divided
into independent autonomous states are characteristic of two salient ideological
identities nowadays. �erefore, a shi� in the degree of belief that Spain should be
a single territory controlled by the central state is closely related to a particular
ideology, and to certain political parties. To the extent that a particular belief
is more salient for an ideological identity, the variation in the degree of belief
will be associated with an increase or decrease in the commitment to a particular
ideological perspective.

In short, there are three ways in which people’s political beliefs can become
more extreme. Beliefs can become more extreme in their content, in the degree
of belief, and in the level of commitment to the perspective for which this belief
is a core one. But since the di�erence between the last two might be simply that
the belief in which the level of con�dence has increased is or not a core one to a
political identity, we can reduce them to belief content and degree of belief.

2.5.1. Two understandings of belief polarization: Extremism and
radicalism

�e issues canvassed above regarding the general forms of polarization and
types of polarization, together with the distinction between belief content and de-
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gree of belief, lead to some distinctions that are important to keep in mind when
thinking about the meaning of ‘polarization’. Recall that six dichotomies have
been pointed out regarding polarization. We have distinguished between partic-
ular belief vs. a set of beliefs, state vs. process, elite polarization vs. mass polar-
ization, intragroup vs. intergroup, symmetric vs. asymmetric, and, �nally, con-
tent vs. degree. Moreover, we have introduced four types of polarization, three
of which were: platform, adherent and partisan polarization. At �rst glance, it
seems that these six dualities together with these three types of polarization sim-
ply point to conceptually combinable features that a group of polarized people
might exhibit. For instance, two or more particular groups holding opposing be-
liefs may experience polarization among the political elite (elite) or among the
population (mass), can be analyzed at a given time (state) or in terms of the trend
of the belief change (process), can be analyzed in terms of what happens within
a group (intragroup) or between groups (intergroups), can become extreme in a
group (asymmetrical) or in more than one (symmetrical), can be polarized in terms
of the content (belief content) or in terms of the level of con�dence in them (de-
gree of belief), can be polarized in terms of the amount of proposals in which both
parties diverge (platform), can be polarized regarding the number of people iden-
ti�ed with each group (adherence), and the groups can become more internally
aligned (partisan).

However, note that the belief content vs. degree of belief distinction is not just
a particular feature that a type of polarization can exhibit. Rather, this distinction
entails two speci�c and di�erent understandings of polarization. Regardless of
whether polarization is symmetrical or asymmetrical, measured synchronously
or diachronically, present among the elite or among the masses, etc., it remains
to be determined what the essence of polarization, so to speak, is. It is our con-
tention that the distinction between belief content and degree of belief aims to two
di�erent conceptions of the ideological distance that characterizes political polar-
ization. �is ideological distance, which can be characterized by all the above-
mentioned forms, either consists in distance in the contents of beliefs or in the
degree of beliefs.12 To be clear, we distinguish between general forms of polariza-

12As we will see, these two types of ideological distance correspond to two di�erent types of
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tion, types of polarization and conceptions or understandings of polarization. �e
distinction between belief content and degree of belief corresponds to the la�er,
and can be grasped by the distinction between extremism and radicalism:

Radicalism: At t1, agents X1…Xn and Y1…Yn respectively hold con-
�icting a�itudes A1 and A2. �eir a�itudes polarize if and only if, at
t2, X1…Xn and Y1…Yn give more credibility to their respective a�i-
tudes.

Extremism: At t1, agents X1…Xn and Y1…Yn respectively hold con-
�icting a�itudes A1 and A2. �eir a�itudes polarize if and only if, at
t2, X1…Xn and Y1…Yn respectively hold a�itudes A3 and A4, where
A3 and A4 are a�itudes which are situated closer to opposing poles
of a given ideological spectrum.

�us, the only di�erence between radicalism and extremism is that radicalism
consists in a shi� in the degree of belief –credence– or level of con�dence, while
extremism consists in a change of belief content. It is important to highlight again
that the concept of ideological polarization, unlike those of platform, adherence
and partisan, can only be understood as di�erent versions of extremism, insofar
as they all concern belief contents, rather than credence.

In sum, all types of polarization are compatible with all general forms of polar-
ization. All general forms of polarization are also compatible with all polarization
understandings. But not all types of polarization are compatible with both ways
of understanding the notion. In particular, the concept of ideological polarization
is not compatible with polarization understood as a change in the degree of belief,
i.e., with radicalism. �e following table o�ers a visual view of it.13

polarization: ideological polarization and polarization in a�itudes.
13Radicalism is incompatible with ideological polarization. Except for this, both understandings

of polarization are compatible with each type and form. �en, the possibilities of combination are
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�e reader has probably noticed that an important notion of polarization is
missing here: a�ective polarization. �e reason is that, allegedly, this type of po-
larization does not has to do with beliefs, but just with feelings. We introduce
it in section 2.7 and develop it in the next chapter. As we have advanced in the
introduction, we will argue that a�ective polarization, reassessed as we do in this
dissertation, indeed has to do with beliefs. In particular, with radicalism.

2.6. Benign and pernicious polarization

�e word ‘political polarization’ seems to have a negative taste: when we
describe a population as politically polarized, we typically thereby express our
disapproval and worry about it. So, the following question arises: is it tautological

the following:
E + PLP + PB or SB + ST or PC + EL o MS + IA or AE + SM or AM
E + ADP + PB or SB + ST or PC + EL o MS + IA or AE + SM or AM
E + PAP + PB or SB + ST or PC + EL o MS + IA or AE + SM or AM
E + IDP + PB or SB + ST or PC + EL o MS + IA or AE + SM or AM
R + PLP + PB or SB + ST or PC + EL or MS + IA or AE + SM or AM
R + ADP + PB or SB + ST or PC + EL or MS + IA or AE + SM or AM
R + PAP + PB or SB + ST or PC + EL or MS + IA or AE + SM or AM
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to say that polarization undermines democracy? Can the extremization of our
political beliefs be a good thing for democracy? Providing the right answer, we
think, requires proceeding carefully.

Some scholars have pointed out that political polarization can be bene�cial to
democracy in di�erent ways. Democracy inherently values the existence of real
alternatives, and even the ideological distance promoted by polarization (Stavrakakis
2018). �at is, diversity of opinions, and respect for all of them, is a fundamen-
tal value of any democracy under certain comprehension of what ‘democracy’
means, and political polarization, understood in terms of the dispersion of belief
contents in a distribution, contributes to widening the range of available options.
In doing so, the argument proceeds, polarization can help to disrupt the status
quo by o�ering new options that otherwise would not be available, which helps
to overcome conformism. And since conformity can be an obstacle to moral and
social progress, polarization can be positive to democracy (see McCarty 2019: 19).
In fact, the American Political Science Association (APSA) issued a report in the
1950s advocating for a more polarized two-party political system that would make
it easier for people to choose and to identify the reasons why they should vote for
one political group over another (APSA 1950).

Furthermore, it can be argued that polarization can improve political partici-
pation and facilitate party self-identi�cation. For instance, Abramowitz (Abramowitz
2010: 33) argues that polarization, understood as partisan polarization, produces a
more engaged public and heightened political participation.14 In this respect, Lev-
endusky argues that sorting also simpli�es the available alternatives to the voters
by making them pre�y clear (Levendusky 2009: 138-141), and enhance electoral
accountability as well, since parties are less able to hide their positions in a fog of
ambiguity (see also Blankenhorn 2015; Fiorina 2017: 79-85; McCarty 2019: 19-20).

Note that the bene�ts of polarization outlined above crucially depend on the
concept of polarization adopted. If polarization is understood as an increase in
the dispersion of belief contents in a distribution, we can derive certain bene�ts
from it. On the other hand, if it is understood as an increase in certain aspects

14Although Levendusky and Fiorina have contested this approach by claiming that the data do
not support their view (see Fiorina 2017: 80).
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related to the homogeneity of certain groups, it can produce other bene�ts as a
consequence. �erefore, one important conclusion we want to underline here is
that whether polarization can be bene�cial or detrimental depends on the type
of polarization that we are talking about, and the speci�c context that we are
discussing.

As we will see, in order to explain some of the dangerous outcomes usually
associated with a high level of polarization, we have to focus on a particular type
of polarization. More speci�cally, we have to focus on the sort of polarization
that has to do with how impervious to the reasons of our political adversaries
we become when we have a certain level of con�dence in the beliefs that make
up our political identity at a particular time (Sunstein 2017; Lynch 2019; Talisse
2019; Bordonaba & Villanueva 2018), i.e., a particular version of radicalism. Again,
it is not our contention that the negative or positive outcomes of polarization
are exclusively linked to the type of polarization in question. Even when it is
understood as radicalism, polarization can sometimes be benign and serve as a
strategy of resistance against certain harmful situations (see Pinedo & Villanueva
forthcoming). We would sometimes hope, for example, that the belief of some
progressives on the bene�ts of public education was held with a higher credence,
so that clear policies about it could be expected of them when they hold power.
In the following chapter we will say something more in this line.

Moreover, it is important to note that assessing polarization as benign or per-
nicious involves an evaluation, while the rest of the general forms considered
above, e.g., symmetric or asymmetric, do not with them such a valence because
they mostly involve descriptive information (see chapter 7 for the distinction be-
tween descriptive and evaluative information). But, even though every type of
polarization can be deemed as benign or pernicious depending on the speci�c
context and the speci�c goal, the notion of radicalism seems to be more relevant
in order to explain the sort of situations that certain contemporary democracies
face and that put them in risk.

In the next paragraphs, we summarize some pernicious consequences of po-
larization, the ones that the notion we will favor must explain.15 One of the nega-

15Some authors call ‘severe polarization’ the kind of polarization that has pernicious e�ects (see
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tive consequences of polarization is that it increases distrust in public institutions
and in government, which has consequences at di�erent levels. On the gover-
nance level, polarization can lead to policy gridlock. According to Hetherington
and Rudolph, polarization diminishes political trust, which they de�ne as “a feel-
ing that people have about government based on their perceptions of its perfor-
mance relative to their expectations of how it ought to perform” (Hetherington &
Rudolph 2015: 35). �at is, political trust is an index of people’s feelings toward
the government. When political trust falls, it is more di�cult to build consensus
and aversive reactions to the opposite side increase. �e resulting scenario makes
citizens less likely to seek di�erent perspectives on controversial topics (Valentino
et al. 2008). �erefore, polarization leads to an increased di�culty in coordination
and cooperation, and corrodes the proper functioning of democratic institutions
(Levitsky & Zibla� 2018; McCoy & Somer 2019).

Moreover, political polarization also diminishes people’s tolerance for certain
issues and certain groups of people and exacerbates discrimination and violence.
For instance, polarized people tend to discriminate against partisan opponents in
economic transactions (Carlin & Love 2018; McConnell et al. 2018).

Consequences for ethnic minorities and for populations forced to leave their
home countries are one of the greatest challenges and one of the tensest issues that
contemporary Western societies face (Mastro 2015; Johnston et al. 2015; Mounk
2018). It has been shown that polarization increases national sentiment and iden-
tity, and this leads to an increase in the problems and di�culties faced by certain
disenfranchised groups (see Wojcieszak & Garre� 2018).

�e following quote serves to summarize some pernicious consequences of
political polarization: “it routinely weakens respect for democratic norms, cor-
rodes basic legislative processes, undermines the nonpartisan structure of the
judiciary, and fuels public disa�ection with political parties. It exacerbates in-
tolerance and discrimination, diminishes societal trust, and increases violence
throughout society. Moreover, it reinforces and entrenches itself, dragging coun-
tries into a downward spiral of anger and division for which there are no easy
remedies” (Carothers & O’Donohue 2019: 1-2). �e concept of polarization that

McCoy & Somer 2019; Carothers & O’Donohue 2019).
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we pursue along this dissertation must be able to explain these negative conse-
quences.

2.7. Polarization is said with respect to di�erent men-
tal states: Cognitive vs. conative polarization

To �nish this chapter, we want to introduce a di�erent type of polarization,
which will be further discussed in the next chapter. Let’s return to our initial ex-
ample. In section 2.1, we pointed out that Dereca’s and Izquerri’s groups have
become more extreme in their beliefs, and then we scrutinized what might mean
ending up with more extreme beliefs. However, it is important to note that, ac-
cording to the recent literature, certain types of polarization may not be about
beliefs, but about other –non-cognitive– a�itudes. In the last few decades, it has
been emphasized that people can be polarized in terms of their feelings and a�i-
tudes toward adversaries. In this regard, Dereca and Izquerri might end up polar-
ized not just in what they believe, but also in how they feel.

Despite the numerous labels used to refer to one type of polarization or an-
other, there is some consensus that the kind of polarization that has to do with
feelings and prejudices is a phenomenon of a di�erent nature, called a�ective po-

larization. A�ective polarization is usually de�ned as the tendency to dislike the
other side over and above their policy preferences (Talisse 2019). On the other
hand, the most prominent form of polarization that has to do with political be-
liefs is, as we have seen above, ideological polarization. �e distinction is built, it
is assumed, from the allegedly di�erent nature of the two kinds of mental states
that each concept deals with. Ideological polarization has to do with belief-like
states, which are deemed cognitive ones, while a�ective polarization has to do
with feelings and other action-oriented states, which are deemed conative men-
tal states (see section 3.3). So it is assumed that ideological polarization tools are
used to measure people’s beliefs, while a�ective polarization tools are used to
measure people’s feelings. �us, it could theoretically happen that people were
not polarized in their beliefs but in their feelings.

�roughout this dissertation we will argue that conceiving ideological po-
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larization and a�ective polarization as dealing with states of mind of a di�erent
nature is a mistake: certainly, each of these concepts point to a range of di�erent
situations and use di�erent tools to measure polarization, but we will argue that
they do not deal with mental states which are di�erent in their nature. According
to our diagnosis, the di�erence between them is that ideological polarization is
conceived as dealing with belief-content, while a�ective polarization deals with
credence. But that is a result that lies far ahead of us at this point, and before we
get out of the rabbit-hole, we need to fall into it. Since it is assumed that both con-
cepts point to phenomena of a di�erent nature, we will call them here cognitive

polarization and conative polarization to emphasize the nature of the phenomenon
they allegedly measure and keep the labels ‘ideological polarization’ and ‘a�ec-
tive polarization’ for two di�erent ways of conceiving and measuring political
polarization. For now, and keeping the spirit of presenting a general picture of
polarization to use it as the starting point of our discussion, it is su�cient to stress
that there may be polarization not just about what people believe, but also about
what people feel. �en, if Dereca’s group and Izquerri’s group dislike each other
more than they did some years ago, then conative polarization has increased.

2.8. Conclusion

In this chapter, we have presented the state of the art of the phenomenon of
political polarization, paying special a�ention to polarization of beliefs. In par-
ticular, we have presented some of the main aspects, forms, concepts and under-
standings of polarization that have been discussed in the literature. We have tried
to separate the notions that point to general forms related to political polarization,
from the notions that point to di�erent concepts and di�erent understandings of
polarization.

What kind of polarization have Izquerri’s and Dereca’s groups experienced?
It seems to be neither platform polarization, nor adherence polarization, nor par-
tisan polarization. �ere could be some of this, but as we have presented the case
there are not enough elements for it to be explained in terms of these types of po-
larization. On the other hand, it could be seen as a case of ideological polarization
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insofar as it involves changes in belief contents. But this explanation would be
incomplete. A crucial point of our example had to do with the practical a�itudes

of Izquerri’s and Dereca’s groups. Part of what is implied by the increase in po-
larization in that case was a shi� in people’s a�itudes, a change in what they are
willing to do.

One of the main conclusions of this chapter is that the distinction between
belief content and degree of belief points to two di�erent understandings of po-
larization. In particular, belief content is essentially related to the framework of
extremism, unfolded in the di�erent senses of polarization that we have grouped
under the label ‘ideological polarization’. Degree of belief, on the other hand, is
essentially tied to the framework of radicalism. Di�erent types of polarization
can be understood under both frameworks, with the obvious exception of two
types: ideological polarization, and a�ective polarization. Are there also di�erent
sorts of radicalism? It will be our contention that certain forms of a�ective po-
larization involve radicalism, and therefore degree of belief, but not all forms of
a�ective polarization entail radicalism.

How to measure political polarization? What problems do the concepts of
ideological polarization and a�ective polarization pose? Do di�erent approaches
try to measure the same thing? Our answer throughout this dissertation will
be that a�empts to measure ideological and a�ective polarization both point to
the same phenomenon, namely: a particularly dangerous process that jeopardizes
democracy. But a�empts to measure a�ective polarization do it with greater pre-
cision, because they usually take into account di�erent parameters. To reach this
conclusion we �rst need to make explicit, in the next chapter, the theoretical and
philosophical assumptions behind both concepts of polarization, and establish the
desiderata that an adequate notion of political polarization must meet.
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Chapter 3

A�ective Polarization,
Philosophical Assumptions and
Desiderata

In 2016, the Madrid city government, led by the then Mayor Manuela Carmena
from Unidas Podemos, made a few changes in the annual parade celebrated on
January the 5th. In particular, they decided to eliminate the VIP seats –in order to
have more space for people with mobility limitations and thus enabling them to
enjoy the parade, to prohibit the participation of animals –a demand repeated by
groups �ghting for animal rights, and there was no longer a white person with
his face paint black to simulate the third wise man, Balthazar. Moreover, for the
�rst time, more than one woman embodied a page and a magician. Even one of
the “�ree wise men” was a woman. Finally, they also changed the characters’
clothes for others less orthodox, designed by the stylist Jorge Dutor.

�ese changes triggered a really huge storm of comments loaded with hos-
tility and anger, mainly through social media, toward Manuela Carmena and her
team. For instance, a headline in the newspaper El Mundo read “Manuela Car-
mena imposes an ethnic and un-Christmas-like parade”, and some people called
the parade “the three wise hipster men”. But one of the things that generated
a huge reaction was one tweet from Cayetana Álvarez de Toledo, now an ex-
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deputy of Partido Popular, who wrote: “My 6-year-old daughter: Mom, Gaspar’s
suit is not real. I will never forgive you, Manuela Carmena. Never”. �is tweet
unleashed the popular Twi�er hashtag #NoTeLoPerdonareJamasCarmena, where
people from Cayetana’s side dropped all kinds of hostile messages toward Car-
mena and her government.

Arguably, this case counts as an instance of a�ective polarization, to the ex-
tent that there is a group of people displaying increasingly hostile a�itudes and
negative feelings toward the opposite group, while no particular change of beliefs
seems to be at play. It is reasonable to think that in a less a�ectively polarized con-
text, the same facts would not trigger such negative feelings and a�itudes.

It is commonly assumed that a�ective polarization, contrary to ideological
polarization, does not have to do with beliefs, but with feelings. In order for af-
fective polarization to be said to increase between two groups from t1 to t2, no
belief change is needed, the change mainly concerns the feelings of both groups.
�at’s the reason why the di�erence between ideological and a�ective polariza-
tion is commonly taken to be one grounded on the kind of mental states that
each one deals with: ideological polarization has to do with belief-like mental
states, which are not linked with action –in a sense to be later speci�ed, while
a�ective polarization has to do with desire-like mental states, more motivational,
practically-oriented, mental states.

�is is usually the story, but it is not the only possible one. We agree that
ideological polarization and a�ective polarization are two very di�erent types of
polarization. However, we don’t think that the crucial di�erence between them
has to do with the nature of the kind of mental states that each one actually deals
with. In particular, in later chapters we will argue that a�ective polarization,
or at least some types of a�ective polarization, mostly deals with the degree of
con�dence that people express to have in certain beliefs, more speci�cally their
con�dence in some core beliefs of their political identity –i.e., radicalism, while
ideological polarization, as we have seen in the previous chapter, conceives polar-
ization in terms of changes in the contents of beliefs. Sometimes, the tools used to
measure ideological polarization actually measure the a�itudes that respondents
express, in particular those regarding their level of con�dence in certain beliefs.



Chapter 3. A�ective Polarization, Philosophical Assumptions and Desiderata 57

But, sometimes also, some tools employed to measure a�ective polarization do
not actually measure what people express, but just the mental states that people
self-ascribe. �at’s one of the reasons why we need to clarify what is exactly at
issue with each type of polarization, and how it can be measured.

But before arguing about that, we �rst need to discuss a li�le bit more some
di�culties, of a diverse nature, faced by the concept of ideological polarization
(section 3.1), and to introduce the concept of a�ective polarization as it is com-
monly understood, as well as to discuss some di�culties that it also faces (section
3.2). Next, we will make explicit two of the philosophical assumptions behind the
concepts of ideological and a�ective polarization such as they seem to be com-
monly understood in the literature (section 3.3). �ese philosophical assumptions
are 1) that there is a sharp distinction between belief-like, and pro and con feeling-
like mental states, which are those that each one deals with, and that 2) there is
a default �rst-person authority concerning one’s mental states, given the way in
which both types of polarization are o�en measured. A�er that, we make a �rst
a�empt to challenge these assumptions (section 3.4), and �nally we o�er a set of
conditions that a concept of polarization should meet in order to be a suitable one
(section 3.5).

As in the previous chapter, we will use the case introduced at the beginning
to discuss part of the contents developed here. At the end of this chapter we
also summarize the lines we have to follow to reassess the concept of a�ective
polarization in a way that can satisfy the desiderata, and we’ll call it polarization

in a�itudes to distinguish it from the traditional way of understanding a�ective
polarization.

3.1. Too low, terrain! Ideological polarization and its
limits

As we have seen in the previous chapter, the concept of ideological polar-
ization involves di�erent senses of polarization, all of them dealing with belief
contents. In this sense, they all are in a sense versions of extremism. Does ideo-
logical polarization, in its di�erent versions, o�er an accurate way to measure the
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pernicious level of polarization in a population? In order to address this question,
in this section we will review some problems related to the concept of ideologi-
cal polarization. More speci�cally, we unfold the array of limitations concerning
ideological polarization by distinguishing between those that stand against the
tools used to measure –in particular against direct self-reporting questionnaires–
and those that stand against conceiving polarization in terms of shi�s in belief
content. Taken together, these limitations weaken the capacity of ideological po-
larization, under all its forms, to adequately re�ect the level of polarization that
seems to endanger the well-functioning of democracy.

A �rst concern is related to how successful direct self-report questionnaires
are to measure what people actually believe about some ideological issues. �is
worry implies realizing that there is a variety of reasons why people might mostly
rate in the middle of the o�ered options when asked about political and ideolog-
ical questions. One of the reasons for that, usually pointed out in the literature
(Converse 1964; Bullock et al. 2015), hinges on the fact that part of the population
pays li�le a�ention to politics, which can be seen as a form of “rational ignorance”
(Downs 1957) since they obtain li�le bene�ts from caring about it (see Hethering-
ton & Rudolph 2015: 17). With this in mind, it is to be expected that most of the
survey responses, at least those of the less politically informed, will cluster in the
middle of the scale used, or will be about the most “moderate” options (Palfrey &
Poole 1987; McCarty 2019: 189).

Of course, strategies to overcome this di�culty can be found in the literature.
Some authors have proposed to �lter the responses of those less politically in-
formed in order to achieve a more accurate representation of what a population
actually thinks about a political issue (see, for instance, Hare et al. 2015; other
ways to try to avoid this limitation can be seen in Adler 2018: 3). However, one
could be a supporter of a certain political option without knowing much about
the issue, so this �rst solution does not seem to be a very e�ective one.

At any rate, there are more strong reasons why people may mostly respond
by choosing the middle option when asked about political issues. For instance, it
has been proven that, even among the well informed, most people usually avoid
choosing an “extreme” option in their answers. �e reason is that extreme choices
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are deemed as radical, which has a negative connotation. It appears that there are
not many people that think of themselves as holding ”extreme” or ”radical” po-
sitions, even when they do (see Hetherington & Rudolph 2015: 19). Of course,
sometimes people explicitly choose an extreme option when answering to a self-
report questionnaire, but this is more likely to happen when the level of polar-
ization on a particular issue is actually signi�cantly high and not in many other
circumstances where there is also polarization. When this occurs, such a response
o�en indicates a high degree of a�achment to a certain group, an expression of
political bigotry, and not so much a well-informed preference. As Lauka, McCoy
and Firat argue, ideological positions are sometimes just markers or “empty sig-
ni�ers” to citizens, and they do not really believe what they say they do (Lauka
et al. 2018).

To complicate things further, it is important to realize that political and ideo-
logical questions are o�en complex and abstract ones, and sometimes are misun-
derstood or not fully understood even by those who are politically well-informed.
Hence, in order to appear as a nonradical person, or to avoid taking risks and
sounding ignorant, it makes sense to think that most people tend to choose the
most “moderate” options even when that option does not actually represent what
they think about the issue. As Hetherington and Weiler put it, “Surveys tend to de-
press dispersion because respondents, especially the ill-informed, tend to choose
the midpoint of survey items regardless of their true preferences (if such prefer-
ences can be gleaned at all)” (Hetherington & Weiler 2009: 20). �us, people’s
responses may be largely in the middle for many di�erent reasons, preventing
us from accurately grasping what they actually believe, and how polarized they
actually are in terms of the content of their beliefs. Besides, some complex issues
can be liked in the abstract, but such responses may not re�ect respondents’ ac-
tual opinions on the ma�er. As McCarty puts it: “Overly simple questions such as
“do you want a tax cut?” or “do you want to reduce inequality?” are also not very
informative. Many people like these things in the abstract, but in real life tax cuts
and inequality reduction come with trade-o�s” (McCarty 2019: 188).

In addition, the order of the questions in a survey can also prompt di�erent
answers, and thus respondents might provide the answer that they think �ts well
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with interviewer’s opinion, or with their preferred ideological side (see McCarty
2019: 187-190). Another concern regarding the survey design to measure ideo-
logical polarization has to do with the problem of deciding which answers will be
deemed as the most and the least extreme. Of course, we have an intuition about
which options are more or less extreme, normally based on how restrictive they
are, in a direction or another. For example, the opinion that abortion should be

always illegal seems more extreme than thinking that abortion should be illegal

but with some exceptions, because the �rst option is more restrictive than the sec-
ond. In this sense, the poles of a distribution can be construed in relation to how
restrictive some ideas are. However, sometimes it is di�cult to decide which op-
tions will be situated in an end of the ideological spectrum and which ones closer
to the middle. To see an example, consider the following question from the Centro

de Investigaciones Sociológicas of Spain (CIS):

Who do you believe is contributing most to the current political ten-
sion?
1) �e media and journalists.
2) Politicians and political parties.
3) Entrepreneurs and economic powers.
4) All equally.
5) Other.
6) Don’t know.
7) No answer.

Which of these options is more extreme than the rest? In what sense? Why
could a shi� from one of them to another be seen as a symptom of polarization
in terms of belief contents? Certainly, there are some more or less convincing
intuitive answers. But it seems that none of them can be based on some options
being more or less restrictive than others.

A third more serious concern, related to the very idea of polarization behind
the concept of ideological polarization, is that there seems to be a sublimation
of the middle point. �e options located in the middle of a distribution are com-
monly seen as preferable to the options located near the poles. But according to
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some recent �ndings, centrists are sometimes the most critical and openly hostile
to democracy, and most likely to support authoritarianism (Adler 2018). More-
over, the intuition that the middle point is preferable to the extremes tends to be
blurred when some particular cases are taken into consideration. For example,
is it less preferable to think that abortion should be legal without any restric-
tion than that abortion should be legal but with some restrictions? Why should
the opinion ‘abortion should be legal but with some restrictions’ be a preferable
–more moderate– one?

Although we don’t share it, an intuitive response in favor of it might be that
inasmuch as two groups of opinion are situated in the extremes of a distribution,
they have less common ground, and therefore it will be more di�cult for them to
reach agreement and coordination. �is intuitive answer draws on the idea that
disagreement poses a di�culty to reach coordination. Some authors support this
idea by arguing that agreement on the standards from which we make judgments
is essential to coordination (Egan 2010: 260; Marques & Garcı́a-Carpintero 2014;
Plunke� 2015; Sundell 2016). However, the ma�er is more complicated than it
might appear. To see this, we only need to consider that most of us know people
that, despite holding beliefs located far from our own about a large array of topics,
we love discussing with. But not only that. In fact, most of us learned many things
from people with di�erent views, we educate our standards by discussing with
them, and frequently we reach surprisingly stable agreements. Exposing oneself
to the reasons of those who do not think like us –with the exception of certain
particular situations where in fact exposing to the others’ reasons may polarize us
(see sections 4.2 and 4.5) or damage our knowledge (Almagro et al. forthcoming;
Fricker 2007)– seems important for our training in knowledge-acquiring practices.
�at’s exactly what is advocated by those who maintain that disagreement is a
source of learning and coordination (see citealtBordonaba2017), or by those who
defend that acknowledging that the truth or falsity of our evaluations is relative
to our standards is what enable us to explain moral progress (Pérez-Navarro 2019,
2021).

Avoiding to engage, as a norm, with the arguments of those who do not think
like us, far from being bene�cial, is one of the most powerful polarizing mech-
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anisms (see section 4.2), and can also lead us to develop certain epistemic vices
(Cassam 2019: ch. 5; Medina 2013). Hence, it’s not really intuitive to think that
occupying positions located far apart in a distribution is enough to promoting
con�ict, as it is not that it is preferable to hold similar opinions. In fact, the very
opposite can be argued: the farther away the extreme views in a society in terms
of belief contents are, the more diversity of opinions will be available in that soci-
ety. As Aikin and Talisse put it, “political disagreement among political equals is
central to democracy” (Aikin & Talisse 2020: 2). �inking that disagreement is an
obstacle for democracy is tacitly embracing a contradictory conception of democ-
racy: “Democracy without disagreement. �at’s no democracy at all” (Aikin &
Talisse 2020: 40). �us, insofar as none of the views involved in a disagreement
a�acks the basic principles of any democracy, or stops recognizing their adver-
saries as political equals, the distance or whatever parameter deemed relevant in
order to conceive polarization in terms of how beliefs and opinions are repre-
sented in an ideological spectrum does not strike us as a good explanatory tool to
tackle the harmful nature of political polarization.

Moreover, in the next chapter we will see that polarization, understood as
changes in belief contents, does not �t so well with certain powerful evidence
about some mechanisms and phenomena that promote polarization. We will see
that the way in which some of these mechanisms and phenomena work is not
by mostly promoting changes in the contents believed, but by increasing con�-
dence in the contents already believed. In that sense, ideological polarization can
hardly accommodate some of the evidence about how polarization occurs. Since
these phenomena and mechanisms have been extensively studied and there is a
lot of evidence con�rming their relationship with the increase of polarization, the
inability of ideological polarization to accommodate them will be an additional
problem for the concept.

Finally, we would like to note that some studies which conceive polarization
as ideological polarization have suggested that countries like the United States
and the United Kingdom, which appear to be highly polarized given the problems
they face, are not actually polarized (Fiorina & Abrams 2008; Fiorina et al. 2008;
Fiorina & Levendusky 2006; Fiorina 2017; Levendusky 2009; Wolfe 1998). �us,
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it seems that, given the amount of evidence con�rming the di�culties that many
democracies face, and the intuition that some of these di�culties are related to
polarization of the public, if the concept of ideological polarization leads to think
that there is no polarization in these countries, then the conclusion should be
that this concept is not a good one to measure and understand the current state
of polarization.

3.2. Trying to pull up: A�ective Polarization

Ideological polarization seems to entail cognitive polarization inasmuch as it
is about cognitive mental states, i.e., belief-like mental states. As we have seen
in section 2.4, the concept of ideological polarization measures polarization by
examining, in a way or another, the contents of self-reported beliefs. However,
as we advanced in section 2.6, there can be polarization not just about belief-like
mental states, but also about desire-like mental states, in particular about feel-
ings, prejudices, and other kinds of evaluations that people from one group make
about their political opponents but also about those within their people (Iyengar
et al. 2019). �is kind of polarization, which we have called conative polariza-
tion, is what corresponds to the traditional notion of a�ective polarization. In the
literature about political polarization, a�ective polarization has been recently em-
phasized on the mass-level as a di�erent form of polarization from the concepts
of ideological polarization (see Gidron et al. 2020: 3).

Let us state once again our view on this ma�er. We will not deny that a�ective
polarization is about feelings, prejudices and evaluations. In fact, we think that
this is the right way to measure at least one of the types of polarization that en-
dangers democracy. It is our contention, though, that it does not follow from this
that a�ective polarization does not rely on beliefs. It only follows that it does not
necessarily have to do with belief contents. It may be completely independent
of belief contents, but this is not a necessary condition. Our contention, then,
will be that a�ective polarization, or at least some types of a�ective polarization,
indeed might have to do with beliefs, but it has more to do with degrees of be-
lief, i.e., with radicalism. In particular, we will contend that a�ective polarization
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measures people’s a�itudes connected with their level of con�dence in some core
beliefs of their political identity.

As advanced at the beginning of the chapter, in this dissertation we put under
suspicion the widely accepted idea that belief-like and desire-like mental states
have a sharply di�erent nature regarding their connection with action. �us, the
di�erence between ideological polarization and a�ective polarization, we will ar-
gue, is not that the former entails cognitive polarization and the la�er conative
polarization, but that the former mostly measures, and try to measure, the men-

tal states people self-ascribe to themselves, and the la�er the mental states people

express to be in. Of course, this is not to say that the tools to measure ideological
polarization always measure the belief contents that people self-report. Someone
might express the mental state in which she actually is simply by self-ascribing
it, or by self-ascribing a di�erent one. Even, one might express certain a�ective
a�itudes, those especially linked to what can be expected from that person, by
a belief self-ascription. Our point is simply that the tools employed by a�ective
polarization most frequently target at what people express about their mental
states, and not to what they say about how they conceive their mental life to be.
But before doing all this and arguing why this is an advantage for the concept
of a�ective polarization that we defend in this dissertation, we must �rst present
a�ective polarization as it is usually conceived, discuss its limitations, and ana-
lyze in more detail the philosophical assumptions it shares with the concept of
ideological polarization.

Let’s return to the example introduced at the beginning of the chapter. Cayetana’s
sympathizers exhibited negative a�itudes and reported having feelings of hatred
and contempt toward Carmena’s group, at �rst glance simply because the la�er
made some changes in the style of a parade. So, polarization in feelings and at-
titudes intensi�ed, or turned out to be considerably high. �is kind of visceral
rejection of anything a person from the “other group” does counts as a�ective
polarization.

A�ective polarization, as it is understood, is the tendency to dislike those
deemed as opponents in identity terms or “to view opposing partisans negatively
and copartisans positively” (Iyengar & Westwood 2015: 691; see also Hethering-
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ton et al. 2016; Iyengar et al. 2012; Iyengar et al. 2019; Lelkes 2016; Mason 2013,
2015; Reiljan 2020). �us, it is de�ned as the di�erence between partisans’ feel-
ings toward in-group versus out-group (Gidron et al. 2020: 13). As noted, a�ective
polarization is o�en conceived as based on group a�liation, i.e., a�liation to a so-
cial or ideological group. As Iyengar, Good and Lelkes hypothesized, “the mere
act of identifying with a political party is su�cient to trigger negative evaluations
of the opposition” (Iyengar et al. 2012: 3). �ese evaluations include considering
members of groups deemed as opposite as hypocritical, sel�sh, and closed-minded
(Iyengar et al. 2019). Mason, who calls a�ective polarization ‘social polarization’,
argues that it involves three di�erent phenomena: implicit biases, emotional re-
activity and activism (Mason 2018). As we will see in this section, all these phe-
nomena are measured by di�erent tools.

�e basic idea of a�ective polarization, then, is that we tend to see people
who agree with us as one of us, and such identi�cation has a�ective and behav-
ioral implications, namely, a disposition to like and favor the in-group and to dis-
like the out-group. In this sense, a�ective polarization can be understood as the
gap between in-group identi�cation and out-group bias (see Harteveld & Wag-
ner manuscript). A�ective polarization can describe a country, a set of parties or
an individual (Harteveld & Wagner manuscript). At the individual-level, a�ective
polarization has to do with the dislike toward the out-group party and the like to-
ward the in-group. At the group-level, a�ective polarization has to do with how
a�ectively polarized two political parties are on average. Finally, at the country-
level, a�ective polarization points to how a�ectively polarized a population is on
average toward di�erent out-groups.

Regarding the ways through which a�ective polarization is measured, we can
�rst distinguish three main tools:feeling thermometers, stereotype tests, and feel-

ing linked to situation questionnaires (see Iyengar et al. 2012: 7). A feeling ther-
mometer is a scale from 0 to 100 through which participants can rank how they
feel regarding a particular issue, group, politician, etc. Usually, 0 means “cold”,
indicating disapproval, and 100 “warm”, indicating approval. As to stereotypes
take, for example, the Almond and Verba study (Almond & Verba 1963) which
asks participants to think about supporters of di�erent political parties, and then
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rate them by selecting some expressions from a particular set. �is set comprises
positive and negative expressions, such as “intelligent people”, “interested in na-
tional strength and independence”, “sel�sh people”, “betrayers of freedom”, and
“ignorant and misguided”. Finally, questionnaires about feelings linked to certain
situations ask questions like “how would you feel if you had a son or daughter
who married a republican/democrat (conservative/labor) supporter?” Some op-
tions are o�ered ranging from very unhappy to very happy.

�ese three ways of measuring a�ective polarization can be seen as survey

self-reports inasmuch as they explicitly ask participants to provide information
about their feelings and evaluations. Despite these basic and widely used tools
to measure a�ective polarization, there are also other ways to measure it: im-

plicit bias tests and behavioral measures (see Iyengar et al. 2019 for a review). Im-
plicit bias tests measure the reaction time in associating in-groups and out-groups
to positive and negative words. �at is to say, it compares the time employed
to pairings, for instance, [democrats, good] with [republicans, good] as well as
[democrats, bad] with [republicans, bad] (Iyengar & Westwood 2015: 692). �is
kind of implicit measurement is more di�cult to manipulate, but their results are
prima facie more valid and less biased than the explicit ones (Iyengar et al. 2019;
Iyengar & Westwood 2015), in that they avoid some of the troubles mentioned
for self-reports above. �e other implicit or indirect measure, the behavioral one,
consists in analyzing the participants’ behavior in economic games like the trust
game and the dictator game. In particular, they analyze whether participants are
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willing to endow or withhold �nancial rewards based on whether the players are
in-group or out-group (Iyengar et al. 2019; Iyengar & Westwood 2015).

In sum, a�ective polarization seems to focus on the feelings that the popula-
tion has toward people seen as opponents. �ese feelings are sometimes analyzed
using explicit measures, such as self-report surveys, and sometimes using implicit
measures of bias and behavior. Hence, the concept of a�ective polarization seems
to be de�ned as the concept of polarization that has to do with people’s feelings,
and other goal-oriented mental states, through di�erent types of tools. Does af-
fective polarization, through its di�erent tools, o�er an accurate way to measure
the existent level of polarization in a country? Before discussing some possible
limitations of the concept, in the next section we will try to distinguish di�erent
types of a�ective polarization.

3.2.1. Looking into the cabin of a locomotive: Types of a�ective
polarization

In this section we distinguish di�erent possible types of a�ective polariza-
tion. Intuitively, a�ective polarization is linked both with our feelings towards
the members of a di�erent group, and with the con�dence that we have on the
core beliefs of our political identity. It’s common to assume that these go hand in
hand, but this is not necessarily so. Our aim here is simply to di�erentiate some
possible situations of a�ective polarization that will play a role in the dissertation
later on, especially in chapter 8. Regarding the argument of this chapter, the main
role of the following distinctions is to show that not all interesting varieties of
a�ective polarization share the problems that we have highlighted above and will
introduce below for a�ective polarization, understood as the presence of certain
feelings that can be directly reported by the subjects themselves.

�e �rst thing to notice is that not every case of animosity counts as an in-
stance of a�ective polarization. I might have negative feelings toward New Bal-
ance shoes, or toward certain people who use them frequently or think that they
are nice and worthy, without necessarily being a�ectively polarized. �ere need
to be at least two groups of people who are somehow at odds. So this case would
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not count as one of a�ective polarization, even if my feelings toward these shoes
become increasingly virulent.

�e �rst type of a�ective polarization that can be distinguished is one where
members of a group dislike and hate those who belong to the opposing group
simply because they are from that particular opposing group. For example, per-
ceiving supporters of the Partido Popular party as spoiled childish people who
think that the world belongs to them, or perceiving people who self-identify with
the Unidas Podemos as rude and crusty-looking would count as an example of
this sort of a�ective polarization. A similar example might be the hooligans of
two football teams considered enemies, such as Real Madrid and Barcelona F.C.
In these cases we have only animosity toward the other party. We can call a�ec-

tive polarization with animosity this type of polarization. Every kind of a�ective
polarization, though, as we will show below, does not require animosity. Perhaps
surprisingly, quite politically disruptive forms of a�ective polarization might be
found in the absence of animosity.

A second type of a�ective polarization is one where members of a group dis-
like and hate those who belong to the opposing group essentially because they
have a high level of con�dence in certain beliefs that are central to the identity of
their group. An example might be supporters of Vox, who have a high level of sub-
jective con�dence in some core beliefs of their political identity, such as that men
are discriminated against, that other political groups want to break up Spain, or
that Muslims want to invade the country (as being Muslim makes you not Span-
ish), and as a consequence they don’t really engage with others’ arguments and
reasons, becoming impervious to the reasons coming from others. In this case
there is not only animosity, but also radicalism. Our initial example also belongs
to this kind of a�ective polarization that encompases hatred towards the other
group, but also an inability to engage in a meaningful discussion of the reasons
that support the others’ position. We can call a�ective polarization with animosity

and radicalism to this type of polarization.
A third type of a�ective polarization is one where members of a group do not

dislike or hate those who belong to the opposing group, but simply have a high
level of sympathy and support toward people that belong to their own group.
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An example might be the Black Lives Ma�er movement, where for the most part
there is neither animosity nor radicalism but still we could talk of a�ective polar-
ization inasmuch as there is a high level of sympathy and support toward people
belonging to the group, and this establishes a clear division between in-group and
out-group. We can call this a�ective polarization via sympathy.

A last type of a�ective polarization is one where there is no animosity but
radicalism between two groups somehow at odds. An example might be our dis-
position to disregard the arguments and the alleged evidence of �at-earthers or
advocates of homeopathy, and vice versa, because we have a high level of con�-
dence in our beliefs about the Earth’s shape, and homeopathy, and consequently
are partially impervious to the reasons of the other part. We can call a�ective po-

larization with radicalism this type of polarization. As pointed above, when politi-
cians exhibit a personal liking towards members of the opposing party, while at
the same time completely disregarding their reasons, they showcase this sort of
a�ective polarization, and can be extraordinarily disruptive to the functioning of
certain democratic institutions.

As it can be seen, not all types of a�ective polarization involve animosity.
Moreover, it seems that all forms of radicalism are forms of a�ective polarization
but not all forms of a�ective polarization are forms of radicalism. It is important to
establish these distinctions because, presumably, not all of these types of a�ective
polarization entail the same risks to democracy, when they do, and the ways to
measure one type or another, but also the way to intervene to alleviate each of
them, should be signi�cantly di�erent.

3.2.2. Too low, terrain! A�ective polarization and its limits

Having discussed some of the possible types of a�ective polarization, we now
turn to the question of whether the concept of a�ective polarization, as commonly
understood, is problematic.

�e �rst limitation we want to introduce is one pointed out by Fiorina. Ac-
cording to him, it is not clear what is exactly measured by the feeling thermometer,
one of the most widely employed tools to measure a�ective polarization. �e ob-



70 Seeing Hate from afar: A�ective Polarization Reassessed

jection goes as follows: the reasons why participants may say that they have cold
or warm feelings toward a particular person or issue can be very diverse (Fiorina
2017: 59-60; see also Druckman & Levendusky 2019 for a more recent discussion
about a similar objection). For example, a citizen can feel cold toward a politician
because she thinks that the politician is a bad person but, at the same time, can
feel warm toward the same politician due to her foreign policy. �erefore, Fior-
ina argues, the feelings thermometer does not allow us “to separate the a�ective
from the cognitive” (Fiorina 2017: 60). In other words, we cannot know whether
respondents feel what they say they feel due to ideological or moral reasons. And
the same can be objected to other measurements of polarization: they do not grant
access to the reasons why participants respond in the way they do.

It can be argued that this �rst objection is not a very powerful one to the ex-
tent that, despite the possible uncertainty regarding the underlying reasons, the
tools might actually serve to successfully measure people’s feelings. In this sense,
they would serve to measure a�ective polarization. However, this objection can
be posed in a slightly more powerful version. What does it mean to say that partic-
ipants report to have cold feelings? Does it mean that they feel hate? Repulsion?
Both? And why not just indi�erence or disgust? How can we know it?

Another concern is related to the connection between the di�erent phenom-
ena measured by the tools. In particular, to the reasons why they are connected,
if they are (see Druckman & Levendusky 2019). How can the connection between
biases, behaviors and feelings be explained? Why are they all part of a�ective po-
larization? A reasonable response might be just to say that they all are a�ective
polarization because, put together, they entail a particular negative view of the
other side. But still, why must they be connected? One may object that a person
can be biased toward a group of people and feel nothing. And, on the contrary,
one may also argue that a person can have cold feelings toward a group of peo-
ple and, at the same time, behave in a non-biased way. Hence, it seems that the
connection demands a particular theory about feelings and mental states. In par-
ticular, one that links them with action, and explains the possibility of situations
as those mentioned above.

Even if we had such a theory, another related concern may be the following.
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It seems that if people feel hate toward the other side, and a�ective polarization
is orthogonal to ideological polarization, then it follows that people can feel hate
without any substantive reason, just as a visceral reaction. �us, the picture this
conception of polarization promotes is one according to which people are irra-
tional. Of course, there are arguments in favor of such an explanation. In fact,
this is what seems to be assumed by the claim that a�ective polarization is based
on “the tribal nature of intergroup dynamics” (Lauka et al. 2018; see also Iyengar
et al. 2012; Lupu 2015; Mason 2013, 2015, 2018), or by the claim that “we believe in-
dications of polarization ought to be rooted in how people feel rather than in how
they think or where they stand”(Hetherington & Rudolph 2015: 26). In this line,
some recent work explains the current level of polarization that a�icts many con-
temporary democracies in terms of epistemic vices, intellectual defects (Cassam
2019; Lynch 2019). When some epistemic vices are seen as the causes of politi-
cal polarization rather than as their outcomes, a certain irrational explanation of
polarization is assumed, to a greater or lesser extent.

We acknowledge that stressing the vices that plague our reasoning has certain
explanatory advantages, and indeed brings out some of the a�itudes which are
essential to explaining the current situation (see section 8.3). However, we believe
that pu�ing too much emphasis on these issues while explaining polarization,
especially as causes of it, carries other risks that are not minor. We leave this
question for chapter 8. For the moment, we just want to make the following point.
If we pay careful a�ention to the behavior of an ardent supporter of a view, we can
see that she relies on information, maybe not in the best pieces of information,
but information a�er all. In fact, she will presumably share news supporting her
ideas, produce discourse and, maybe vehemently, continuously explain why she
is right, or why she thinks she is right. �e point we are trying to emphasize
here is that when someone reports to feel hate towards others it is not necessarily
because she is irrational, or because she does not care about truth, but because
she thinks she is clearly right, and because indeed she cares about truth.

In fact, it is practically a nonsense, or at best a contradiction, to say that some-
one believes that p and at the same time doesn’t care about the truth of p. �e
expression “don’t care about truth” just can be used with some sense if a�ributed



72 Seeing Hate from afar: A�ective Polarization Reassessed

to others, and the reason is that anyone who holds an idea usually thinks that
truth is on their side. To say that someone does not care about truth is to make
a negative evaluation, as much as saying that someone is irrational (see Frápolli
& Villanueva 2018). As Dorst puts it, “as far as the psychological evidence is con-
cerned, the “other side” is no less rational than you–so if you don’t blame your
beliefs on irrationality (as you can’t), then you shouldn’t blame theirs on it either”
(Dorst 2020). Hence, it is hard to think that polarization is just about feelings, or
even mainly about feelings. Polarized people hold positions and think that they
are right. �erefore, there must be a connection with beliefs.1

In chapter 8 (section 8.1), we will try to deal with these three objections. �e
reason is that, as noted earlier, in this dissertation we contend that a�ective polar-
ization is on the right track to successfully measure the pernicious type of political
polarization. �e main argument for this, as advanced in the introduction, is that
a�ective polarization tools involve evaluative uses of language, and through that
kind of language we express our mind, our a�ective a�itudes.

3.3. A picture held us captive: Philosophical assump-
tions behind the concepts of ideological and a�ec-
tive polarization

It seems that ideological polarization can neither measure people’s a�itudes
in an accurate way nor explain why having di�erent belief contents is necessar-
ily pernicious to democracy (see section 3.1). A�ective polarization, on the other
hand, seems be�er positioned to explain why political polarization is pernicious.

1Rogowski and Sutherland (2016), and Webster and Abramowitz (2017) have argued that there
is a close connection between the rise of a�ective polarization and the growth of ideological polar-
ization. But this is not the standard explanation of how a�ective polarization increases. Moreover,
their analyses hinge on the idea that extreme ideological positions predict negative evaluations to-
ward the opponents. Our explanation of this fact is that, since to choose an extreme option in a
self-report questionnaire about ideology one must overcome all the negative issues it implies, one
only chooses an extreme option in these questionnaires when one is very convinced of what one
believes, that is, when one has a high credence in the core beliefs of her ideological identity.
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In that sense, it is more promising. However, a�ective polarization, as it is com-
monly understood, has similar problems concerning the accuracy of their explicit
measurements (see section 3.2.2). Moreover, it depicts an image of polarization
that, understood just in terms of feelings, seems inadequate, or at best incom-
plete.

In this section, we will be concerned with the philosophical background be-
hind both concepts. Beyond their problems, the main di�erence between ide-
ological and a�ective polarization concepts seems to be that ideological polar-
ization tries to measure what people believe by directly asking them about their
beliefs –and in that sense it tries to measure cognitive mental states through be-
lief self-a�ributions, while a�ective polarization tries to measure what people feel

mainly by directly asking about their feelings –and in that sense it tries to measure
noncognitive mental states mainly through feelings self-reports. In what follows,
we make explicit two philosophical assumptions behind both concepts of polar-
ization. In particular, we stress that they assume a di�erence in nature between

belief-like and desire-like mental states, on the one hand, and that there is a strong
kind of �rst-person authority regarding our own mental states, on the other.

3.3.1. I’m doing nothing, just having a belief! Reason vs. the heart

Beliefs, opinions, thoughts, ideas, knowledge, and other similar mental states
are traditionally considered radically di�erent from desires, expectations, feel-
ings, wishes, hopes, fears, and other similar mental states. �is distinction, as we
will see, is very intuitive at �rst glance and is widely accepted in philosophy. To
introduce this mainstream approach, consider the following situation.

Suppose I believe that there is beer in the fridge. In that case, it seems that if I
open the fridge and there is no beer there, then my belief is false. On the contrary,
if there is beer in the fridge, then my belief is true. �us, what I believe can be true
or false depending on how the world is. Now suppose that instead of believing
that there is beer in the fridge, I desire to have a fridge full of beer. In that case,
my natural course of action, other things being equal, would be to go to the shop
and make sure that I buy enough beer to �ll my fridge. �us, what I desire can
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be ful�lled by making the world �t my desire. Despite the fact that both beliefs
and desires seem to be somehow touched by the world, it is assumed that beliefs
are in the business of truth and falsity, while desires can just be ful�lled and do
not have truth-conditions: beliefs are about how things in the world are, while
desires are about how one would like the world to be.

A traditional approach to mental states, which naturally �ts with this way of
explaining the nature of mental states, is representationalism. Ma�hews calls it
the received view (Ma�hews 2007: 19). According to this view, belief ascriptions
point to mental representations, which represent states of a�airs, i.e., particular
distributions of objects, and their truth depend on the representation of the state
of a�airs meeting the way the world is.2 �e picture promoted by this approach
looks like a box inside our head in which we store the representational contents
of our mental states, and when they are reached by the world they turn out true
or ful�lled, depending on the type of mental state.

�is distinction between beliefs and desires is o�en explained in terms of their
di�erent “direction of �t” with the world. Take, for instance, the following quote.

�e distinction is in terms of the direction of �t of mental states to the
world. Beliefs aim at being true, and their being true is their ��ing the
world; falsity is a decisive failing in a belief, and false beliefs should
be discarded; beliefs should be changed to �t with the world, not vice
versa. Desires aim at realization, and their realization is the world
��ing with them; the fact that the indicative content of a desire is
not realised in the world is not yet a failing in the desire, and not
yet any reason to discard the desire; the world, crudely, should be
changed to �t with our desires, not vice versa. (Pla�s 1979: 257)

�e point is that beliefs should �t the world, and they should be changed if
they do not. Desires, however, should not be changed if they do not �t with the
world –it is in fact impossible to desire what we know is actually the case; it is
the world what should be changed. In that sense, they have a di�erent direction

2�is idea has been versioned and re�ned in various ways (see, for instance, Forro 1987; Harman
1973; Loewer & Rey 1991; Pylyshyn 1984; Sterelny 1990).
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of �t: beliefs should �t the world, while the world should be made to �t our de-
sires. Hence, beliefs are about the world, desires express motivations to change
the world, to do something. Williamson (Williamson 2002) puts this di�erence
not in terms of truth-aptness vs. satisfaction, because desires might be satis�ed
and beliefs might be true just by chance, but in terms of knowledge vs. action:
“�e point of desire is action; the point of belief is knowledge” (Williamson 2002:
1). Beliefs aspire to knowledge, while desires aspires to action. �e point is that
desire-like mental states, in contrast to belief-like ones, seem to be intrinsically
action guiding.

�e distinction between cognitive and noncognitive or conative mental states
is based on a very similar idea: a mental state is a cognitive one when its content
can be true or false, because it can be known. �at is to say, beliefs are the a�itudes
we have when we take a proposition to be the case or regard it as true. Noncogni-
tive mental states, on the contrary, instead of being true or false, are motivations
to do something. �is way of seeing the di�erence draws on the Humean idea that
beliefs alone are incapable of motivating action, which is known as the Humean
theory of motivation (see Smith 1987), and also on the debate regarding moral
vocabulary and other uses of language such as aesthetic ones: cognitivists have
traditionally maintained that moral claims are truth-apt and express belief-like
mental states, while noncognitivists, as the canonical reception of the tradition
known as emotivism or classical expressivism (Ayer 2001; Stevenson 1937; Ogden
& Richards 1923) pictures them, deny it, and maintain that these claims express
the speaker’s pro or con a�itudes or emotions, that is, their approval or disap-
proval of something (Ayer 2001: 109).

�us, a de�ning feature of noncognitive mental states is that they have an ex-
tra motivational component compared to cognitive ones. It seems that when I say
I desire, want, fear, hate, etc., that p, the content of my mental state is not true or
false, but it expresses my motivations, what I am willing to do, the courses of ac-
tion that can be expected from me, my emotions, my evaluations. �is conception
�ts very naturally with the idea, widely repeated in the literature about a�ective
polarization, that animosity plays a key role in motivating partisan behavior (see,
for instance, Huddy et al. 2015).
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It is important to note that the distinction between cognitivism and noncog-
nitivism can be conceived as a semantic distinction or as a psychological distinc-
tion (see O’Leary-Hawthorue & Price 1996: 276; Pinedo 2020). From a semantic
point of view, a claim is cognitive when it has truth-conditions. From a psycho-
logical point of view, a mental state is cognitive when it is belief-like. We have
deliberately introduced the cognitive vs. non-cognitive distinction without dis-
tinguishing these two approaches because they are o�en assumed together (see,
for instance, De Mesel 2019). In fact, cognitivism, as it is traditionally3 uunder-
stood, entails other independent theses that are normally mixed within it, that
is, representationalism, descriptivism, realism, and a correspondence theory of truth.
�e mix of both distinct levels of analysis is based on the idea that through the de-
scriptive use of language, aimed at informing about the world, we express belief-
like mental states, while in using the language in an evaluative way we express
desire-like states of mind.

We will brie�y discuss some of these theses in chapters 6 and 7, and argue
that there is no sharp division between belief-like and desire-like mental states
regarding their action-guidance and truth-aptness: many belief-like mental states
are linked to certain courses of action, and their truth or falsity do not always
depend on how the world is. On the other hand, many desire-like mental states are
not especially signi�cant regarding their connection with action, and many of the
claims that express a desire-like mental state can be declared true or false. Hence,
although we acknowledge that there are di�erences between beliefs and desires,
we will argue that the allegedly di�erent nature regarding their truth-aptness, if
any, as well as their connection with action, is actually in their contents or the
claims that express them, not in the type of mental state they are (see chapters 5,
6 and 7). �is will allow us to reassess the concept of a�ective polarization, in a
way that successfully meets our desiderata.

3�ere are more contemporary cognitivist positions that do not assume all the associated theses,
such as certain cognitivist expressivism.
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3.3.2. Because I say so: First-person authority

Another philosophical assumption of both ideological and a�ective concepts
of polarization is that they take participants’ self-reports to be a reliable source
for knowing their mental states, be them beliefs or others. In that sense, both
concepts presuppose that people somehow have authority to determine the state
of mind they are in. Take the following Finkelstein’s quote to illustrate the kind
of authority that mental state self-ascriptions allegedly exhibit:

If you want to know what I think, feel, imagine, or intend, I am a
good person –indeed, usually the best person– to ask. It is sometimes
said that I enjoy a kind of authority when I talk about what, broadly
speaking, might be called my own states of mind –when I say, e.g.,
“My head hurts”, “I was worried about you”, or “I intend to arrive
early”. When people don’t accept my mental state self-ascriptions at
face value, it is generally because they take me to be insincere rather
than mistaken. (Finkelstein 2003: 9)

�e special authority that mental self-ascriptions seem to exhibit is well-known
and discussed in philosophy (see, for example, Bar-On 2004; Barz 2018; Borgoni
2018a; Coliva 2016; Davidson 1984; Villanueva 2014; Wright 1998). In particu-
lar, the thesis that mental state self-ascriptions have a presumption of truth as
long as they are sincerely made is known as �rst-person authority, one of the fea-
tures explaining the alleged special character of self-knowledge. Note that in this
case, what is deemed as true is not the content of the mental state, but the self-
ascription itself, i.e., whether a person has a particular mental state or not, and
not whether her belief is true or false. �us, according to the authority thesis, the
speaker’s sincerity in self-ascribing a mental state guarantees that it is true that
the speaker is in the mental state she says to be in. �e view behind this thesis is
quite intuitive and, also, politically powerful: if you want to know what someone
believes or feels, the best way is to directly ask her and trust her answer (Falvey
2000: 69). Let’s consider an example to see how intuitive is the idea that subjects
exhibit some kind of authority regarding her own mental states.
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Take a belief self-ascription such as my u�erance of the sentence “I believe
that there is beer in the fridge”. It seems intuitive to think that if I sincerely u�er
that sentence, then it is true that I believe that there is beer in the fridge. On
the contrary, if I a�ribute a state of mind to someone by sincerely u�ering the
sentence “My colleague believes that there is beer in the fridge”, it seems that
my sincerity does not guarantee, in the same sense, the truth of the proposition
expressed. It is precisely my colleague who should speak to the fact that she
believes or not. �us, it appears that one is in a be�er position than anyone else
to talk about one’s own mental states.

First-person authority is one of the features usually deemed as essential for
self-knowledge,4 which is understood in contrast to our knowledge of the external
world, and also to our knowledge in other realms. In that sense, the received ex-
planation of the authority feature of �rst-person is epistemic (Hacker 2005). �e
idea is that there is an asymmetry between the way we gain knowledge about
our own mental states, and the way we know about the world and other minds
(see, for instance, Byrne 2018). �at’s the reason why it appears that third-person
mental-state ascriptions, in contrast to �rst-person ascriptions, are not authorita-
tive. However, note that these are two di�erent senses of authority. One simply
has to do with the sincerity of the speaker. �e other has to do with the privileged
way through which agents know about their own mental life. In other words: the
authority feature can be epistemic or not, i.e., it can rely on a special method of
access to one’s own mental states or not. Henceforth, when we talk about author-

4�ree other alleged features of self-knowledge are that it is especially secure, that is acquired
by a special method, and that is transparent. Cartesianism is the paradigmatic position defending
the authoritative character of �rst-person self-ascriptions that also holds transparency, the special
security and the special method of self-knowledge. According to this view, the speaker’s word
is authoritative about her mental states because she has a direct, transparent and privileged access

to that part of her inner life, in particular through introspection. �is view, as it can be deduced,
is a representationalist one: it contends that we have internal representations to which we have
privileged access.

Regarding ‘transparency’, the sense of which we refer to is the idea that it makes no sense to
wonder whether the speaker knows that is in the state of mind she says to be in (Wright 1998: 15).
�is sense is radically di�erent from Evans’ concept of transparency, which is transparency toward
the world (Evans 1982), an anti-Cartesianism type of transparency.
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ity, we are talking about the former non-epistemic kind. How can someone have
authority without having epistemic authority? As Bar-On argued, for instance,
you might be simply trained in such a way that your self-a�ributions only make
sense when they actually express the state of mind you are in (Bar-On 2019) (see
chapter 5).

At least two di�erent types of �rst-person authority can be distinguished in
terms of their degree of restrictiveness (see Falvey 2000: 70; Villanueva 2014: 52-
53). On the one hand, according to the strong version, the speaker’s sincerity
always entails the truth of her mental self-ascription. �at is to say, the speaker’s
word is all that is relevant, in every case, in order to determine the truth or falsity
of a mental self-ascription. �is kind of authority is a hard thesis to maintain,
given the existence of phenomena like self-deception (Mele 2001). On the other
hand, we have a weak version of the authority thesis. According to this second
version, in spite of the fact that external evidence can sometimes show that a
particular sincere self-ascription is not true, there is an assumption in place that
every time a speaker self-ascribes a mental state, its sincerity guarantees the truth
of her self-ascription. �is presumptive authority is a more widely accepted view.

Since the main tools to measure ideological and a�ective polarization are di-
rect self-report questionnaires, both concepts share the presumption that partic-
ipants’ sincerity in self-ascribing a mental state guarantees that they actually are
in the mental state they say to be in, at least in its weak version, and regard-
less of whether it is a belief or an a�ective mental state. Hence, this is one of
the philosophical assumptions that are taken for granted when these concepts of
polarization are put to the test in empirical studies.

Before ending this section, we want to make it clear that, even though the idea
that the speaker’s sincerity guarantees the truth of a mental self-ascription is chal-
lenged all throughout this dissertation, we don’t argue against the idea that we
must trust people’s claims regarding their own mental states in our daily contexts
(see chapter 5). We review some empirical evidence and theoretical arguments
that, taken together, put under suspicion the presumption that the speaker’s sin-
cerity guarantees the truth of her self-ascriptions, even in the weak sense. And
since political polarization is a very dangerous phenomenon that has to be de-
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tected as early as possible, this outcome must be taken into consideration regard-
ing how to measure polarization. But note that this is compatible with the political
stance of taking as true what people say about their mental life in other contexts,
and with the psychological bene�ts of trusting others (Yamagishi 2001; Yamagishi
et al. 2002).

3.4. Shaking the assumptions: A �rst attempt

In this section we will make a �rst a�empt at challenging the plausibility of
the philosophical assumptions behind ideological and a�ective polarization con-
cepts: 1) there is a di�erence in nature between belief-like and desire-like mental
states, and that 2) there is a strong kind of �rst-person authority regarding our
own mental states. Let’s discuss the authority thesis �rst. In particular, let’s dis-
cuss some speci�c situations keeping in mind the idea that the speaker’s sincerity
guarantees the truth of her self-ascription.

3.4.1. Even if I say so

�ere seem to be situations where we sincerely make di�erent claims about
our mental life that are not easily compatible with each other. In particular, some-
times we say that we believe that p but we behave, verbally and non-verbally, in
a way that hinders the plausibility of saying that what we say we believe is what
we actually believe. For instance, according to Ellis and Stimson, when Americans
are asked about their particular policy preferences they tend to choose liberal po-
sitions instead of conservative ones. However, when they are asked about their
ideological identity, they tend to self-identify as conservatives (Ellis & Stimson
2012; see also Mason 2018). Since identifying as liberal or conservative is presum-
ably closely linked with having certain ideological preferences on some speci�c
issues, it is only to be expected that if one self-identi�es as liberal, then one will
mostly choose liberal positions related to those speci�c issues. �en, if someone
sincerely chooses liberal positions and sincerely identi�es as conservative, what
does she really believe?
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In order to explain this, Ellis and Stimson distinguish between “symbolic ideol-
ogy” and “operational ideology”. �e �rst one is just a ma�er of identity, while the
la�er refers to a set of policy positions. Mason emphasizes this di�erence by say-
ing that it is important to recognize that ideological identity is not synonymous
with political preferences (Mason 2018). We agree that some of our ideological
responses do not convey our policy preferences; we can convey another kind of
information with them. In particular, we can express the level of con�dence in
some core and salient beliefs of a particular ideological identity. But this is not
what the participants are told before giving their answers, and therefore they are
not aware of that. In that sense, this common situation suggests at least that it is
not always clear that what we say we believe is what we actually believe.

Recently, philosopher Kate Manne has brought domestic inequality to our at-
tention to highlight one of the unjust tenets conforming our misogynistic envi-
ronment: men do far less than their female partners regarding housework (Manne
2020: 166-188). �is situation is well-known and widely supported by several em-
pirical studies (Yavorsky et al. 2015). What is perhaps less known is our particular
perception of the situation. According to the results of a study conducted in eight
Western countries, 46 percent of male partners reported being coequal parents,
while only 32 percent of their female partners agreed with their assessment (Sha
2017). It is not hard to imagine that, although many of the male respondents of
this study were sincerely self-reporting what they believe about their situation,
their female partners would disagree not only on the truth of the content of their
beliefs, but even on whether they really believe what they say they believe.

Another phenomenon, known as the illusion of explanatory depth, goes in
the same direction of pu�ing under suspicion the authority thesis. �e illusion of
explanatory depth, named by Rozenblit and Keil, has to do with the perception of
knowing the world with far greater detail and depth than we actually do (Rozen-
blit & Keil 2002). �rough a large number of experiments, people were asked to
rate their knowledge of a device, a mental illness, an economic issue, and other
similar issues. �en they were asked to try to explain it, and �nally rate again
their knowledge of the topic they were asked about at the beginning. A�er being
confronted with their inability to explain it in a detailed way, they rate lower their
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knowledge of it (Fisher et al. 2015; Lynch 2019). Of course, this path can just be
seen as a response to changes in the level of explanation expected. However, since
this phenomenon happens very frequently, we can fairly wonder whether people
believe what they say they believe, at least when they are asked about complex
issues. In other words: if someone chooses a speci�c option as a representation
of what she believes about, for example, the economic policies that must be taken
in a country, and yet it turns out that she cannot explain what those policies con-
sist in, then does she really believe that those policies should be taken? �is path
has been replicated on responses about political issues (see Fernbach et al. 2013;
Vitriol & Marsh 2018). Hence, the speaker’s sincerity does not seem enough to
know people’s minds, at least in these particular cases.

�ere is more empirical work casting doubts on the authority in self-ascribing
a mental state. Several studies have shown that people have systematic blindspots
regarding their own mental states (Nisbe� & Wilson 1977; Wilson 2002; Zajonc
2001). Nisbe� and Wilson, for instance, conducted some studies whose results
show that participants reported that they prefer a particular product over its com-
petitors because of its apparent quality, when in fact it was the spacial position of
the product that in�uenced their choices (Nisbe� & Wilson 1977). �us, if some-
one says she believes that a speci�c product is be�er than the others because of
its quality and in fact it was its position that in�uenced her choice, does she really
believe that the speci�c product is be�er than others because of its quality? �at’s
the reason why confabulating poses a threat to self-knowledge (Carruthers 2011),
and derivatively to authority.5 . In a quite similar line, research on punitive poli-
cies (Carlsmith et al. 2002) and racist behavior (Dovidio et al. 2002) revealed that
we say we endorse some standards which our behavior does not re�ect. It seems
that empirical psychology pushes toward the direction that we are systematically

5Some authors have recently argued that confabulation does not necessarily undermine �rst
person authority if it is conceived as a capacity for self-regulation, i.e., a capacity “to bridge the
gap between our sayings and doings by aligning our actions with our avowed self-ascriptions and
vice-versa” (De Bruin & Strijbos 2020: 152). However, with the de�nition proposed they assume
that there is actually a gap between what we say and how we behave and, to our purpose, it is
enough to think that confabulation put pressure on the presumption of authority, even we had the
capacity to bridge the gap (which is not very clear to us in a large number of cases).
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unreliable in grasping our own mental states (Carruthers 2011; Schwitzgebel 2008,
2011a; see also Srinivasan 2015).

Concerning intentions, it is o�en assumed that doing something intentionally
requires knowing (see, for instance, Marcus 2019) or being aware that one is doing
it; there seems to be a strong conceptual connection between both things. In
fact, in our daily exchanges, saying that one did not know or was not aware of
what one was doing is a way of saying that one did not have the intention of
doing it. However, a recent study has shown that, at least in some cases, one can
intentionally perform an action despite neither being aware nor knowing that one
is doing it6 (Vekony et al. 2020). �us, in these cases, the sincere self-ascription
that one was not aware of or did not know what she was doing, which seems
equivalent to say that one had not the intention, does not guarantee that in fact
one did it without the particular intention.

Regarding feelings and other allegedly motivational states, things do not seem
really di�erent (see Wilson 2002). �ere are lots of situations in which we are not
able to identify what is exactly that we are feeling. And, when we move from one
feeling to another, we are o�en unable to recognize the change. A good number
of studies have replicated this e�ect: although participants act as if they had a
certain feeling, usually induced, they do not report the existence of such a feeling
(Schachter & Wheeler 1962; Schwitzgebel 2008, 2011a).

For our part, we have conducted an empirical study on the in�uence of dif-
ferent contextual factors in assessing the same statement as o�ensive or simply
informative, in which we have also observed a particular mismatch between par-
ticipants’ abstract and concrete judgments (Almagro et al. forthcoming). In par-

6In the so-called Dreyfus-McDowell debate on the rationality of unre�ective action, John Mc-
Dowell (McDowell 2008: 368-369) makes the claim that the minimum condition to consider certain
action as rational is wonder if the question “Why did you do that?” makes sense. If this question
is intelligible, then the action can be seen as rational, no ma�er whether it was unconsciously per-
formed or not (see also Pinedo 2018). For instance, a person that catches a frisbee coming toward
her, performs a rational action (McDowell 2008: 368-369). Following McDowell, then, it makes
sense to think that a person can perform an action unconsciously but intended, especially in prac-
tical and expert knowledge contexts, where a subject develops ways of doing things that she is not
aware of because she has not the need to stop and think about what to do before doing it.
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ticular, we designed a �rst study with a set of 8 vigne�es in which a speaker u�ers
a sentence, and manipulated three factors: speaker membership (the speaker be-
longs or does not belong to the group of people she is talking about), speaker in-
tention (the speaker has the intention to o�end or not), and outcome (the public is
o�ended or not). All participants viewed 8 vigne�es telling a short story in which
a speaker claims something, and each participant was exposed to a randomized
combination of factors in each vigne�e. �e variation of factors was designed to
be relatively imperceptible: they are simply presented along with other details in
the story. �en, we asked each participant to rate from 1 (strongly disagree) to
7 (strongly agree) the following claims a�er reading each scenario: “�e speaker
simply o�ers information”; “�e speaker is being o�ensive”. We added an addi-
tional question about the acceptability of the claim with two available options:
“�e speaker shouldn’t say that kind of thing” / “I don’t see any problem in the
speaker saying that kind of thing”. At the end of the experiment, we included a
general �nal question in which we explicitly asked about the in�uence of each
of these three factors when considering the same statement as o�ensive or not.
Participants had to rate from 1 (li�le in�uence) to 7 (much in�uence) speaker
membership, speaker intention, and the harm felt by the audience. Our results
showed that for participants, speaker membership played a more important role
than the intention and the outcome factors in considering the same statement as
o�ensive and prohibited. However, when explicitly asked, participants rated the
speaker’s intention factor as the most relevant factor, and the speaker status as
the least important factor. �is result can be understood as participants saying

that they believe the intention of the speaker is the most important factor to con-
sider a statement as o�ensive, while nevertheless showing through their answers
that, on the contrary, they take the speaker’s status to be the most relevant factor.
We believe this is the right way to interpret our result because in the concrete
responses of each scenario, participants are intuitively responding, i.e., they are
evaluating concrete situations, which is closer to measurements of bias and be-
havior; while in the general �nal question, participants have to think in abstract
terms about what they believe, as they do when responding about their position
on political issues, and this kind of reasoning is more prone to error (Iyengar et al.
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2019; Iyengar & Westwood 2015).
Moreover, in the philosophical discussion on the second person perspective

in knowing our minds (Bilgrami 2006; Darwall 2006; Ferrer 2014; Gomila 2002;
Pinedo 2004; Velleman 2009), some approaches have emphasized the authoritative
role of the second perspective, sometimes even in a be�er position than oneself
to know one’s mind. �us, it seems that the di�erence between what we sincerely

say that we believe, and what we express that we believe is more persuasive than it
would appear. Consequently, a strong take on the authority thesis must be placed
under suspicion regarding the measurement of polarization.

In spite of the literature reviewed in this section, it is worth noting that it
is not hard to imagine situations where, from a very intuitive point of view, the
mental states we sincerely self-report are not the mental states in which we are.
If part, or all, of the literature reviewed here has not convinced you, perhaps you
will be a li�le more convinced by considering the following possible situations.
Someone, for example, can sincerely self-report that she is angry, but it could
be the case that she is just hungry. Or someone can sincerely self-report that she
believes that taxes should be lowered, but it could be the case that she is not ready
to act as someone who believed such a thing. Or even it could be the case that
through such a belief self-ascription, the speaker is just expressing her adhesion to
a certain political ideology, her practical a�itudes, instead of providing uncolored
information about their minds. �ese situations are not unconceivable, and they
do not seem to be bizarre or marginal situations. Srinivasan appeals to something
similar in her discussion about Cartesianism. Let’s end this section with a quote
from her:

For my own part I think the most powerful reason to embrace Anti-
Cartesianism is (not unironically) introspective. I sometimes �nd my-
self uncertain, even a�er careful consideration, about my own phe-
nomenology: whether I’m angry or merely annoyed, whether I’m
desirous or indi�erent, whether I believe or am agnostic. Of course,
the uncertainty at issue here is not an uncertainty about whether my
phenomenology is thus: I’m always in a position to know that I’m
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feeling just this, the way I’m feeling. Instead, the uncertainty lies in
the categorisation of my phenomenal experience under the appropri-
ate concepts: anger, annoyance, desire, indi�erence, belief, agnosti-
cism. My own introspective feelings of uncertainty deepen when we
move to conditions of particular philosophical interest, such as my
having a credence x in p or p’s having probability x on my evidence.
For these conditions, I very o�en feel that no amount of assiduous
introspection will reveal whether they obtain. (Srinivasan 2015: 275)

3.4.2. I’m doing something, I have a belief!

What about the distinction in nature between belief-like and desire-like men-
tal states? Consider the sentence “the government should go to prison for the
deaths caused by the COVID-19”. Note that by u�ering such a sentence, one is
likely to be expressing her desire that the government enters into prison. �is is
so because one is using language in an evaluative way (see chapter 7). �e speaker
is talking about how the world should be, and not about how it actually is. �at
is to say, the speaker is expressing what can be expected from her, maybe joining
a demonstration with a golf club and a fancy cerise saucepan in order to achieve
a change in the world and satisfy her desires. However, note that by u�ering p,
we are entailing that we believe that p. In other words, I cannot assert “the gov-
ernment should be put into prison for the deaths caused by the COVID-19” and
a�er that say “I don’t believe that the government should be put into prison for
the deaths caused by the COVID-19” without triggering a contradiction; if I assert
that p, then I endorse that I believe that p.

Of course, as we have seen, it may be the case that I assert that p, and I do
not really believe that p. But if I assert p, I cannot say that I don’t believe that p
without triggering a contradiction, because there is a close link between asserting
p and acquiring the commitment that I believe that p is the case, even if it is later
discovered that one does not believe p despite asserting it (see chapter 6). Simi-
larly, by endorsing the sentence “�e speaker shouldn’t say that kind of thing”,
participants in our experiment entail that they believe that the speaker shouldn’t
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say that kind of thing. However, the claim does not seem to be about how the
world is, but about how it should be. Hence, our beliefs are not always about the
world, sometimes exhibit a motivational component.

Moreover, note also that we can discuss the truth or falsity of a normative or
evaluative claim, that this domain is knowable, and that we can disagree about
it. We can maintain that it is false that the government should pay for the deaths
by going to prison, or that the speaker should not say this or that kind of thing.
Nevertheless, the kind of disagreement in which we enter is di�erent from the
one that we enter when disagreeing about whether there is beer in the fridge; the
contending parts do not necessarily agree on how to resolve the disagreement,
and the disagreement is not straightforwardly factual (Field 2009; see also Osorio
& Villanueva 2019). �is ma�er will be discussed in detail in chapter 7. But the
thing, at least for the moment, is that many claims, which are not about how the
world is, but about how it should be and what we are willing to do, and therefore
express desire-like mental states, may, however, be true or false, and be knowable.
In addition, by making such claims we also entail that we have such beliefs. Hence,
it seems di�cult to maintain that sharp distinction between belief-like and desire-
like mental states introduced in section 3.3.1.

To put it another way, it seems that the things that we believe, desire, hope,
etc., sometimes re�ect our worldview, our mind, and they are closely linked to
certain pa�erns of action, i.e., with the norms that govern our social practices,
our form of life. Our a�itudes have to do with how we behave and how we are
willing to behave, and this is normatively constituted. From psychology, a�itudes
are conceived in general in a more motivational fashion: as our evaluations of
a person, an idea, an object, or a state of a�airs, in a positive or negative way.
According to a classic way of pu�ing it, an “a�itude is a psychological tendency
that is expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some degree of favor or
disfavor” (Eagly & Chaiken 1993: 1; see also Albarracı́n et al. 2005: 4). However,
instead of separating between types of mental states by its nature, it is assumed by
this perspective that an a�itude can be composed by three di�erent components:
a�ective, behavioral and cognitive ones. For example, you may hold a positive
a�itude toward the changes introduced by Carmena and her team in the Wise
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men parade. �is a�itude may result in positive feelings toward those changes
(e.g., you say that these changes make you feel good), may be re�ected in your
behavior (e.g., you a�end the parade and promote it), and may also be re�ected
in your thoughts (e.g., you believe that the parade is really good).

Note that the link with action of an a�itude, then, is mostly determined by
its content rather than by the type of mental state. For instance, the conceptual
commitments that someone expresses by saying that she believes that marriage
is the central mark of a digni�ed life are much more linked to action than those
expressed by saying that she believes that the table is brown, especially when
in fact the table is brown. Likewise, the conceptual commitments that someone
acquires by saying that he wants to get married more than anything else have
more links with action than those expressed by saying that he wants peace in the
world or to get a brown table for the si�ing room. Hence, even if it can be argued
that beliefs and desires point to commitments of di�erent kinds, the speci�c com-
mitments and their links to action mostly depend on what is believed or desired:
some propositions have more links with action than others, and some of the �rst
ones are not shared by most people, and maybe because they express particu-
lar information about the mind of those who believe or desire them. Of course,
there is a distinction in play here. We can distinguish between our evaluations of
something and our reports of something and, if you will, hold that the a�itudes
we express are di�erent by virtue of their degree of action-guidance. However,
this is not a distinction between belief-like and desire-like mental states, but one
between descriptive and evaluative information, which is orthogonal regarding
the belief / desire distinction. We will come back later to these ideas (chapters 5,
6 and 7).

3.5. Pursuing a pathway: Some desiderata for a suit-
able concept of polarization

Taking into consideration our discussion so far, we propose �ve adequacy
conditions that a notion of political polarization needs to meet in order to be a
suitable one, to be operational. �e �rst desideratum we propose has to do with
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the causes of polarization. In particular, we contend that a suitable concept of
polarization must accommodate the evidence regarding how we polarize, that is, it
must accommodate the psychological, social and linguistic mechanisms fostering
polarization, which will be reviewed in chapter 4, as well as taking into account
other kind of evidence we have available related to the issue.

Second, an appropriate notion of polarization must be able to explain the neg-
ative e�ects that polarization poses to democracy, that is, why the raise of po-
larization weakens respect for democratic norms, corrodes basic legislative pro-
cesses, fuels public disa�ection, increases anger, violence, intolerance and dis-
crimination toward the other side, and diminishes societal trust (Carothers &
O’Donohue 2019: 1-2; see also section 2.5).

�ird, the pursued concept of polarization should not explain the increased
polarization in terms of irrationality or lack of interest in truth. �is line of ex-
planation we take to be incomplete at best. On the contrary, it must be able to
explain why it is at times rational to become polarized, acknowledging that it is
precisely the fact that people care about truth, and that people give reasons in
support of their own beliefs, that leads them to polarize; polarization is not just a
ma�er of irrationally hating the other part.

Fourth, an operational notion of polarization must be able to accurately mea-
sure people’s a�itudes. In that sense, the concept of polarization must accommo-
date the disanalogy between self-ascribing a mental state and expressing a mental
state. As we have suggested, people’s sincerity is not enough to guarantee that
they are in the mental state that they say they are. Hence, indirect ways to mea-
sure polarization should be used, ways that involve the expression of mental states
rather than their self-ascription.

Finally, an adequate notion of polarization must allow us to intervene in a
process of polarization as soon as possible, given the special di�culty of depo-
larizing (see Levendusky 2018; Sunstein 2017) a highly polarized scenario, and
given the serious consequences of a high level of polarization (see section 2.6).
�us, the desiderata that we propose a concept of polarization must meet can be
summarized as follows.
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EVIDENCE: A suitable notion of polarization must be consistent
with the best available evidence.

DANGEROUSNESS: A suitable notion of polarization must be con-
sistent with the pernicious e�ects for democracy of a high level of
polarization.

RATIONALITY: suitable notion of polarization must neither blame
people nor account for the issue in terms of irrationality.

DISANALOGY: A suitable notion of polarization must accommodate
the disanalogy between self-ascribing a mental state and expressing
a mental state in order to accurately measure it.

INTERVENTION: A suitable notion of polarization should allow us
to develop mechanisms to intervene as soon as possible.

In the next chapter, we will see that extremism, or any other mode of under-
standing the division that characterizes political polarization in terms of belief
contents, cannot accommodate well the evidence on how we polarize. In this
chapter, we have seen that understanding polarization in terms of belief contents
cannot easily explain why polarization is pernicious for democracy (section 3.1).
In that sense, ideological polarization seems at �rst sight incompatible with EV-
IDENCE and DANGEROUSNESS. Moreover, since ideological polarization mea-
sures people’s belief through opinion self-report questionnaires assuming that
they report what they actually believe, it is not clear how it can ful�ll the DIS-
ANALOGY condition. Hence, ideological polarization does not seem a suitable
concept of polarization inasmuch as it cannot satisfy some, if not all, of the pro-
posed desiderata.

Some authors have argued that the process of discussing with likeminded peo-
ple is what leads us to be a�ectively polarized (Aikin & Talisse 2020: 38-39), which
renders especially dangerous the rupture that polarization consists in, and that
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it is in people’s feelings about their opponents that polarization manifests (Het-
herington & Rudolph 2015: 28), speci�cally because the increased dislike of the
opposite side expresses the decrease in trust in government when the other side
is in power (Hetherington & Rudolph 2015: 32). Other authors have argued that
it is social sorting and the rise of mega-identities what leads us to be a�ectively
polarized (Mason 2018). �us, these authors say that it is the mechanism of polar-
ization behind discussing with likeminded people, together with group identity,
what raises a�ective polarization. We agree with them. However, we think that
these two mechanisms are just two ways of increasing the con�dence in prior
beliefs, and that increasing the level of con�dence in some core beliefs of our ide-
ological identity is what sometimes leads us to dislike our opponents. But, as we
will see in the next chapter, there are also other di�erent mechanisms promoting
the increase of con�dence in our prior beliefs. Once again, disliking the oppo-
nents, and evaluating them in negative terms, could be just a way of expressing
our level of con�dence in some core beliefs. But then, the pernicious thing is the
level of con�dence in certain beliefs, from which feelings toward opposite people
might be just a symptom. Besides, all the available and relevant evidence con-
cerning the rise of polarization must be approached together: this is crucial to
favor an irrational or rational story for polarization processes (see chapter 4).

In this line, we will argue that a�ective polarization, or some types of a�ective
polarization, measures radicalism and, therefore, is compatible with EVIDENCE
and DANGEROUSNESS. We will contend that by asking about feelings and evalu-
ations, a�ective polarization sometimes measures not only the self-reported feel-
ings and evaluations, but the level of con�dence people express to have in certain
core beliefs of their ideological identity. In that sense, it also satis�es RATIO-
NALITY and DISANALOGY (see chapter 8). Finally, we will defend that to the
extent that a�ective polarization can accommodate the phenomena of a diverse
nature causing polarization, it enables us to indirectly intervene inasmuch as to
�ght against these phenomena is �ghting against polarization. Crucially, we will
argue that our notion of polarization enables us to detect polarization soon, that
is, before it is too high. Since depolarization is a hard task to achieve especially
when the level of polarization is very high, our notion will enable us to inter-
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vene. �us, a�ective polarization, understood the way we propose, also satis�es
INTERVENTION.

3.6. Conclusion

�is chapter has been devoted to discussing the adequacy of the concepts
of ideological polarization and a�ective polarization in order to measure polar-
ization. In particular, a�er presenting some acknowledged di�culties of each
concept and making explicit the philosophical background of them, we reviewed
some evidence against the two philosophical assumptions mentioned. Our aim
was to show that if both concepts are understood as they commonly are, then
neither of them seems to be adequate to accurately measure what they try to
measure. Finally, we proposed �ve adequacy conditions for a suitable concept of
political polarization.

Our proposal is to show that the actual di�erence between ideological and
a�ective concepts is not that each one measures mental states of a di�erent na-
ture, but that usually they measure di�erent things. In particular, we contend that,
while ideological polarization mostly tries to measure the beliefs people self-report

to be in, a�ective polarization mostly measures the degree of belief people express

to have in certain beliefs. Conceived in this way, a�ective polarization can ful�ll
the proposed adequacy conditions and, we will argue, it is on the right track to
measure polarization in an accurate way. To di�erentiate our interpretation of
a�ective polarization from the standard interpretation of it, we will call it polar-

ization in a�itudes (see chapter 8).
To argue this, we will discuss, in the following chapters, the available evidence

about how we get polarized, as well as the philosophical assumptions mentioned.
We will devote the next chapter to review part of the best available evidence con-
cerning how we get polarized, and will discuss it keeping in mind the desiderata of
EVIDENCE and RATIONALITY. �en, we will dismiss the descriptivist approach
to mental state ascriptions (chapter 5) and adopt a nondescriptivist approach to
them, according to which having a mental state is having a set of conceptual com-
mitments closely linked to certain courses of action (chapter 6). �us, in order to
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measure people’s mental states, we have to track their commitments and the ways
they behave. A�er that, we will adopt an expressivist approach to evaluative lan-
guage, according to which through the evaluative use of language we express our
a�itudes, our commitments especially linked to certain courses of action (chapter
7). In that sense, we will hold, a�ective polarization measures the commitments
to action people express to have, because the tools employed to measure a�ective
polarization involve evaluative uses of language. �e commitments expressed by
the evaluative use of language, and the commitments in which mental states con-
sist in, are the same: our approach to mental states and to the evaluative use of
language are two faces of the same coin.



94 Seeing Hate from afar: A�ective Polarization Reassessed



Chapter 4

HowWe Get Polarized:
Mechanisms Promoting
Polarization

What leads someone to demonstrate against the alleged existence of a criminal
organization dedicated to falsely accusing teachers for �nancial gain in Ceuta,
triggered by a case of which there is not a single piece of information that could
lead to suspecting about anything? How does a person decide to demonstrate,
carrying a golf club and a saucepan, or in a Ferrari, and yelling that the Spanish
government is responsible for the deaths caused by the COVID19 pandemic, while
not wearing a mask and not respecting social distance? What leads someone to
celebrate the police brutally charging Catalonian people who just were voting
and expressing their opinion regarding the future of the territory they live? What
leads someone to assault the Capitol of the United States a�er that the political
party that he identi�es with lost the election? How do we become so polarized?

In chapter 2, we have showed that polarization of beliefs can occur in terms
of extremism or radicalism, that is, in terms of belief content or degree of be-
lief. Furthermore, we have said that the concept of ideological polarization is a
broad concept of extremism, that includes di�erent senses of polarization related
to belief contents. In chapter 3, we have introduced the concept of a�ective po-
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larization, as opposed to that of ideological polarization, and have claimed that
at least some types of a�ective polarization have to do with radicalism, i.e., with
having a certain degree of con�dence in certain beliefs deemed central to a par-
ticular political ideology. Moreover, we have proposed a set of desiderata that a
concept of political polarization should meet in order to be an adequate one. One
of these desiderata requires the concept to being able to accommodate our best
available evidence regarding how polarization increases.

We devote this chapter to review and discuss part of the most important evi-
dence regarding political polarization. First, we dwell on two prominent phenom-
ena related to political polarization, that is, likeminded deliberation (section 4.1)
and mixed evidence disagreement (section 4.2), and examine what type of under-
standing of political polarization these mechanisms contribute for. In the rest of
the chapter we consider some other main mechanisms, of a diverse nature, that
are somehow involved in the increase of polarization. �ese mechanisms are di-
vided into three broad categories: psychological mechanisms (section 4.3), social
mechanisms (section 4.4), and linguistic mechanisms (section 4.5). In particular,
we pay special a�ention to analyse whether all these mechanisms and evidence
are more easily accountable in terms of extremism or in terms or radicalism. Fi-
nally, we brie�y argue that if the reviewed evidence is approached together, then
the rational story of polarization is sounder than the irrational view –according
to which, the rise of polarization is the result of our irrational and biased way of
processing information, which is important to the desideratum of RATIONALITY
(section 4.6).

4.1. Belief polarization: Likeminded deliberation

We started chapter 2 by introducing the case of Dereca and Izquerri, who got
polarized a�er discussing with likeminded people about Spanish government’s
handling with the coronavirus pandemic. We said that deliberation within a group
of likeminded people leads to polarize. In this section we discuss it further. For
convenience, henceforth we will call this phenomenon likeminded deliberation.

�e most widely accepted approaches to likeminded deliberation are social



Chapter 4. How We Get Polarized: Mechanisms Promoting Polarization 97

comparison theory and persuasive arguments theory, while two other theories have
also received considerable empirical support: social identity theory and corrobo-

ration theory. Since these four approaches to the phenomenon are compatible
with each other and are supported by solid evidence (see Isenberg 1986 for a re-
view), they all should be deemed as pointing to di�erent mechanisms that play a
role in the increase of polarization. We will brie�y present all of them and keep
them in mind for further discussion about the suitable understanding of political
polarization.

�e main tenet of social comparison theory (Festinger 1954) is that people
want to be socially accepted and perceived favorably by other group members.
People tend to appraise their abilities and opinions by comparison with those
abilities and opinions preferred by the group that they identify with. Hence, if in
a group X the preferred opinion is p, which can be known a�er group discussion,
then individuals o�en move their judgments in that direction in order to preserve
their social image. In other words, they will present themselves as holding more
extreme views than those individually held, in the direction of the opinions main-
tained by the group, just to be accepted and be seen with good eyes by the other
members (see Broncano-Berrocal & Carter 2021; Sieber & Ziegler 2019; Sunstein
2002, 2017). According to this theory, likeminded deliberation occurs because of
our need to preserve our social reputation.

�e second well-supported approach to likeminded deliberation, i.e., persua-
sive arguments theory (Burnstein & Vinokur 1977), is, in a sense, more rational
than the previous one: it emphasizes the role of arguments in a deliberative pro-
cess. �e key idea of this theory is that in a collective discussion on two competing
alternatives, each member is almost always exposed to new information in the di-
rection of her prior position, and this reinforces her con�dence in that position.
Being exposed to new arguments supporting a preexisting opinion is quite per-
suasive. Hence, if in a group X there is a particular opinion tendency, then each
member will be exposed, during deliberation, to new information and arguments
in support of the dominant opinion. As a consequence, the prior dominant posi-
tion will be reinforced (Brown 1985; Burnstein & Vinokur 1977; Vinokur & Burn-
stein 1978; see also Broncano-Berrocal & Carter 2021). �e central point of this
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theory is that when we discuss some issues in a group of likeminded people, there
is a limited argument pool pressing just in a particular direction (Sunstein 2017).
In other words, it increases the size and density of the pool of arguments that one
is exposed to, which fosters polarization. When we are exposed to a limited and
biased set of arguments, especially when they are frequently repeated, we tend to
become more impervious to others’ reasons (Barberá et al. 2015; Levendusky 2013;
Sunstein 2017; Unkelbach et al. 2019; Vicario et al. 2016). Hence, according to this
theory, polarization occurs a�er arguing with likeminded people because of the
exposition to a limited and skewed pool of arguments that reinforces, by repeti-
tion, our initial positions. �is seems to be one of the mechanisms behind some
peculiar situations of public disagreement that fuel polarization, public crossed
disagreements (see section 4.5 and section 9.2).

�e third major approach to the phenomenon of likeminded deliberation is so-
cial identity theory (Mackie 1986; Tajfel 1970; Tajfel & Turner 1979; Turner 1981).
According to this view, our social identities, which are responsible for polariza-
tion within a group of likeminded people, are construed within the social group
we belong to, and in opposition to other groups. �at is to say, our identities, i.e.,
who we are, are �xed by opposition to other groups, especially by emphasizing
the characteristics and opinions that de�ne us and distinguish from the rest. Our
wish to preserve our identity leads us to minimize intragroup di�erences. Hence,
if I am a member of the group X, I am prone to shi� my opinion in the direc-
tion of the opinion maintained by the group because of my psychological need
to preserve my own identity. We will come back later to this mechanism (section
4.2.1).

�e main tenet of the �nal approach we discuss here, i.e., corroboration the-
ory, is that there is a close link between con�dence and corroboration by others.
�e idea is pre�y simple and intuitive: the more people agree with my opinion,
the more con�dent I become of it. Agreement, according to this view, works as a
reinforcement of prior beliefs. If I believe that p, and most people I discuss with
agree with that, then my con�dence in p is reinforced. �is is how corroboration
theory explains this mechanism: polarization occurs as a consequence of being
corroborated by likeminded people. Inasmuch as one becomes more con�dent in
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one’s beliefs, one becomes more extreme in one’s beliefs. �is link between con-
�dence and polarization has been explicitly pointed out by some authors: “people
with extreme views tend to have more con�dence that they are right, and that
as people gain con�dence they become more extreme in their beliefs” (Sunstein
et al. 2006: 75; see also Sunstein 2017). Let’s make two general remarks about
these theories.

First, it is important to note that these four theories point in the direction of
four mechanisms that can promote political polarization not just in a likeminded
deliberation situation. �at is to say, our need to be socially accepted by others,
or the persuasive role of arguments in favor of a preexisting opinion, especially
when the pool of arguments is limited and skewed, are general mechanisms that
can foster polarization without the need to discuss with likeminded people. For
instance, I can be exposed to a limited and skewed pool of arguments not because
I discuss with likeminded people, but due to the press I read. And the same goes
for social identity and corroboration. �us, although they are four explanations
of why polarization a�er discussing with likeminded people occurs, they are not
restricted to it. My desire for social acceptance and my need to preserve my social
identity can polarize me without undergoing a process of deliberation with like-
minded people. Likewise, my previous beliefs may be corroborated, and I may be
exposed to a limited and biased set of arguments, without undergoing a process
of deliberation with likeminded people.

Nonetheless, the general nature of these mechanisms should not detract from
the fact that likeminded deliberation is a strikingly widespread phenomenon, and
therefore it is strongly relevant to the ma�er of how we polarize. Discussing with
likeminded people, on whatever issue, usually polarizes us. Some authors, such as
Talisse, have recently argued that, despite the fact that political polarization and
likeminded deliberation are two distinguishable phenomena, the toxic division
that many contemporary democracies face is the result of likeminded deliberation
in an overpolitized se�ing (Talisse 2019: 98; see also Aikin & Talisse 2020).

Second, It should be noted that the shi� in opinions produced a�er likeminded
deliberation typically occurs unconsciously, or at least not deliberately (Talisse
2019: 105). �ese processes o�en go unnoticed. And that is not surprising. It
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is common not to know exactly what we believe in a lot of issues (see section
3.4.1). In fact, we mostly discover and shape our beliefs while arguing with other
people. In other words, we can hardly know if we already had the opinions we
have, have acquired them during the last discussions, or if they have been at least
partially modi�ed (see chapters 5 and 6 for a deeper discussion on beliefs and
other a�itudes related to polarization). �en, we cannot easily identify whether
we are experiencing a likeminded deliberation process.

Likeminded deliberation is not a process in which a subject undergoes con-
scious changes. Nothing could be further from that. Rather, it is in line with our
normal belief formation processes. We continually shape our mind through so-
cial contact and discussion with other people. We constantly and jointly build
our minds. Our beliefs are formed, so to speak, on a jointly built structure, on a
river-bed, as Wi�genstein calls it (Wi�genstein 1969 § 97), that nonetheless keeps
in continuous change. Deliberating with people from our group is just one way in
which we build the structure on which many of our other beliefs rest, and that’s
why it goes unnoticed. In fact, discussing with people from our own group is an
extremely e�ective evolutionary mechanism; the problem of this phenomenon,
and the di�erent mechanisms involved in it, begins when social conditions are
such that they generate a harmful and dangerous division (Mercier & Sperber
2017).

In what follows we will discuss the question of what it means to say that our
positions become more extreme as a result of a deliberation process with like-
minded people. In section 2.5, following Talisse (Talisse 2019; see also Aikin &
Talisse 2020), we have already introduced the distinction between belief content
and degree of belief regarding the possible consequences of a situation of this phe-
nomenon. Talisse wonders about the sense of extreme in which this phenomenon
does render us more extreme.

We believe that the resulting extremization of deliberating with likeminded
people is more naturally explained in terms of radicalism rather than in terms of
extremism, even though both outcomes are conceptually possible, and the results
of various experiments can be explained in both senses. We have two main rea-
sons to embrace this. �e �rst one is that, understood as extremism, likeminded



Chapter 4. How We Get Polarized: Mechanisms Promoting Polarization 101

deliberation can hardly be explained through persuasive arguments theory and
corroboration theory, while all theories seem correct if it is understood as radical-
ism. �e second reason is that many of the empirical studies on this phenomenon,
if not all, use scales through which participants have to rate how much they agree
or disagree with a claim, and shi�s in these responses seem to indicate a change
in the degree of belief rather than in the content believed.

Let’s discuss the �rst reason. According to the theory of social comparison
and the theory of social identity, polarization within a group of people that think
likewise occurs because our desire to be accepted by the members of the group
we belong to, and because we want to preserve our social identity. In this sense,
it seems correct to say that if the group of people I interact and identify with has
the belief that p, then I will adopt a belief with a slightly more extreme content
for preserving my identity and my social reputation. And something similar goes
for the degree of belief: if my people believe that p, then I will increase my con�-
dence in that belief, leading me for example to manifest more extreme behaviors
to preserve my identity and to be positively perceived.

However, extremism does not seem to �t with the explanation of the two other
theories. Let’s see why. According to persuasive arguments theory and corrobo-
ration theory, polarization occurs because in arguing with likeminded people we
are exposed to a limited and skewed pool of arguments that reinforces our initial
beliefs, and because the resulting agreement itself also increases our con�dence
in what we already believed. While it is obvious why agreement and exposure to
a limited set of arguments that favors our initial position might increase our de-
gree of belief, it is not at all obvious why these situations would necessarily lead
us to believe more extreme contents. New arguments and information supporting
my position, and the resulting agreement, reinforce what I already believed. For
instance, if I believed that the tables of a house should be round, then I will be
more con�dent on it as a result of being exposed to a constant agreement and a
limited set of arguments that favor my position. But it is not at all obvious why
this will lead me to believe, for example, that tables should be round not only in
a house but in all places, or another more extreme content in this line.

Another very di�erent thing is what happens when the belief in which we
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have increased our con�dence is a core belief of our identity. For instance, if you
believed that the measures taken by the government to stop the spread of the
coronavirus were insu�cient, and this is a core belief of your political identity,
then it seems more convincing to say that, as a result of being exposed to a par-
ticular pool of arguments and to be corroborated, you ended up believing that
the coronavirus pandemic is the government’s fault. But not only this. Also that
you ended up protesting with a saucepan and a golf club while yelling that this
government is genocidal, and carrying out other shocking behaviors that are the
result of the high level of credence in that particular belief. In this case, the sim-
ple increase in the degree of belief makes us ardent supporters of our position, as
Talisse says (see section 2.5), and this can be also manifested in the adoption of
beliefs whose contents are more extreme than the initial ones. But this is not a
simple consequence of being exposed to a limited and biased set of arguments; it is
just a possible consequence of giving more credibility to a core belief of our iden-
tity. �erefore, the claim that discussing with likeminded people makes us more
extreme, in the sense of belief content, does not naturally �t with the mechanisms
involved in the persuasive arguments theory and the corroboration theory.

Let us now discuss the second reason. If we carefully review the experiments
conducted on likeminded deliberation, most of them measure the shi�s in partic-
ipants’ responses in terms of agreement and disagreement with a claim. For in-
stance, in a well-known study about social corroboration and opinion extremity,
participants had to rate a set of photos using a scale from 0 (extremely una�rac-
tive) to 11 (extremely a�ractive), to assess how comfortable or uncomfortable a
dentist was using a scale of -50 (extremely uncomfortable) to 50 (extremely com-
fortable), and to indicate how much money would they donate to a medical orga-
nization (Baron et al. 1996). Variations in responses on these scales do not seem
to indicate a change in the content of belief, but rather a change in the degree of
belief. By varying their response a�er arguing with likeminded people, partici-
pants are indicating how con�dent they are in believing that a certain photo is
a�ractive, that a certain dentist was comfortable, or that a particular medical or-
ganization does a great job. And the same is true for the experiments previously
discussed in this section. �us, the very design of these experiments suggests that
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what these experiments really measure is radicalism rather than extremism.
In sum, deliberation within a group of likeminded people is a phenomenon

that causes polarization. Although it does not necessarily assume a particular
understanding of polarization and is therefore compatible with both ways of con-
ceiving the division that characterizes political polarization, it does seem to be
more akin to the understanding that has to do with the degree of belief than
with the belief content. Understanding the polarization resulting from this phe-
nomenon as extremism does not naturally �t with two well-established theories of
the phenomenon, and makes it di�cult to explain how most experiments actually
measure this kind of shi�.

4.2. Belief polarization: Mixed evidence disagreement

�e question of how disagreement a�ects polarization has been widely stud-
ied from social psychology, and has received some a�ention from philosophy too,
especially from the literature on epistemology of disagreement (see, for instance,
Kelly 2008). In particular, there seems to be a speci�c phenomenon crucially
linked to the rise of political polarization. �is phenomenon consists in situations
where two individuals who disagree on a particular issue, and therefore have con-
tradictory or incompatible a�itudes about it, adopt more extreme positions a�er
being exposed to the same mixed body of evidence. For convenience, henceforth
we will call this phenomenon mixed evidence disagreement.

Recall the example of Dereca and Izquerri: Izquerri believed that the policies
adopted by the Spanish government to control the spread of the COVID19 were
reasonable, and Dereca believed that the policies adopted should have been other,
and therefore that they were not reasonable. In this situation, Dereca and Izquerri
disagreed on whether the policies taken by the government were appropriate.
Suppose next that both were exposed to the same body of evidence, which consists
of two sets of data, i.e., E1 and E2. Imagine that E1 refers to a data set that shows
that the policies taken by Spain were reasonable because they have been more
e�ective in saving lives than the measures taken by many other countries. E2,
on the other hand, refers to a set of data that shows that the policies adopted by



104 Seeing Hate from afar: A�ective Polarization Reassessed

Spain were not reasonable because they have had a greater negative impact on
the economy than the measures adopted by many other countries. Imagine that
Izquerri considers E1 to be much more convincing and probative than E2, while
Dereca thinks exactly the opposite. In this case, Izquerri reinforces her initial
belief, and the same happens with Dereca. As a consequence, both hold more
extreme positions in the direction of their initial ones, and therefore disagree more
harshly than they did at the beginning. �is example grasps the basic idea of the
phenomenon we want to discuss here: two people who disagree tend to polarize
a�er being exposed to the same mixed body of evidence.

As Carter and Broncano-Berrocal note, at least three di�erences can be drawn
between mixed evidence disagreement, which they call ‘belief polarization’, and
likeminded deliberation, which they call ‘group polarization’ (Broncano-Berrocal
& Carter 2021). First, since mixed evidence disagreement has to do with how a
given body of evidence a�ects the positions of two individuals who hold opposite
positions, this phenomenon is not about collectives, i.e., it does not have to do
with processes that occur within groups of people who discuss a particular issue,
but with processes individually experienced when subjects are exposed to certain
evidence. Second, unlike likeminded deliberation, mixed evidence disagreement
arises without deliberation. �at is to say, the absence of deliberation is one of
its de�ning features. �ird, mixed evidence disagreement seems to arise from
a prior disagreement between two individuals, while likeminded deliberation de-
parts from a prior agreement, i.e., a�er deliberating with likeminded people. �ese
are three de�ning di�erences between both phenomena.1

�e label ‘belief polarization’ as a label to refer to mixed evidence disagree-
ment was coined by Lord, Ross, and Lepper in the late 1970s (Lord et al. 1979).
�ese scholars hypothesized, against the idea that increasing the amount of evi-

1Regarding the third di�erence, we would like to note that, in the case previously considered
as an a�empt to introduce the phenomenon of being exposed to a mixed body of evidence, and
surely in most cases of it, the disagreement involved is deep disagreement. �at is to say, a kind
of disagreement in which each part has a di�erent standard from which they judge (Lynch 2010;
Smith & Lynch 2020). For example, each part considers a di�erent principle or method as the most
relevant to resolve the disagreement.
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dence on which a decision is based tends to alleviate existing discrepancies, that a
given disagreement tends to deepen when both sides are exposed to the same body
of mixed evidence. To test the hypothesis, they conducted an experiment with 48
undergraduate students carefully recruited. 24 of these students were advocates
of capital punishment, believed that such punishment has a deterrent e�ect, and
maintained that relevant research supports their position. �e remaining 24 par-
ticipants were opponents of capital punishment, questioned its deterrent e�ect,
and believed that the relevant research supports their position too. �e procedure
was the following. Participants were shown the results of two invented but realis-
tic studies. According to one of them, the murder rate was lower in 11 of 14 states
the year a�er the death penalty was adopted. According to the other study, a�er
comparing murder rates in 10 pairs of neighboring states with di�erent capital
punishment laws, the results showed that murder rates were higher in the state
with the death penalty in 8 of the 10 pairs. A�er being exposed to both studies,
controlling a possible order e�ect, participants were asked to respond whether
they were more opposed or more in favor to capital punishment, and if they were
less convinced or more convinced that capital punishment has a deterrent e�ect,
using a scale from -8 to 8. In addition, they were also asked to judge how well
each study had been conducted, and how convincing each study appears on the
deterrent e�cacy of the death penalty, using the same scale. �e results con�rmed
the hypothesis of the experimenters. Participants who initially favored that death
penalty has a deterrent e�ect evaluated more positively the study that agreed with
them, and reinforced their position, i.e., their a�itudes became more extreme in
the direction of the initial position.

According to the authors, the resultant polarization responds to the biased
way in which we are prone to evaluate a body of mixed evidence. As Lord, Ross
and Lepper put it, “�is ‘polarization hypothesis’ can be derived from the simple
assumption that data relevant to a belief are not processed impartially. Instead,
judgments about the validity, reliability, relevance, and sometimes even the mean-
ing of pro�ered evidence are biased by the apparent consistency of that evidence
with the perceiver’s theories and expectations” (Lord et al. 1979: 2099). �is po-
larizing e�ect has been widely replicated across a range of topics (Chen et al.
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1992; Hastorf & Cantril 1954; Houston & Fazio 1989; Kunda 1987; Koehler 1993;
Liberman & Chaiken 1992; Munro & Di�o 1997).2

Recent �ndings seem to support this idea that we don’t only get polarized
inside homogeneous groups, but also when we get exposed to the evidence and
reasons supporting the view of “the others”.3 In particular, they seem to support
the idea that we process information in a biased way. For instance, it appears that
forcefully follow a Twi�er bot that retweets information from the other political
side makes us more polarized, at least when we are openly a�liated to a politi-
cal identity (Bail et al. 2018). In addition, it seems that correction of misleading
information creates a “back�re e�ect”, which increases our misperceptions and
produce more polarization instead of less (Nyhan & Rei�er 2010). Being exposed
to information supporting others view, even when it is accurate factual informa-
tion that corrects our misperceptions, seems to foster polarization. �e idea would
be similar to the way a detective interrogates a person she considers a suspect:
every statement made by the person under interrogation may be reinterpreted in
a way compatible with that the suspect is guilty, and thus reinforcing the detec-
tive’s previous belief.

However, the story of the causes of this phenomenon is not necessary one
characterized by our biased way of processing information supporting the other

2It is important to note that some studies have partially challenged the phenomenon of mixed
evidence disagreement (Miller et al. 1993; Munro & Di�o 1997). According to these studies, when
the distinction between self-reported and directly assessed a�itude is taken into consideration,
results vary. If participants are asked to self-report the change of their initial a�itude, i.e., whether
their a�itudes had become more favorable or not toward p, then mixed evidence disagreement was
found. But if participants’ a�itudes were analyzed directly by comparing pre- and post-a�itude
responses, then the results do not show mixed evidence disagreement. We note this here because the
distinction between self-reporting and directly assessing people’s a�itudes, with some adjustments,
is crucial to this dissertation, as we will see in the following chapters. Otherwise, the criticism posed
by these studies, although interesting, does not challenge the pervasiveness of mixed evidence
disagreement.

3It is important to note, however, that recent research suggests that the outcome of ge�ing more
polarized, or on the contrary reaching agreement, as a result of a discussion crucially depends on
the particularities of the members involved in it. More speci�cally, if most members involved in a
disagreement have low con�dence in their views, then the group is more likely to succeeding at
reaching consensus (Navajas et al. 2019). �is is an important �nding.
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side’s view. Some researchers have suggested that our reaction to ambiguous in-
formation is not to reinterpret it to make it more coherent with what we already
believe, but to scrutinize it closely, and the more the scrutiny, the more likely to
�nd a �aw in that argument, which reinforces our initial belief (Gilovich 1991;
Kelly 2008). In fact, according to some recent �ndings, the “back�re e�ect” is not
widely replicated (Wood & Porter 2019): correction of misleading information
does make us more accurate in our factual beliefs. But when we correct our mis-
perception, the correction itself does not a�ect to our political preferences (Porter
et al. 2019). So, according to this second trend, the e�ect of these situations in
which two people in disagreement are exposed to a mixed body of evidence is not
caused by our dogmatic way of processing information, but by our close scrutiny
of those arguments against our political preferences, which make us more factu-
ally accurate but does not change our previous political beliefs. �e reason might
be that our close scrutiny of new information increases the size and density of the
set of arguments supporting our political identity’s core beliefs. In this sense, the
underlying mechanism seems as the same mechanism discussed in the previous
section, the mechanism pointed out by the persuasive arguments theory.

As in the case of the previous one, di�erent approaches to this polarizing
phenomenon can be distinguished. In what follows we will discuss a li�le bit more
these two allegedly competing explanations, which have been already discussed
by Kelly (Kelly 2008), and argue that each of them seems quite plausible either
taken in isolation, and considered in relation to the other one.

4.2.1. Digging into dogmatism and scrutiny models

Kelly discusses two alternative models of how individuals respond to evidence
that does not support their initial beliefs (Kelly 2008). �e �rst one, which he calls
Kripkean dogmatism, is as follows. If I believe that p, and I’m exposed to a body
of mixed evidence that both supports and does not support p, then it is rational to
me to dismiss the portion of the evidence con�icting with my belief just because
there is a portion of the evidence that in fact supports my belief that p. As a
result, I become increasingly con�dent about the truth of p, and I treat my belief
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as a license to discount exactly that portion of the mixed body of evidence that
does not support my previous belief. And you, that believe that not-p, reason
exactly the same but in the opposite way.

Kelly dismisses this approach as a plausible explanation. According to Kelly,
this process makes us unreasonable: if I am justi�ed to think that any counterevi-
dence will be misleading, I am justi�ed in ignoring such evidence when I actually
encounter it, and that is an unreasonable and dogmatic a�itude. Besides, Kelly
argues that Kripkean dogmatism gives too much importance to the temporal or-
der in which a person encounters some pieces of evidence in the belief formation
process, which contradicts the Commutativity of Evidence Principle: what it is
reasonable for one to believe depends on one’s total evidence.

Kelly o�ers an alternative to Kripkean dogmatism model, which we call Kellyan
scrutiny. According to Kellyan scrutiny, we don’t dismiss counterevidence in an
instance of mixed evidence disagreement, but actually pay more a�ention to it.
If I believe that p, I also believe, or at least I am willing to believe, that there are
no good arguments for not-p. When an argument is presented as a convincing
argument for not-p, I view this argument with a greater measure of suspicion and
subject it to closer scrutiny. And the more the scrutiny, the more likely to �nd a
�aw in that argument. As a consequence, I search another hypothesis p* as a cor-
rect explanation for the argument, and then increases the level of con�dence I give
to my initial belief that p. Given that it seems to be rational to us to scrutiny what
does not �t with what we believe, this second explanation seems more plausible
than the Kripkean dogmatism, argues Kelly. In fact, as Kelly noted, it enables us
to explain the participant’s reaction in the Lord, Ross & Lepper’s study (see Kelly
2008: 617-619; see also Gilovich 1991).

We agree with Kelly that Kellyan scrutiny model points to a psychological
mechanism that occurs in mixed evidence disagreement, at least in some contexts
where there is an explicit or implicit requirement not to ignore the opposing po-
sitions and arguments. Moreover, as we have seen above, recent �ndings support
this hypothesis (Porter et al. 2019). However, against Kelly, we do not believe that
the Kripkean dogmatism model is necessarily incorrect, nor irrational. It is not
di�cult to imagine a situation where we would say that it is rational not to pay
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a�ention to the ‘evidence’ that contradicts our initial belief. For instance, studies
whose results try to con�rm the hypothesis that there is no global warming, that
the Earth is �at, or that a certain population is less intelligent by nature, can be
ignored for many di�erent reasons, at least in some contexts, without being ir-
rational, even if one does not know in detail the arguments against the outcome
of these studies. �is is so partly because, in some contexts of our daily life, we
would not say that it is irrational to trust the conclusions advocated by certain
groups, such as the scienti�c community or others, to the point of not paying
too much a�ention to arguments that go against them. It has many evolutionary
advantages and �ts well with some of the mechanisms discussed in the previous
section.

Besides, to say that something or someone is irrational is usually to make
an evaluation, and evaluations are always relative to a standard, on which their
truth or falsity depends (Field 2009; Frápolli & Villanueva 2018; Gibbard 1990,
2012). Depending on the standard, and the importance a�ached to each of its
parameters, what a person does can be deemed rational or irrational, and there
is no ma�er of the fact that necessarily se�les the dispute (Frápolli & Villanueva
2018), at least when it is evaluatively used.

Regarding the understanding of polarization that mixed evidence disagree-
ment presupposes, it appears that, as happened with likeminded deliberation, this
phenomenon does not necessarily assume a particular understanding of polariza-
tion. �at is to say, a�er being exposed to a body of mixed evidence, one can
polarize in the sense of adopting beliefs with more extreme contents, or by in-
creasing the degree of con�dence in the previous beliefs. However, as we have
seen, mixed evidence disagreement has to do with reinforcing the initial posi-
tion a�er being exposed to mixed evidence. Participants o�en have to respond
whether they are more or less convinced a�er reading some studies, when mixed
evidence disagreement is measured through self-reports, or by indicating if they
strongly agree or disagree with some claims before and a�er being exposed to two
studies with contradictory results, when their a�itudes are ‘directly’ measured.
As we have already discussed in the last section, this way of measuring a�itudes
seems to indicate shi�s in degree of belief rather than in belief content. �erefore,
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mixed evidence disagreement appears to be explained in a more natural way by
understanding the resultant polarization in terms of radicalism.

4.3. Psychological phenomena fueling polarization

�e aim of this section is to review three general mechanisms, that can be
deemed as psychological ones, that bring about political polarization. It is impor-
tant to keep in mind that so far, in this chapter, we have discussed two well-known
and replicated phenomena closely related to the rise of political polarization (like-
minded deliberation and mixed evidence disagreement), have stressed four gen-
eral mechanisms also involved in the rise of polarization (our need to be accepted
by members of our group, our need to preserve our identity, the role played by the
arguments we are exposed to in certain contexts, and the role played by corrob-
oration), and have highlighted two a�itudes that may be related to the increase
of polarization under certain conditions (dogmatism and scrutiny). Some of the
mechanisms that will be reviewed and discussed in what follows include some of
the previously discussed ones. In particular, in this section we discuss the mecha-
nisms of group membership, motivated reasoning, and identity-protective cognition.

Group membership a�ects the way we see in-group and out-group people. In-
group’s abilities, arguments, and reasons are seen under a more positive light
than those of out-group people, simply because they came from members of our
own group. �e in-group favoritism is easily construed; the simple split into two
groups is su�cient for it, no ma�er the reason for the division (Billig & Tajfel
1973). �is is known as the minimal group paradigm (see Mason 2018). �is
mechanism is not necessarily negative. Group formation has evolutionary and
psychological advantages (Tajfel et al. 1971). As Brewer argued, humans have
two basic social needs: the need to be part of a group and the need to build its
identity in opposition to others. By creating groups that are distinguishable from
others we satisfy both needs (Brewer 1991). �e problem with groups creation,
however, arises when it leads to a neat separation between them. Our various
identities o�en intersect with each other. For instance, two racial identities can
cluster into the same political identity, split in relation to sport or music identities,
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and cluster again in geographical identity. However, social groups become dan-
gerous when they involve cu�ing social ties with people outside the group. �at
is to say, when social identities are sharply aligned within a group (e.g., racial, re-
ligious, geographical, etc.), it becomes dangerously separated from other groups,
due to the mechanism of favoring in-group people. Mason calls mega-identities

to the group resulting from the fusion of di�erent social identities into a single
political group (Mason 2018: 43). �is mechanism is closely related to compari-
son theory and identity theory about likeminded deliberation. At �rst glance, it
seems that group membership might promote both extremism and radicalism: our
tendency to favoring our in-group members may lead us both to adopt particular
belief contents and certain degree of belief.

Motivated reasoning is an information processing mechanism. �e basic idea
is that we humans are o�en prone to process information in a biased way. Motiva-
tion a�ects reasoning. In particular, it seems that we tend to produce justi�cation
in favor of a preferred conclusion (Hetherington & Rudolph 2015: 77-79; see also
Kunda 1990; Taber & Lodge 2006). �us, a motivated belief or desired outcome
functions as a �lter that a�ects our evaluation of the evidence and arguments we
encounter. Evidence and arguments supporting our desired conclusions are seen
as more conclusive than those that contradict them. A similar but di�erent notion
is the notion of con�rmation bias, sometimes con�ated in the literature. Con�r-

mation bias is the tendency to seek information that supports a prior position,
and interpret evidence and information in ways that favor preexisting beliefs (see
Nickerson 1999 for a review of the phenomenon). Sometimes, con�rmation bias
is deemed as a product of motivated reasoning (see Sunstein 2017): our motiva-
tion to favor a certain conclusion leads us to seek and interpret information in a
biased way. However, it could happen that we seek and interpret information in
a biased way without the desire to favor a certain conclusion. In this sense, both
mechanisms are separable. �ese mechanisms are related to the phenomenon of
mixed evidence disagreement, more speci�cally to the dogmatism model (section
4.2.1). But it also appears to be involved in likeminded deliberation to the ex-
tent that seems to point to our tendency to discuss with people that think like us.
According to Sperber and others (Sperber et al. 2010), we humans possess some
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cognitive mechanisms for epistemic vigilance that bu�ress our mutual trust when
sharing information through communication. However, in some social se�ings,
the e�ect of epistemic vigilance dismisses: we tend to accept the information that
comes from members of our cultural group much more frequently than when it
comes from out-group people (Sperber et al. 2010: 380-381). Evidence search and
interpretation in favor of a prior position seems to foster radicalism rather than
extremism, so it seems that motivated reasoning is prone to bring about polariza-
tion in terms of degree of belief.

Identity-protective cognition is a form of motivated reasoning, which di�ers
from it in that the goal of the reasoning is one of a speci�c type: to protect one’s
own status, by promoting information that favors the cultural commitments of
the group in which the defended position is embedded. �e idea is that if an in-
dividual defends that there is no global warming, that individual will pay more
a�ention to the information whose defense expresses her commitments to the
position that there is no global warming (Kahan et al. 2011; Kahan 2017). For ex-
ample, that individual will not consider as an expert a particular scientist who
defends global warming; and will agree that the same scientist, with the same
credentials, is an expert if she defends that there is no global warming (see Kahan
et al. 2011). Identity-protective cognition can be seen as a mix of group member-
ship and motivated reasoning. Given that identity-protective cognition is a kind
of motivated reasoning, it seems that this mechanism promotes radicalism rather
than extremism. �e following table shows the compatibility of the mechanisms
with extremism and radicalism.
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4.4. Social phenomena fueling polarization

�e aim of this section is to review three general mechanisms promoting po-
litical polarization that can be deemed as social ones. In particular, in this section
we discuss the mechanisms of �lter bubbles, echo chambers, and cybercascades.

Filter bubbles are nondeliberately personalized universes of information. In a
sense, it has many resemblances to epistemic bubbles and echo chambers, as we
will see in what follows. But it refers to a slightly di�erent phenomenon. Given
the prediction engines of the Internet, based on our individual behavior online,
each of us is exposed to information in a very individualized way and, as a re-
sult, is in a particular ‘universe’ (Pariser 2011). Your location, the things you like,
search for, listen and watch through several platforms are constantly re�ning your
‘pro�le’ to �lter for you what you like (see Tufekci 2017). As a result, each of us is
in a �lter bubble, a �nely tuned personalization. Pariser highlights three features
of �lter bubbles. First, each person is the only person in her bubble. Second, the
speci�c reasons, i.e., the choices made by the algorithms, from which a particular
content is o�ered, are not transparent to us. �ird, our personalized universe is
not entirely the result of our decision (Pariser 2011: 11-12). It seems that �lter
bubbles can promote both radicalism and extremism by o�ering information that
reinforces previous belief and by o�ering information in favor of more extreme
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contents in line with a prior belief. However, given that the �nely tuned person-
alization consists in o�ering to you the things you already like and agree with, it
is reasonable to think that, as an outcome, people get more radicalized because
their con�dence in their previous beliefs increases.

Echo chambers, sometimes called as information cocoons (see Sunstein 2017)
are spaces that have the power to magnify the messages shared within it and pro-
tect them from refutation, generating a positive feedback loop for those exposed
to the messages shared in that space (Jamieson & Cappella 2010: 76; see also Bor-
donaba 2020: 305; Sunstein 2017). In an echo chamber, the possibility of being
exposed to contrary ideas is extremely limited. As a result, it exaggerates their
member’s con�dence in their beliefs. For example, a television channel, or a Twit-
ter account, can function as an echo chamber inasmuch as it ampli�es only certain
opinions. In echo chambers, an individual is just exposed to likeminded people’s
opinions. According to Nguyen, one of the de�ning features of echo chambers is
not just the exclusion of certain sources of information, but the actively discredit
of dissenting voices (Nguyen 2020). He emphasizes this feature to di�erentiate
echo chambers from epistemic bubbles, a phenomenon that is usually lumped in
with echo chamber. Epistemic bubbles, like echo chambers, are social structures
that subvert the �ow of information by excluding certain ideas. However, unlike
echo chambers, in epistemic bubbles the dissenting voices are not actively under-
mined, but excluded by omission (Nguyen 2020). �e omission can be purposeful
if the exclusion is selectively avoided, for instance by blocking through Twi�er
those with contrary views. But it can be also inadvertent, for example because
our Facebook friends only share information that �ts with our view and we are
not aware of that. Both phenomena, echo chambers and epistemic bubbles, pave
the way for reinforcing the preexisting views because it a�ects to the density and
size of the pool of arguments which people are exposed to, and, in this sense,
promote polarization (see Barberá et al. 2015; Sunstein 2017; Vicario et al. 2016).
Hence, it seems that these phenomena promote radicalism rather than extremism
(see Almagro & Villanueva 2021).

Cybercascades, also called social cascades, information cascades, or just cas-
cades, are �ows of information exchange in which certain information, includ-
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ing false information, becomes widespread through social media simply because
many people share and endorse it (Sunstein 2017). �at is to say, a crowd sup-
porting a piece of information is usually seen as an extra reason to believe in the
information conveyed. As an example of cybercascades, take the case that appears
in (Lynch 2016: 78): hundreds of thousands of people retweeted the picture of a
man holding a wounded woman the day of the bombing of the Boston Marathon
in 2013, together with a message telling a (false, as later became known) story: the
man had planned to propose to the woman at the end of the marathon. Sunstein
distinguishes two kinds of cascades. Informational and reputational cascades. �e
former occurs when people share an opinion simply because the number of peo-
ple who consider it to be true provides extra con�dence. �e la�er occurs when
people go along with the crowd because of the pressure, even though they don’t
actually endorse the content shared (Sunstein 2017). Endorsing a piece of infor-
mation simply because is supported by a crowd seems to be able to promote both
extremism and radicalism. �e following table shows the compatibility of the
mechanisms with extremism and radicalism.

4.5. Linguistic phenomena fueling polarization

�e aim of this section is to review three general mechanisms promoting polit-
ical polarization that can be deemed as linguistic ones. In particular, in this section
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we discuss the mechanisms of abstract vs. concrete uses of language, dogwhistles,
and crossed disagreements.

Abstract and concrete uses of language. According to several empirical studies
(see Napier & Luguri 2016), the abstract and concrete use of language in�uences
the positive and negative feelings of liberals and conservatives toward certain
groups, and toward certain policies. On the one hand, it seems that when con-
servatives and liberals think in concrete terms (e.g., ringing a doorbell as pushing
a bu�on) vs. abstract terms (e.g., ringing a doorbell for seeing if someone is in
home), and then are rate their positive or negative feelings toward non-normative
groups (homosexuals, atheists, Muslims), polarization between conservatives and
liberals increases regarding their prejudices toward non-normative groups. While
in the abstract mindset, polarization is reduced (Napier & Luguri 2016: 146-152).
�is outcome is replicated not just when the abstract mindset is spontaneous, but
also when it is induced by the experimenters. On the other hand, it seems that if
liberals and conservatives are induced to think in abstract terms (vs. concrete
terms) and evaluate some contemporary political issues, polarization between
them increases when partisan identity is salient, and reduces when national iden-
tity is salient (Napier & Luguri 2016: 153-155).

When political identity is salient and we are induced to think in abstract (vs.
concrete) terms, the distance regarding the positive or negative feelings generated
by certain concrete policies expands between conservatives and liberals. In par-
ticular, conservatives tend to evaluate these policies more negatively when they
think about it in abstract terms. Conversely, when national identity is salient,
thinking in abstract (vs. concrete) terms reduces the distance between the pos-
itive and negative feelings of conservatives and liberals. Conservatives tend to
indicate more positive feelings. �ese results are in line with the �ndings of other
studies, according to which when national identity is salient, the level at which
Democrats dislike Republicans, and vice versa, falls (Levendusky 2018). However,
when national identity is salient, the level of dislike toward people forced to move
out of their origin countries increases (Wojcieszak & Garre� 2018). Since these
empirical studies measure positive and negative feelings using the tool of feeling
thermometer, ranging from 0 to 100, and using a scale from 0 (strong negative
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feeling) to 9 (strong positive feeling) in the case of policies, it seems that they in-
dicated radicalism rather than extremism, at least in certain situations (see section
chapters 7 and 8).

Dogwhistles are a particular strategy of propaganda (Stanley 2015), usually
employed in politics, to obtain certain bene�ts in a covert way. In particular, they
are speeches that employ codi�ed language and particular expressions to convey
additional information to a subgroup of the general public that passes unnoticed
by the rest of the audience (Khoo 2017; Mendelberg 2001; Saul 2018; Stanley 2015;
Torices 2019, Torices forthcoming). Dogwhistles can be intentional or uninten-
tional, and overt or covert. �e intentionality feature has to do with whether the
speaker deliberately performed the dogwhistle. Since encoded information o�en
depends exclusively on the use of certain expressions, one can unintentionally
make a dogwhistle. �e distinction between overt and covert, on the other hand,
has to do with whether the target group is aware about the hidden message and
can decode it. When the target group consciously recognize the hidden message,
the dogwhistle is overt. When the information conveyed is not retrieved and not
consciously recognized by the target group, but still has a certain e�ect and pro-
motes certain a�itudes in members of that group, then the dogwhistle is covert
(Saul 2018: 365). Frequently, the coded information is about speaker’s sympathy
for a certain policy or ideology when overt, and promotes racist and exclusion-
ary a�itudes toward people from certain social identities when covert. In this
sense, it seems that, when dogwhistles promote certain a�itudes, they promote
radicalism rather than extremism, because a�itudes seem to be the expression of
having a particular level of con�dence in a particular opinion rather than having
a particular opinion (insofar as one could believe certain content and not express
certain a�itudes, like a non-polarized racist, as we have shown in chapter 1). �e
e�ectiveness of covert dogwhistles depends on the existence of previous a�itudes,
for example racist ones. So it makes sense to think that, a�er being exposed to
a covert dogwshistle, the target group will more strongly hold an opinion they
already had, and in this sense dogwhistles would promote radicalism rather than
extremism. But in the absence of empirical studies, we leave this question open
here.
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Crossed disagreements are situations in which each party involved in a dis-
agreement clearly exhibits signs of conceiving the disagreement in signi�cantly
di�erent terms (see Almagro et al. 2021; Bordonaba & Villanueva 2018; Osorio &
Villanueva 2019). When two sides are discussing a given topic, the disagreement
might be about a ma�er of fact or, on the contrary, about a normative issue. When
a dispute is about a normative issue, the discussion may be about the standards
that each party relies on to uphold its position –and therefore the dispute can be-
come about the standard to be adopted. But the discussion may also be about the
issue itself, and not about the standard to adopt, e.g., a discussion about whether
a particular action is good or bad. �e former can be called normative disagree-
ment, while the la�er evaluative disagreement. So, a disagreement can be factual,
normative, or evaluative.4 �e crucial di�erence between factual and non-factual
disagreements is that, in the former, both parts share their standards, and if they
discover that they don’t share the same standard, then the discussion becomes
meaningless, or it becomes about the standard that should be adopted. �at is
to say, in a factual disagreement, the disagreement cannot persist a�er discover-
ing that each party has a di�erent standard without turning out in a discussion
about the standard. However, this could happen in a non-factual disagreement:
a�er making explicit that both parties have di�erent standards, the disagreement
can persist without turning into a discussion about the standard that should be
adopted.

Besides, there can be a dispute in which, even if the speakers are not talk-
ing at cross purposes, they are involved in a crossed disagreement inasmuch as
they are displaying clear signs of conceiving the disagreement as if it were of a
di�erent nature. �at is to say, maybe one side, given the arguments adduced,
is clearly conceiving the disagreement as a factual one. �e other part, on the

4Disagreements can be of many other kinds. In the literature about disagreement, there had
been distinguished di�erent kinds: faultless disagreement (Kölbel 2004; Lasersohn 2005; MacFar-
lane 2014), metalinguistic disagreement (Sundell 2016), peer disagreement (De Cruz & De Smedt
2013), deep disagreement (Fogelin 1985; Lynch 2010; Smith & Lynch 2020), or non-straightforwardly
factual disagreement (Field 2009). However, following Bordonaba, Osorio and Villanueva (Bordon-
aba & Villanueva 2018; Osorio & Villanueva 2019), we think they can be simpli�ed to three types
of disagreement to certain purposes like the ones of this dissertation.
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contrary, may be conceiving it as a normative disagreement, and therefore ar-
gues about the standard it should be adopted. When a situation as such occurs,
the dispute counts as an instance of crossed disagreement. One of the features of
a situation of crossed disagreement is that it is quite di�cult to bring positions
closer. Supporters of both parties involved in a crossed disagreement presumably
will end up with their prior position reinforced because, given the nature of the
arguments provided by each part, they will be hardly compelled by them (see Os-
orio & Villanueva 2019: 126). In these situations, each party is mostly exposed to
arguments that reinforce their initial position. As a consequence, the repetition
of the arguments that support their initial opinions makes them more convinced
that the other side was wrong from the beginning. �e arguments o�ered by one
side do not really a�ect to the opposite side, and then each party will be just ex-
posed to repeated arguments that support their initial belief. �us, this sort of
situation increases the size and density of the pool of arguments to which each
one is exposed, which at the same time increases polarization because it increases
our level of con�dence in our previous beliefs (see sections 4.1 and 4.2.1). In fact,
a recent study, based on the Minutes of the Sessions of the Spanish Parliament
(see Bordonaba & Villanueva 2018), has shown that there is a strong correlation
between the increase of crossed disagreements and polarization. �e following
table shows the compatibility of the mechanisms with extremism and radicalism.
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4.6. Conclusion

In this chapter we have reviewed some of the relevant evidence and some of
the most established mechanisms involved in the increase of political polarization.
Furthermore, we have paid a�ention to whether the di�erent mechanisms and the
best available evidence are compatible with the understanding of polarization that
has to do with belief contents or with the conception that has to do with degree
of belief, namely extremism and radicalism. As a result, the following table shows
which of both is in a be�er position to account for the evidence revisited, in terms
of whether it seems more compatible with one understanding or the other.
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Deliberating with people of our own group, who think in a very similar way
to how we do, usually polarizes us. In particular, it leads us to increase our con-
�dence in what we already believed. But exposing oneself to the reasons given
by the opposing party under certain conditions, especially when they are seen as
“the others”, does not help to decrease the level of polarization as well. To put it
in another way, exposing ourselves to the reasons from others, under certain cir-
cumstances such as in situations of crossed disagreement or in situations where
we have the capacity to �lter the other information we consume, would increase
our con�dence in what we already believed.

As Kevin Dorst argues, there is a striking and standard story about the rise
of polarization that explains it by claiming that it is the result of our irrational
and biased way of processing information. Besides the problems this story en-
counters that we have already pointed out in section 3.2.2, it could be a wrong
story for other reasons. As Dorst notes, If we pay a�ention not only to the psy-
chological evidence under the paradigm of human irrationality, but to the whole
best available evidence about the rise of polarization, then the rise of polariza-
tion can be understood as “the result of reasonable people doing the best they can
with the information they have” (Dorst 2020). In particular, it can be argued that
the major problem of polarization lies in our informational system, together with
the situations where the arguments and the evidence we get are ambiguous and
then it is rational to be unsure how to react to it. Our capacity to �lter the infor-
mation we consume, together with phenomena such as crossed disagreements,
which blur public debates and facilitates that people being exposed to them end
up thinking that the evidence and arguments supporting certain positions are am-
biguous, rise situations where the rational a�itude is to intensify the con�dence
in one’s previous beliefs, as occurs with the phenomenon of mixed evidence dis-
agreement. As Ophelia Deroy has recently argued (Deroy 2019; see also Ba�ich
et al. 2020), although sharing the same experiences with people who are a bit too
much like us can give rise to dangerous consequences, at the same time it is crucial
for being part of a shared reality. Joint action and joint a�ention have enormous
advantages, and part of what makes them possible is sharing experiences with
people who have similar goals. And as Carmona and Villanueva point out, judg-
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ing together allows us to build upon our di�erences, which can be used to explain
why intercultural communication is possible (Carmona & Villanueva ms). In that
sense, sharing certain experiences and judging together is not necessarily a bad
thing, nor the result of an irrational process. It might become a problem when the
environment pushes us to relate much more frequently only with certain people,
and when it generates situations where information exchanges are �awed. Given
the information overload and our limited capacity to pay a�ention to it (Lorenz-
Spreen et al. 2020), it might be rational not to pay a�ention to the arguments
coming from the other side. We will say something else on this line in chapter 8.

In the next chapter, we will start to discuss the issue of mental self-ascriptions.
In particular, we will discuss whether the view according to which our a�itude
self-ascriptions accomplish a descriptive function is compatible with the opera-
tional notion of polarization that we are seeking along this dissertation.



Chapter 5

Ascribing a Mental State:
Descriptivist approaches

When we do philosophy we are like savages, primitive people, who
hear the expressions of civilized humans, put a false interpretation on
them, and then draw the queerest conclusions from it. (Wi�genstein
PI § 194)

�ere seems to be a paradox concerning mental state self-ascriptions. On the
one hand, it seems that speakers exhibit a presumptive authority regarding the
truth of their mental self-ascriptions: if they sincerely and spontaneously claim
that they believe or feel that p, then it is highly intuitive to consider their mental
self-ascription as true. As Finkelstein puts it, “If you want to know what I think,
feel, imagine, or intend, I am a good person –indeed, usually the best person–
to ask” (Finkelstein 2003: 9). On the other hand, however, it seems that subjects
frequently fail in identifying their own mental states, and even when they are self-
reported in a sincere and spontaneous way, many times they are false. So, it is also
highly intuitive to consider that there is a gap between what a speaker says she
believes or feels and what she really believes or feels. Let’s call this situation the
“mental self-ascription paradox”. Here is an example that brings out the second
intuition.

123
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CASE 1: Oscar, a Spanish man, is invited to have dinner at the house
of some old friends from the university. Over dinner, Oscar makes
several unfortunate comments about gay people and people from
disadvantaged backgrounds, and the hosts, two lesbian women from
low-income neighborhoods, request him to please never make a sim-
ilar comment nor use certain expressions to talk about people from
certain socially oppressed groups like that, because it is highly o�en-
sive. Outraged, Oscar complains that censorship is intolerable, and
claims very convinced that all people have the right to say everything
they want whenever they want, anywhere. On several occasions, he
sincerely self-ascribed a similar doxastic state by u�ering the sen-
tence “I believe there should be unrestricted freedom of expression”.
“I know what I believe, people like you are destroying democracy
with this censorship. It is essential to be able to say what you want
whenever you want”, and so on. However, at the same time Oscar is
known for being in favor of the political party that approved in 2015
in Spain the Ley Orgánica de protección de la seguridad ciudadana,
be�er known as “Ley Mordaza”. �is law has limited the freedom
of expression mainly to certain social groups with low social power.
Moreover, Oscar frequently insults people who make jokes on Twit-
ter about the Christian religion, which he professes, and threatens to
report them for a hate crime. Besides, Oscar participated in a study
about the o�ensiveness of language, and in a signi�cant number of
vigne�es he responded by choosing the option ‘the speaker should
not say what she says’.

Does really Oscar believe that there should be unrestricted freedom of ex-
pression? We think the intuitive answer is no, despite the fact that he sincerely
claimed that he does.1 It seems intuitive to say that Oscar does not exhibit author-
ity, even though we don’t think he is lying or just trying to justify his behavior.

1To strengthen the claim that it is intuitively false that Oscar believes what he says he believes,



Chapter 5. Ascribing a Mental State: Descriptivist approaches 125

In fact, even if Oscar sincerely defends such a position frequently, it still seems
intuitive to think that his sincerity does not guarantee that Oscar has the belief
he says he has. We don’t think that our intuition about the falsity of Oscar’s self-
ascription is the result of a suspicion about his sincerity or his capacity to know
his mind, no ma�er the reason; we think that, given the whole context of the
case, the presumption of authority is not triggered because his sincerity is not the
most salient contextual feature in determining the truth-value of his mental self-
ascription. Although �ctitious, Oscar’s case is not an isolated one. In a 2015 Pew
Research Center survey (Wike & Simmons 2015), 71% of US Americans agreed
with the statement “People can say what they want”, pu�ing the United States at
the top of the list of countries that embrace the unrestricted right to freedom of
expression, and 76% of Spaniards accepted that it was very important that people
can say what they want without censorship in their country.

However, in many other contexts, the sincerity of the speaker does indeed
guarantee the truth of her mental self-ascription, even in some more limit cases.
Consider the following limit case:

CASE 2: Kautar, a young British woman of Arab descent, is invited
to dinner at the home of a white friend from university. �e host,
Kautar’s friend’s father, is polite and welcoming to Kautar. He is gen-
erous with the food and wine, and asks Kautar a series of questions
about herself. Everyone laughs and talks amiably. As Kautar leaves,
however, she is unable to shake o� the conviction that her friend’s
father is racist against Arabs. She meets a friend to tell her about
it and on several occasions she sincerely says “I believe my friend’s
father is a racist”. Her friend presses her a bit to �nd out what hap-
pened, but Kautar is unable to give a reason why she thinks the host
is racist. However, she explicitly states she has no doubts that she be-
lieves so. “I can feel it, and I know what I believe”, she says. During

we have carried out a survey and passed it to 20 participants. Only 3 of them have the opposite
intuition, namely that Oscar does believe what he says he believes.
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the conversation with her friend, Kautar says several times that she
had a good time with them and wants to have dinner again another
day. But Kautar is known for her strong and visceral opposition to
racism. She frequently blocks people who make racist comments on
Twi�er, routinely stops associating with anyone she thinks is racist,
and generally doesn’t enjoy being around someone she suspects is
racist. And yet, she insists in her impression that her friend’s father
is racist and wouldn’t be convinced otherwise.2

Does really Kautar believe that her friend’s father is racist? We think the in-
tuitive answer in this case is yes, despite the fact that she wants to see her friend’s
father again and yet she usually hates being around who she thinks is racist.3 We
would say that in this case it is true that Kautar believes that her friend’s father is
racist not because there are not enough reasons to suspect about her sincerity or
her capacity to know her mind; simply, the whole context triggers the intuition
that there is a presumption of authority, i.e., her sincerity intuitively guarantees
the truth of her self-ascription. In other words, her sincerity is the most salient
contextual feature in order to determine the truth of her self-ascription. �at’s our
paradox. �ese cases, together with the ones introduced below, have the objective
to show the high context-sensitivity of mental self-ascriptions.

Recall the desideratum DISANALOGY: A suitable concept of polarization must
accommodate the disanalogy between self-ascribing a mental state and expressing
a mental state in order to accurately measure polarization. �is desideratum was
embraced as a result of discussing the problems that self-report questionnaires
encounter to measure, in a precise way, the a�itudes that they target, along with
some strong evidence against the �rst-person authority thesis. �e authority the-
sis, in its weak and more plausible version, can be de�ned as follows:

2�is case is inspired on Nour’s case from Srinivasan (Srinivasan 2020).
3In order to strengthen the claim that it is intuitively true that Kautar believes what she says she

believes we have carried out a survey of 20 participants. Only 4 of them have the opposite intuition,
namely that Kautar does not believe what she says she believes.
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Authority: �ere is a presumption according to which the speaker’s
sincerity guarantees the truth of her mental self-ascription.

Lack of authority, and therefore the inability to accurately identify the state of
mind we are in, points in the direction that there is a crucial di�erence between
what we say about the state of mind in which we are and the state of mind in
which we actually are, which we express through the things we say and do. But,
then, when people answer the tests designed to measure polarization, what kind
of information are they conveying? What do we do when we ascribe a belief, or
another mental state, to someone or to ourselves? What type of theory concerning
mental state ascriptions can accommodate the desideratum DISANALOGY?

We need an approach to the mind, speci�cally to mental state ascriptions, that
accommodates the disanalogy and rejects the authority thesis. However, such an
approach also has to accommodate our intuitions toward a variety of cases from
di�erent contexts where, sometimes, the speaker’s sincerity does guarantees the
truth of their mental self-ascriptions. �us, such an approach should accommo-
date cases such as CASE 1 and CASE 2.

As a �rst introduction of what cannot be taken as a right understanding of the
mind, take the following quotes: “People use central a�itudes all the time; hence
they are well established in the brain” (Hetherington & Rudolph 2015: 99, our
italics); “Whereas research on a�ective polarization delves into mental processes
inside the voters’ heads, a di�erent line of research examines the physical loca-
tion of voters’ heads” (Fiorina 2017: 63, our italics). Despite these quotes pointing
just to a natural way of talking about our mental states, they suggest an intuitive
but wrong picture of what the mind is, at least for the purposes of this disserta-
tion. �ese claims suggest that our mental vocabulary accomplishes a descriptive
function, that is, its meaning, and the truth-value of the claims about our minds,
depend on the state of a�airs that these claims describe. �e general idea of de-
scriptivist views, then, is that our mental ascriptions, such as the claim “A believes
that p”, describe a disposition of objects, either internal or external to the subject,
that, when it is the case, it is a fact. �us, if the state of a�airs described with
a mental ascription is the case, then the belief ascription is true. For instance, if
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someone holds that beliefs are equivalent to certain brain states of a subject, then
that person would say that if it is true that Oscar’s brain is in a certain con�gura-
tion, then it will be true that Oscar believes what he says he believes. �is view is
an instance of a more general position, the relational theory of mind, according
to which to be in a mental state is to be in a relation with something else, be it a
brain state, a proposition, or whatever.

In this chapter, we discuss di�erent descriptivist approaches to mental ascrip-
tions, and argue that these views cannot satisfy the desideratum DISANALOGY
and accommodate at the same time our intuition regarding cases like CASE 1 and
CASE 2. �at is, di�erent cases of belief self-ascriptions, where the speaker at
times exhibits authority and sometimes does not, cannot be homogeneously ac-
commodated by descriptivist approaches to mental self-ascriptions. �e structure
of the chapter is as follows. In section 5.1, we �rst delve a li�le further into the dis-
tinction between self-ascribing a mental state and the mental state we actually are
in. �en, in section 5.2, we discuss whether a broad family of theories about the
mental, namely descriptivists, and two particular contemporary positions –Bar-
On’s neo-expressivism (section 5.3) and a version of Srinivasan’s epistemological
externalism (section 5.4), can accommodate not only the gulf that seems to exist
between self-ascribing and expressing a mental state, but also the other intuition
of the paradox, namely: that someone sincerely and spontaneously asserts that
she believes or feels that p, then in certain cases it is highly intuitive to consider
her mental self-ascription as true. Finally, we discuss some alleged peculiar types
of mental states di�erent from standard beliefs, the so-called aliefs (Gendler 2008),
unendorsed beliefs (Borgoni 2018b) and in-between cases (Schwitzgebel 2001, 2010,
2013), and argue that these concepts do not really point to peculiar types of men-
tal states, but to particular situations pressing us to evaluate whether someone
believes or not that p (section 5.5), which unveil the normative nature of the issue
of mental ascriptions.
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5.1. Self-ascribing amental state Vs. expressing amen-
tal state

Our intuitions regarding the truth of what someone sincerely says about her
mind signi�cantly vary from case to case. In some cases, we have no doubt that
there is at least a presumption of authority. In other cases, however, what some-
one says is not enough to determine the truth or falsity of her mental a�ribution,
and not necessarily because the speaker is suspected of being a liar. �ere are
even situations, more complicated but no less common, in which our intuitions
are divided and there is no ma�er of the fact that se�les the dispute over whether
someone believes that p. To see some other examples of it, consider the following
real cases:

1. A group of researchers concerned with the scourge of gender abuse and
sexism investigate the brains of abusers and �nd certain di�erences. �ey
publish a paper suggesting that gender abuse, and with it at least certain
types of sexism, have to do with atypical functioning of the brain.

2. Inter Milan fans, a�er u�ering racist insults toward the football player Romelu
Lukaku during a match, wrote a le�er to Lukaku saying that they are not
racist at all, and that these chants were a form of respect: “We are really
sorry you thought that what happened in Cagliari was racist. You have
to understand that Italy is not like many other north European countries
where racism is a REAL problem”.

3. Many people in the USA think they dislike Elizabeth Warren just because
of her controversial ancestral claims and her progressive economic views.
However, when similar views are held by a man who makes similar or even
more controversial claims, the citizens feel less aversion toward him.

4. Many citizens of Ceuta, a small Spanish city characterized by its high cul-
tural diversity, sincerely say that Ceuta is an example of a diverse soci-
ety, where di�erent cultures live together in harmony and peace. However,
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some of them perceive with great rejection and aversion the possibility that
their son or daughter gets married to a person from another culture.

5. A New York Times columnist, Bret Stephens, received a joke on Twi�er
from an Associate professor at George Washington University comparing
him to a bedbug. �e joke had li�le impact (9 likes, 0 rts), and Stephens
was not explicitly mentioned in the tweet. Stephens emailed to the pro-
fessor complaining about his joke, with a copy to the provost of the uni-
versity where the professor works. �e professor made public Stephens’
email, and Stephens ended up having to deactivate his Twi�er account due
to complaints. In a later interview, Stephens said that he had not intended
to cause the professor any kind of professional trouble. However, given that
he sent a copy to the provost and once he compared the professor’s harm-
less joke with the rhetoric of totalitarian regimes, the professor claimed that
Stephens did intend to cause a problem to him: “Cc’ing the Provost meant
that he was trying to use his social status to get me in trouble. And that
means it isn’t about civility at all; it’s about power”.

6. A woman sincerely confessed a crime she hadn’t commi�ed: she sincerely
said she was guilty, despite having claimed for some time that: “in my head
and in my heart, I know I wasn’t there”. Despite the fact that many pieces
of information from the case didn’t �t with her confession, the jury thought
that no one can know be�er than oneself what one knows. �us, the woman
entered into prison. She was eventually exonerated by DNA evidence.

All these cases involve, in one way or another, a sincere mental self-ascription.
Your intuitions, we suppose, about the truth of what they say about themselves,
and about whether their sincerity is enough to guarantee the truth, shake in some
cases, and are clearer in others, pressing in both directions. On the one hand, it
seems that it makes sense to think that nobody knows be�er than oneself what
one believes, as Finkelstein (Finkelstein 2003: 9) and many others pointed out, and
as it was assumed by the jury in the la�er case, or as we sometimes assume in our
daily linguistic exchanges. On the other hand, it seems that the rest of cases, to



Chapter 5. Ascribing a Mental State: Descriptivist approaches 131

a greater or lesser extent, trigger an opposite intuition. For instance, it is quite
clear that Inter fans, given the things they claimed, believe that Lukaku belongs
to an inferior group of people because of his physical appearance, despite explic-
itly saying that they are not racist. And it seems that many USA citizens dislike
Warren because she is a woman, despite their explicitly saying that it is because
of her policies and previous controversial statements. In that sense, it seems that
the speaker’s sincerity does not guarantee the truth of mental self-ascriptions in
some cases. Mental self-ascriptions seem to be highly context-sensitive.

As advanced in section 3.4.1, there are some reasons to be suspicious about the
authority thesis, even in its weak version. In particular, we contend here that, with
some regularity, there is a deep gulf between what we sincerely say we believe
and what we really believe –not only because of self-deception or confabulation
cases, and we are very o�en wrong about which side of the dividing line we are
on (Hurlburt & Schwitzgebel 2007; Schwitzgebel 2011a,b). Take the following
MacFarlane’s quote:

It is crucial to mark the distinction between expressing one’s liking
for a food and asserting that one likes the food. One does the former,
but not the la�er, when one smacks one’s lips in delight a�er a good
meal. One does the la�er, but perhaps not the former, when one tells
one’s host, with an unconcealed expression of dutiful weariness, that
one liked her cooking. (MacFarlane 2014: 15, our emphasis)

Asserting that one likes the food is not necessarily the same as actually liking
it, even if it is sincerely asserted. Usually, sincerely and spontaneously asserting
that one likes the food counts as a way of expressing that one likes the food be-
cause it normally functions as an evaluation (see chapter 7). But one can end up
discovering that one does not actually like the food despite having asserted such
a thing. In this case, the assertion wasn’t a genuine evaluation. On the contrary,
if one expresses that one likes the food (by smacking one’s lips in delight a�er a
good meal, but also by making some genuine positive evaluations about the meal),
then one likes the food, no ma�er the mental self-report one does (see chapters 6
and 7). Since asserting that one is in a particular mental state is not necessarily
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the same as being in that particular mental state, especially when talking about
our mental states towards complex topics, it is important to pay a�ention to what
people express rather than to what people self-report in order to measure polar-
ization.

5.2. Descriptivist approaches to mental ascriptions

Here we will be concerned with descriptivist approaches to mental state self-
ascriptions. But before that, we would like to brie�y distinguish some orthogonal
theses that sometimes are taken to be analogous to this issue, or to be part and
parcel of it. �e �rst thesis is the core one of the representational theory of mind,
quite widespread in the cognitive sciences. According to this theory, our think-
ing is the processing of mental representations, and mental representations are
physical things with meaning (see, for instance, Shea 2018: 4). Our mind, then,
basically consists in our capacity to represent the world and operate with those
representations, which are physical things that represent objects and properties
in the world –their contents. From this approach, mental representations are in-
ner things located somewhere inside our heads. Brentano called this strange way
of existing “intentional inexistence” (Brentano 1874).

In philosophy and psychology, the study of the mind has been mostly related
to ontological (e.g., what is the mind?) and epistemological (e.g., how can we
know our mind?) concerns. Representational theory of mind usually has a foot
in both �elds: in ontological terms the mind is taken to be a representational
system, and in epistemological terms the theory holds that we know the world
and our own mind through the representations we form –of course, one can be a
representationalist because of being commi�ed just to one of those theses.

Cartesianism, which is a set of theoretical commitments that can be traced
back to Descartes’ philosophy and that includes the representational theory of
mind, is still highly in�uential in the philosophy of mind and the contemporary
cognitive sciences. For Descartes, the ontological commitment behind the repre-
sentational theory of mind is supported by the stance that mind and body are two
distinct substances, and the epistemological commitment rests on our privileged
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and direct access to our mental life through introspection. But there is a third
commitment, more subtle, that is typical of Cartesianism: semantic descriptivism,
or just descriptivism. Behind the ontological and epistemological dimensions of
Cartesianism it is the semantic commitment that the function of our psychological
language is to describe a portion of the world, i.e., to refer to those facts that com-
pose our mind, describable in terms of objects and �rst-order predicates. Although
many contemporary positions have abandoned the ontological and epistemologi-
cal dimensions of Cartesianism, the semantic commitment is still quite pervasive
(Pinedo 2020; see also Nuñez de Prado-Gordillo in press, especially chapter 2, for
a recent discussion on it), and has been a shared feature by prominent positions
in the discipline, such as the mind-brain identity theory, functionalism, emergen-
tism, eliminativism.4 �us, according to descriptivism, the function of a mental
self-ascription is to describe or represent a possible or real state of a�airs, i.e., a
speci�c distribution of objects that, when is the case, is deemed a ‘fact’. In this
section we will focus on those positions that hold that mental self-ascriptions de-
scribe states of a�airs, facts, that determine their truth-value.

One trend within mental descriptivism holds that the facts making a mental
state ascription true are internal to the bearer of the mental state (see, for instance,
Clu�on 2018). According to these theories, if I sincerely self-ascribe the belief
that my phone is on the table, the sentence “I believe that my phone is on the
table” plays the function of describing a state of a�airs, i.e., it refers to a fact
somehow taking place inside my head, speci�cally in my conscious experience,
which makes my self-ascription true. If that state of a�airs is not the case and I
am not internally in a relation to such a proposition, then my self-ascription is
false. Following Finkelstein, we call these ‘detectivist’ positions. As Finkelstein

4In general, all the positions within the framework of what is called ‘the standard view’ (see
Sánchez-Curry 2018), according to which beliefs are theoretical cognitive entities that play a role
in our cognitive systems, are descriptivists. However, some versions of certain positions that crit-
icize the standard view, such as certain versions of dispositionalism and interpretativism, are still
commi�ed with descriptivism insofar as they assume that the function of belief ascriptions is to
describe something, and hence the truth-value of a belief ascription depends on, for example, that
the agent �ts certain dispositional properties of a certain dispositional stereotype or certain social
norms that are given once and for all.
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puts it,

A detectivist is someone who believes that a person’s ability to speak
about her own states of mind as easily, accurately, and authoritatively
as she does may be explained by appeal to a process by which she
�nds out about them. According to detectivism, I am able to state my
own thoughts and feelings because they are conscious, and they’re
conscious thanks to a cognitive process by which I have detected their
presence”. (Finkelstein 2003: 9)

�us, the facts referred to by mental self-a�ributions, and which confer truth
to the la�er, are internal to the subject, who detects them.

But a descriptivist regarding the mental might hold that the facts making true
a mental self-ascription are external to the speaker’s body, being social or other-
wise (see Macdonald 1995: 99; Villanueva 2014: 54). �us, according to another
trend within descriptivism, what makes a mental self-ascription true is an external
fact: the truth-value of a mental a�ribution is supported by empirical evidence.
A strong point of externalist descriptivism is that it denies the Cartesian assump-
tions of what Ryle calls “the o�cial doctrine” and “the dogma of the Ghost in the
Machine” (Ryle 2009: 1-8), i.e., the idea that there is an ‘inner world’, in contrast
to the external world, that somehow exists inside our bodies, and that we know
be�er than anyone. �us, according to externalist descriptivism, if I sincerely
self-ascribe the belief that there will be a resurgence of coronavirus, the sentence
“I believe that there will be a resurgence of coronavirus” plays a descriptive func-
tion; but instead of describing something internal, it refers to some external em-
pirically observable facts, which determine its truth-value. For instance, if we
are behaviorists, certain pa�ern of behavior would su�ce to claim that I actually
have the belief I self-ascribe. Or if we are social externalists regarding the mental
content (Burge 1979; see also Baker 2007 and Frápolli & Romero 2003), the fact
that I master the use of the concept of coronavirus in my community might suf-
�ce to claim that I actually believe what I say I believe, while in another di�erent
community where the word ‘coronavirus’ has another meaning my sincere self-
ascription would be false. But typically, many philosophers of mind, especially re-
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ductionists and eliminativists, take our brain states as the relevant external facts,
which, despite being located inside our body, can be approached from an external
perspective.

�e �rst thing to note is that detectivism does not seem to be in a good po-
sition to deal with the concerns discussed in chapter 3 regarding how to accu-
rately measure polarization. In particular, it does not allow us to explore indirect
ways of measuring people’s a�itudes, because it states that people are always
or commonly authoritative, given that the facts making true a mental ascription
are internal to the subjects. In that sense, detectivism is incompatible with DIS-
ANALOGY. To see it more clearly, consider CASE 1 and CASE 2. Detectivism
can accommodate our intuition in CASE 2, for example by stating that Kautar’s
doxastic self-ascription is true because the fact responsible for it is internal to her,
i.e., it is inside Kautar, and in this respect, her self-ascription will be normally true
no ma�er what happens outside her (except, perhaps, in some exceptional cases).
However, detectivism cannot accommodate our intuition in CASE 1: according to
detectivism, Oscar’s self-ascription should be considered as true because mental
self-ascriptions are always authoritative. One may think that CASE 1 is one of
the exceptions that can be assumed by detectivism. But if this case counts as ex-
ceptional, then a large number of cases of mental self-a�ribution would, and then
there would be no general presumption of authority in mental self-ascriptions.

Externalist descriptivism, on the other hand, seems to be be�er positioned
than detectivism to deal with the concerns of how to accurately measure polar-
ization. Since externalist descriptivism states that the truth-value of a mental
self-ascription depends on external facts, an obvious strategy for an externalist to
pursue is to argue that, despite appearances, people are not in fact authoritative
about their own mental states, and then it follows that there is no presumption of
authority regarding our own mental states (see, for instance, Boghossian 1989), at
least in the non-epistemic sense we are discussing here.5 In that sense, it can ac-

5Two things. Of course, there are externalist positions holding �rst-person authority. We will
discuss later a version of these positions that we a�ribute to Srinivasan (section 5.4). However, it
is important to note that many externalist views about the mind aren’t externalists regarding the
truth of a mental self-ascription, but regarding the truth of the content of the mental self-ascription,
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commodate DISANALOGY: it acknowledges that there can be a gap between what
we say we believe and the a�itudes that we hold, because what determines the
truth of a mental self-ascription is an external fact, and therefore the speaker’s
sincerity does not commonly guarantee the truth of her mental self-ascription.
However, it is not easy to imagine how the idea that the truth of a mental ascrip-
tion depends on an external fact, or more generally the idea that having certain
mental states is partially a ma�er of external facts, would materialize in order
to measure polarization. Would we need to discover the facts on which it de-
pends that someone really has a certain belief? Additionally, this position, like
detectivism, cannot accommodate our intuitions regarding CASE 1 and CASE 2,
that is, it cannot take into account, homogeneously, di�erent cases of mental self-
ascription where the speaker sometimes exhibits authority and sometimes does
not. Contrary to detectivism, externalist descriptivism could accommodate our
intuition in CASE 1, for example by saying that it is false that Oscar believes
what he says he believes because external facts do not support the truth of his
self-a�ribution. However, regarding CASE 2, this position would also have to say
that it is false that Kautar believes what she says she believes, because there is no

that is, they are about how contents of thought are individuated. In this sense, many of them are
compatible with �rst-person authority. Consider my thought that the washing machine is on, a
�rst-order thought directed toward a state of a�airs beyond my body. Some externalists would say
that I am not authoritative about this thought: the thought could be false, and I am in no be�er
a position than anyone else to know whether it is, since whether it is depends on how things are
in my environment. But now consider my thought that I am presently consciously thinking that
the washing machine is on. Many of those externalists would say that I am authoritative about
this thought (Davidson 1987). �is thought is not only directed toward another state of mine,
with which it is co-present; it contains as part of it that �rst-order thought. In thinking that I am
thinking that the washing machine is on, I am thinking that the washing machine is on. Since this
last �rst-order thought of thinking that the washing machine is on depends on how things are, one
can be an externalist and still holds �rst-person authority: I have authority regarding my mental
states and their truth depends on the world. �at’s how Burge and Davidson argue in favor of the
compatibility between externalism and �rst-person authority (see Macdonald 1995: 104). But again,
note that this position is externalist regarding the content of a mental state but not regarding the
truth-value of the mental self-ascription itself. �en, the content of a belief might be true and still
be false that the person who self-ascribe such a belief actually believes it, and that’s the reason why
they are compatible. Much of this is behind the discussions about externalism and self-knowledge.
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fact that supports the truth of her self-a�ribution, and then it remains the case
that there is not �rst-person authority. At best, externalist descriptivism could
claim that the relevant facts to determine whether Kautar’s self-a�ribution is true
have not been discovered yet, forcing us to suspend our judgment. But CASE 2,
like many other cases, triggers the intuition that, sometimes, a speaker’s sincere
mental self-a�ribution is true. If this position, at best, forces us to suspend our
judgment, then it neither accommodates our intuitions nor o�ers an acceptable
political recommendation.

We would like to end this section by discussing a possible objection, namely
the possibility for descriptivists to adopt a kind of hybrid descriptive theory. In
particular, someone might think that insofar as a descriptivist theory can defend
that in some contexts the relevant fact to determine the truth of a mental self-
a�ribution is internal, and in other contexts this fact must be sought outside, in
the world, then such hybrid position could accommodate our intuitions regard-
ing CASE 1 and CASE 2, and could also satisfy DISANALOGY. As Villanueva has
already pointed out, such liberal descriptivism based on a certain degree of con-
textual �exibility has at least two problems (Villanueva 2014: 63). �e �rst of
them is that this theory must provide theoretical resources allowing us to sharply
distinguish the contexts in which the relevant fact will be internal from those
in which the relevant fact is external. �e second is that, consequently, the the-
ory must provide two di�erent semantic strategies to give the truth-conditions of
mental self-a�ributions. Instead of delving into these two objections, which we
�nd hard to deal with for descriptivism, we would like to brie�y complement the
critique toward such hybrid descriptivism by focusing on three points which are
important for the objectives of this dissertation.

�e �rst one has already been advanced, and it has to do with how useless the
descriptive strategy is in o�ering recommendations regarding how to measure
polarization. We would have to be able to �rst distinguish internal contexts and
external contexts to design di�erent strategies to measure the mental states of the
population. And, even if this could be done, the contexts in which the relevant
fact is internal to the subject would still be exposed to the problems discussed in
section 3.4.1.
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�e second problem is that descriptivism of the mental, however �exible it
may be, entails a kind of eternalism: once the fact that makes a mental self-
a�ribution true is found, that mental self-a�ribution will be true eternally.6 And
if one rejects eternalism and remains open to a kind of revisionism according to
which we can always �nd a fact to replace the previous one, then this suggests that
we should suspend our judgment until science has completed its investigation, in
a similar line of the argument adduced by Fodor against semantic externalism (see
Fodor 1979). Whichever option is adopted, it seems incompatible with our intu-
itions: mental ascriptions are not eternally true, and we don’t think that a mental
ascription cannot be known to be true nor false until we discover all the relevant
facts.

Finally, we would like to note that this �exible descriptivism cannot explain
how it is possible for the truth of a mental self-a�ribution to vary if the set of pos-
sibilities that we take into consideration changes (Lewis 1996), nor can it account
for our intuitions regarding certain situations of disagreement (see MacFarlane
2014). If the truth of a mental a�ribution depends on internal or external facts,
then any situation of disagreement with respect to whether someone believes that
p can be se�led by appealing to facts, i.e., it will necessarily be a factual disagree-
ment. However, this idea seems to violate our intuition in many cases where the
disagreement involved appears to be not-straightforwardly factual (Field 2009).
We will return to these questions later (chapter 6).

5.3. Bar-On’s account

In this section, we deal with neo-expressivism, a recent and in�uential po-
sition on mental self-a�ributions proposed by Dorit Bar-On, which defends a
special security of the �rst person without necessarily being a detectivist posi-
tion. �is proposal is halfway between descriptivist positions and a family of
theories antagonistic to descriptivism: expressivism, whose central tenet is that
certain regions of language (in this case, the main use of sentences of mental self-

6�is idea is di�erent to eternalism in the philosophy of language, i.e., the idea that the parameter
time is an element of the proposition expressed by u�ering a sentence (Richard 1981).
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a�ribution) do not play a descriptive function, but an expressive one. Concerning
this point, Bar-On bets, she says, for saving the di�erence between descriptive and
evaluative functions of language without sacri�cing logico-semantic continuities,
among other theoretical advantages (Bar-On 2019: 11).

To understand Bar-On’s position well, the �rst thing to note is that her ‘ex-
pressivist’ position departs from the position commonly associated with Wi�gen-
stein’s ideas on mental self-a�ributions, which she calls ’simple expressivism’. Ac-
cording to simple expressivism, i) mental self-ascriptions only serve to express,
and in no way report or describe, a state of mind, ii) they are on a par, semanti-
cally and epistemically, with nonverbal expressive behaviors such as winces and
moans, and iii) they are neither truth-evaluable nor epistemically assessable (Bar-
On 2019: 18-19).

�e neo-expressivism proposed by Bar-On, on the contrary, maintains that
mental self-a�ributions have an expressive and descriptive function, have seman-
tic content, and can be declared true or false. She argues that, as acts, mental self-
ascriptions are spontaneous expressions of our mental states. In this respect, as
acts, they are interchangeable with verbal expressions like “what a great movie!”,
and are importantly continuous with non-verbal expressive acts like hugs (Bar-
On 2019: 19). For instance, sincerely saying “I love this movie”, spontaneously
saying “what a great movie!”, and spontaneously giving a hug to your friend a�er
watching a movie can all be acts of expressing the same mental state. However,
as products, mental self-ascriptions employ linguistic vehicles to ascribe to the
avower the mental state avowed. �e expressive vehicles are truth-evaluable sen-
tences that express propositions about oneself. �at is, despite Bar-On’s appeals
to the expressive character of mental self-ascriptions as acts to explain its dis-
tinctive security, she departs from simple expressivism “in highlighting the fact
that, like various mental and non-mental descriptive reports, avowals use expres-
sive vehicles –sentence- or thought-token– that are semantically complex and
are truth-evaluable” (Bar-On 2019: 20). �us, she distinguishes between the acts
of expressing and the expressive vehicles used, to which she sometimes refers as
the distinction between a-expressing (as act) and s-expressing (as product) (Bar-On
2019: 23), and applies it also to ethical discourse (Bar-On & Chrisman 2009).
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Despite the fact that in some earlier works Bar-On (Bar-On 2004, 2015) seems
to assume the idea that the truth-value of mental self-ascriptions hinge on some
factual ma�ers –inasmuch as she defends a hybrid position designed to keep some
bene�ts from descriptivism– in a recent work (Bar-On 2019) she explicitly rejects
this idea by arguing that her proposal does not necessarily entail mental inter-
nalism (although the vocabulary she o�en uses, like the verb ‘give vent’, suggests
that she is thinking of something that we release through an u�erance). To ar-
gue so, she adopts a Davidsonian theory of truth, according to which, “s is true if
and only if p, where p is replaced by any sentence that is true if and only if s is”.
Maybe, with this move Bar-On avoids a criticism according to which it counts as
a descriptive one because what makes true an avowal is a ma�er of fact (see for
this discussion Villanueva 2014). However, neo-expressivism still cannot avoid
a broader objection, which places it in a bad position regarding our goal in this
dissertation.

When you make a mental self-ascription as an act, you are sincerely and spon-
taneously giving vent to your mental state, and that’s what determines its special
security, its immunity from correction. In other words, a-expressing your mental
state guarantees that you are in the mental state you claim to be in, because you
are giving vent to it. �us, mental self-ascriptions, as acts, determine the contexts
in which the mental self-ascription can be true: if I sincerely say that I’m in pain,
the act of expressing my mental state itself guarantees its truth, because it is its
condition as act that explains its special security, according to Bar-On (Bar-On
2015: 141; Bar-On 2019: 20). �erefore, it follows that the contexts in which I
avow that I’m in pain are the same contexts in which my avowal is true. Fur-
thermore, if I say that I’m in pain in a non-sincere way, then my self-ascription
is automatically false. Let’s put it another way: there is no context in which I
could sincerely and spontaneously say that I’m in a mental state –i.e., making an
avowal– and it nonetheless be false that I’m in that mental state. Avowals have
a special security because as acts they “give vent to the very states of mind that
the avowals understood as products (that is, qua linguistic or mental representa-
tional tokens) ascribe to the avower” (Bar-On 2019: 19). Hence, Bar-On equates
truth-conditions with felicity conditions, and this move prevents the possibility
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of accommodating the distinction between sincerely self-ascribing a mental state
and expressing the mental state in which one really is. �at is to say, it follows
from neo-expressivism that in CASE 1 either Oscar’s belief self-ascription is true,
or it makes no sense because it does not satisfy the felicity conditions of that
claim. Both options contradict our intuition. In this sense, neo-expressivism is
contrary to the idea that someone can sincerely self-a�ribute a state of mind and
yet be false that such a person is in the state of mind she claims to be. �erefore,
it cannot accommodate DISANALOGY.

5.4. Srinivasan’s account

Srinivasan has recently defended a radical epistemic externalism (Srinivasan
2015, 2016, 2020), a particular sort of “hard-nosed epistemic externalism”, as she
once called it (Srinivasan 2016: 378). According to this position, the epistemic
justi�cation to believe something partly comes from external facts, for example,
as she puts it, “whether one’s belief exhibits an appropriate causal connection to
its content, or is a product of a reliable or safe method” (Srinivasan 2020: 401).
In other words: one is epistemically justi�ed in believing that p if there is an ex-
ternal fact that supports such a justi�cation. Despite the fact that this position is
strictly speaking about epistemic justi�cation, and not about how the truth of a
mental self-ascription is determined, we think that Srinivasan can be a�ributed,
with justice, an analogous position about the truth of self-a�ributions of men-
tal states, or, at least, about the truth of knowledge self-ascriptions. �e reason is
that Srinivasan claims that a person who says “I know that p” and has a privileged
access to the external fact supporting her epistemic justi�cation, will still know
that p no ma�er how high the stakes become, as in the case of a woman’s testi-
mony of rape (Srinivasan 2016: 378). In that sense, Srinivasan is commi�ed to the
idea that external epistemic justi�cation guarantees the truth of a self-a�ribution
of knowledge. �us, according to this analogous position, the truth of a mental
self-ascription depends on an external fact. Although at �rst glance it may seem
so, Srinivasan’s position is not exactly like the externalist descriptivism discussed
in section 5.2. Let’s see why.
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Srinivasan is �rst commi�ed with a kind of anti-Cartesianism, based on its
epistemological dimension, and de�ned as the position according to which there
are no transparent conditions (Srinivasan 2015: 274). A transparent condition is
de�ned as one in which (i) whenever one is in a state of mind M (belief, desire,
feeling, etc.), one is in a position to know that one is in M, and (ii) whenever
one is not in a mental state M, one is in a position to know that one is not in M
(Srinivasan 2015: 274). �us, Srinivasan holds a position according to which we
are systematically wrong about which are our own mental states. Nevertheless,
Srinivasan clari�es that embracing this type of anti-Cartesianism does not imply
the skeptical verdict that one is never in a position to know if one is in a particular
state of mind (Srinivasan 2015: 275). Anti-Cartesianism is compatible with what
Srinivasan calls contextual transparency: in certain contexts, one can know if one
is in a particular mental state (Srinivasan 2015: 276). �is is a good start.

So far, we subscribe every word. Anti-Cartesianism seems to assume that
there is no presumption of �rst-person authority, and contextual transparency
allows us to argue that sometimes there is indeed authority. �us, it looks like
this position could accommodate DISANALOGY and our intuitions in CASE 1
and CASE 2. But what determines the truth of a mental self-a�ribution then?

Regardless of whether we can sometimes be in a position to know whether
we are in a particular state of mind or not, Srinivasan argues that what makes a
mental self-a�ribution true (epistemically justi�ed) is an external fact. However,
one of the interesting points of Srinivasan’s proposal is that she argues that there
are cases of bad ideology, that is, cases in which subjects live in conditions under
which certain “pervasively false beliefs have the function of sustaining (and are
in turn sustained by) systems of social oppression: patriarchy, racism, classism”
(Srinivasan 2020: 409). In those cases, the truth (epistemic justi�cation) of peo-
ple’s mental self-ascriptions has to do with whether their capacity to self-ascribe
a mental state (track the truth) is distorted by ideological forces or not, or whether
they are endowed with capacities allowing them to pierce through ideological dis-
tortion or not (Srinivasan 2020: 409). In other words: someone could self-a�ribute
an a�itude which she might not actually have because she is under the in�uence
of bad ideology. For example, Srinivasan argues that a woman can say that she
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knows she deserves to be beaten by her husband and yet it is not true that she
knows it (for one, the content of her belief is false and it is not epistemically justi-
�ed), and the reason is that she is a victim of bad ideology (Srinivasan 2020: 410).
And, on the other hand, a person can self-a�ribute an a�itude that she actually
has simply because, given her social position, she is be�er placed to know the fact
that makes it true.

�us put, Srinivasan’s position seems to be able to accommodate CASE 1 and
CASE 2 and satisfy DISANALOGY. In CASE 1, Oscar does not believe what he
says he believes because there is no external fact that supports his self-a�ribution
(there is no fact that epistemically justi�es his claim). In CASE 2, Kautar does
believe what she says she believes because, given her social position, she has
privileged access to the reality that guarantees the truth of her self-a�ribution.
�is proposal has at least three advantages over Bar-On’s position. �e �rst one is
that the truth of a mental self-a�ribution does not depend on someone sincerely
self-a�ributing it. �e second is that it does not equate truth-conditions with
conditions of felicity. �ird, the political goal of the position implies an extra
argument in its favor: it allows us to defend that a socially oppressed person
knows despite not being believed or su�ering gaslighting, which o�ers a way to
�ght against epistemic injustice.

We fully agree with the political goal pursued by this position, and we believe
that the appropriate theory will be one that allows us to �ght against injustice.
However, we also believe that this position has some theoretical and practical
drawbacks that are undesirable and avoidable. �e �rst one is that, insofar as it
links the truth of a self-a�ribution with a fact, it is one of a descriptive nature. In
that sense, this position is subject to the same limitations indicated in section 5.2.
Secondly, this descriptive externalism cannot accommodate our intuition that, in
some cases, the social position of the person who self-ascribes a mental state, i.e.,
her allegedly privilege access to pierce through bad ideology and penetrate the
moral reality, is not su�cient to guarantee the truth of her mental self-ascription.
�ird, this position assumes a moral realism with which we are not very com-
fortable, both theoretically and practically. Recall that Srinivasan assumes that
there is a moral reality, that is, moral facts, that makes a mental self-a�ribution
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like “I know I deserve to be beaten by my husband” false and that always makes a
mental self-a�ribution like “I know that my friend’s father is racist even though
I have no reason to explain why” true if u�ered by a person of Arab descent.7

We need a position that avoids at least most of the limitations that Srinivasan’s
descriptivist externalism faces and at the same time preserves its strengths, espe-
cially its political motivation. In particular, we need a position that allows us to
satisfy DISANALOGY, accommodate our intuitions in CASE 1 and CASE 2 rec-
ognizing that sometimes there is a presumption of authority, o�er the possibility
of measuring the mental states people express to be in, and that �nally allows us
to adopt the political stance of saying, for example, that it is true that a woman
knows that she has been sexually abused if she says that she knows it, no ma�er
how high the stakes become.

5.5. Types of mental states? Aliefs, In-between, and
unendorsed belief notions

So far, we have seen that, for the main purpose of this dissertation, we need a
conception of the mental that allows us to distinguish between what people say
that they believe and what people really believe, and that also allows us to track
the mental states that people actually are in. Furthermore, such a view should
accommodate our intuition that sometimes there is a presumption of authority,
as well as that in certain particular cases we can say that it is true that someone
has the self-a�ributed mental state, no ma�er the context, i.e., cases where the

7From a theoretical point of view, postulating the existence of moral properties and facts beyond
our conceptual practices is controversial, mainly due to its spooky ontological nature, but also
because of the di�culty for the theory to accommodate our intuitions as competent speakers about
what is right and wrong in di�erent moral cases, and to accommodate certain situations of moral
disagreement and mental a�ribution where there is no fact that can se�le the dispute. From a
practical point of view, postulating the existence of such a moral reality would suggest that what
is right and wrong is given once and for all, and we cannot be sure about what is right and wrong
until we discover the ultimate moral facts, and therefore we should suspend our judgment. �is
has really pernicious consequences. Furthermore, this idea can hardly account for moral progress
(see Pérez-Navarro 2019: 170).
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person’s sincerity seems to guarantee the truth of her mental self-ascription.
In line with this second set of requirements for a theory of the mental, in

this section we introduce some cases that have been frequently presented as a
particular type of mental state because of the problem they pose. In particular, we
are dealing here with extreme cases where our intuitions are unclear with respect
to whether a person believes, wants, fears, expects, etc., that p. �ese cases have
been called “in-between believing” and “in-between cases” (Schwitzgebel 2001,
2010, 2013), and recently “unendorsed beliefs” (Borgoni 2018b) when focused on
beliefs. An adequate theory of the mental should also account for these cases.
Consider the following case from Schwitzgebel:

Juliet the implicit racist: Many Caucasians in academia profess
that all races are of equal intelligence. Juliet, let’s suppose, is one
such person, a Caucasian-American philosophy professor. She has,
perhaps, studied the ma�er more than most: She has critically exam-
ined the literature on racial di�erences in intelligence, and she �nds
the case for racial equality compelling. She is prepared to argue co-
herently, sincerely, and vehemently for equality of intelligence and
has argued the point repeatedly in the past. Her egalitarianism in
this ma�er coheres with her overarching liberal stance, according to
which the sexes too possess equal intelligence and racial and sexual
discrimination are odious. And yet Juliet is systematically racist in
most of her spontaneous reactions, her unguarded behavior, and her
judgments about particular cases. When she gazes out on class the
�rst day of each term, she can’t help but think that some students
look brighter than others –and to her, the black students never look
bright. When a black student makes an insightful comment or sub-
mits an excellent essay, she feels more surprise than she would were a
white or Asian student to do so, even though her black students make
insightful comments and submit excellent essays at the same rate as
do the others. �is bias a�ects her grading and the way she guides
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class discussion. She is similarly biased against black non-students.
When Juliet is on the hiring commi�ee for a new o�ce manager, it
won’t seem to her that the black applicants are the most intellectually
capable, even if they are; or if she does become convinced of the in-
telligence of a black applicant, it will have taken more evidence than
if the applicant had been white. When she converses with a custo-
dian or cashier, she expects less wit if the person is black. And so
on. Juliet could even be perfectly aware of these facts about herself;
she could aspire to reform; self-deception could be largely absent.
We can imagine that sometimes Juliet deliberately strives to over-
come her bias in particular cases. She sometimes tries to interpret
black students’ comments especially generously. But it’s impossible
to constantly maintain such self-conscious vigilance, and of course
patronizing condescension, which her well-intentioned e�orts some-
times become, itself re�ects apparent implicit assumptions about in-
telligence. (Schwitzgebel 2010: 532)

�is case is similar to CASE 1, but it is a more limiting case. Does Juliet believe
that all races are intellectually equal? According to Schwitzgebel, Juliet’s case is
a typical in-between case, in which the correct answer is: kind of. “She doesn’t �t
neatly into the yes or the no, so if we’re concerned to describe her precisely, a yes
or no won’t do” (Schwitzgebel 2010: 537). Schwitzgebel argues that this kind of
case poses a problem to representational accounts of mental states (Schwitzgebel
2013: 86), and arguably, it poses the same kind of problem to descriptivist views.
�e reason is that if having a belief is a ma�er of fact, then it is hard to explain
these kinds of cases where the answer to the question about whether someone
has a belief is neither yes nor no.8

8�is claim, while right, is quite rushed. Someone may object that a mental self-ascription can
refer to a set of facts and, when only some of those facts hold, the situation counts as an in-between
case, because in such a case it is hard to say whether the speaker is in the mental state she says to
be in insofar as the whole pack of facts determining the mental state does not hold. �us, such a
position would account for in-between cases despite being a descriptivist one. However, note that
this position requires having an exhaustive list of what amounts to believe that p in a particular



Chapter 5. Ascribing a Mental State: Descriptivist approaches 147

�ese types of cases have received considerable a�ention in recent years, and
the proposals that try to explain them are quite diverse (see, for instance, Bayne
& Ha�iangadi 2013). For example, based on Gendler’s diagnosis of a case where
some people display signs of both believing that a transparent walkway over the
Grand Canyon is and is not safe (Gendler 2008), Gendler would presumably say
that despite the fact that Juliet believes that all races are intellectually equal, she
cannot dislodge an a�itude that seems to control her behavior as the belief that
all races are not intellectually equal would, and that this a�itude belongs to a dis-
tinct category of mental states, that of so-called aliefs (Gendler 2008), which are
characterized by being resistant to rational revision. In a similar line, Razinsky
have recently defended that ambivalence, de�ned as a situation where a person
holds “two opposed mental a�itudes toward one and the same object” (Razinsky
2017: 16), does not point to an irrational or contradictory phenomenon, but just
to our common way of being: “�e main thought behind this book is that if hu-
man lives are in fact o�en ambivalent, this may be conceived as an invitation to
rethink our notions of personhood and rationality, as well as those of mental a�i-
tude, desire, judgment, emotion, action, and consciousness” (Razinsky 2017: 4). In
saying so, Razinsky assumes that we o�en hold two opposed mental states toward
the same thing. Furthermore, Borgoni has defended that in cases like Juliet’s, the
subject has two mutually contradictory beliefs (Borgoni 2015b,a, 2016), and more
recently has argued that these cases involve a single belief with very peculiar
psychological aspects (Borgoni 2018b). Rather than considering them in-between
cases or cases involving two contradictory beliefs, Borgoni argues that these are
cases of unendorsed beliefs. �ese beliefs, which are deemed as a particular type,
are characterized by three features: they remain in our psychology and guide our
action despite our explicit rejection of their content, are resistant to our control,
and are very hard to know from the �rst person perspective (Borgoni 2018b: 49).
�us, according to Borgoni, Juliet has the unendorsed belief that all races are not

context, and for such a list, whatever it is, it is not di�cult to �nd a case where, although all the
facts hold, it is intuitive to say that the person does not believe that p. Besides, the idea that such
a list can be established is doomed from the beginning: the question of what amounts to believing
that p is not a ma�er of facts, but a normative one.
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intellectually equal.9 Juliet’s racist belief guides her behavior, is resistant to her
control, and is not always aware of it from her perspective. In that sense, Juliet
has an unendorsed belief.

We agree with Borgoni that this case, rather than involving an in-between
mental state, an alief, or two opposed mental states, is about a single belief, but
we don’t think that this is a peculiar type of belief. In fact, our intuition in this
case is that Juliet does not believe that all races are equal and, since she is aware
that she does not believe so, she strives to change it. To the extent that one can
predict the behavior of someone who reacts in a racist way (Juliet’s case), and
the a�ribution of beliefs has among other aims that of predicting and explaining
behavior, it seems that there is a belief that we can a�ribute to the subjects of
the supposed in between cases. �us, in opposition to Borgoni, we think that this
case does not show that there are beliefs of a peculiar type due to the particular
traits they exhibit. Rather, we think that these cases are peculiar simply because
they show that the truth of claiming that someone is in a certain state of mind
is both highly context-sensitive and a normative issue, which coheres with the
idea that sometimes we feel that some self-ascriptions are true simply because
the speakers look sincere to us, sometimes we think they are false, and �nally
sometimes we have unclear or divided intuitions. Possibly, the richer the context,
the more di�cult will be to determine whether or not someone believes that p.
And our intuition will possibly vary when modifying the context. So, according
to the explanation we prefer, Juliet’s case, then, unveils that the nature of mental
a�ributions is normative, where being normative means that the truth-value of a
mental a�ribution does not hinge on a ma�er of fact but rather is relative to cer-
tain normative practices, together with the possibility of error in claiming that a
person, or oneself, is in a particular mental state. In other words: according to our
preferred view, to a�ribute a mental state is to evaluate, that is, to make a decision,
to have chosen what the relevant features to determine whether someone has a
certain mental state are, which in turn expresses our own commitments. But the
perspective on which we rely to make our evaluations are not purely subjective:

9Endorsing a belief, as Borgoni understands it, is to consciously and sincerely assert or mentally
a�rm the belief’s content (Borgoni 2018b: 55).
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they are tied to public rules, which are linked to our social practices, to our way
of living. In-between and other similar cases seem to be more plausible when
approached from a pure theoretical context. But, if the same issue is approached
from a practical context where we have to decide whether a particular subject
believes or not that p, the normative character of our mental ascriptions makes
more explicit: these cases force us to make a choice, to make an evaluation.

However, this rough sketch of our preferred position does not detract from the
task carried out by Borgoni, Schwitzgebel and many others. In other words, we
think that it is very useful and important to try to clarify the features shared by dif-
ferent situations in which we say of someone that she believes that p. Nonetheless,
we think that when the underlying motivation to do so is to distinguish di�erent
types of beliefs in an ontological sense, or to distinguish peculiar mental states,
rather than pointing to the features of certain situations, then the task is �awed
from the beginning: having a belief has to do with our conceptual commitments
linked to certain courses of action, and there is no kind of fact that supports the
truth of someone having a certain state of mind. In that sense, we argue, mental
a�ributions are evaluations and, to some extent, objective (insofar as they draw
on public criteria).

We devote the next chapter to clarify the view on the mental that we consider
the most adequate and, more importantly, the one that enables us to defend that
a�ective polarization cashes out polarization in an accurate way because it targets
the a�itudes that people express to be in.

To sum up what has been discussed in this section: cases like Juliet’s give
weight to the challenge that a proper approach to the mental must face in order
to be acceptable. What does it happen in situations where one part of the informa-
tion presses in one direction and other part of the salient features of the context
presses in the other direction regarding whether someone is in a certain state of
mind or not? (�is is exactly the situation we encounter with regard to the phe-
nomenon of mixed evidence disagreement). A theory about the mind must pro-
vide an answer to this question which, to some extent, poses a problem to the goal
of accurately measuring polarization. �us, in addition to satisfying DISANAL-
OGY and accommodating our intuitions in CASE 1 and CASE 2 by highlighting
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the context-dependence of the truth of a mental a�ribution as well as its objective

character, allowing us to trace the mental state in which someone really is in or-
der to measure polarization, the position on the mental that we are pursuing here
should allow us to: a) adopt the political stance that in some cases we can say
that someone has a certain mental state no ma�er how high the stakes become,
b) accommodate our intuition that di�erent types of disagreement that may arise
regarding whether someone has a mental state, and c) deal with borderline cases
like the one discussed in this section.

5.6. Conclusion

In this chapter, we have discussed some descriptivist views regarding a�itude
ascriptions. �e main reason for that was that we need a theory of mental as-
criptions compatible with an operational notion of polarization, that is, a notion
that enables us to measure as accurate as possible, and as soon as possible, the
type of polarization that endangers some contemporary democracies. For this,
we need to measure people’s mental states avoiding to ask them directly, because
it could be the case that the mental states that people sincerely self-ascribe are not
the mental states in which they actually are. So, we need a theory able to satisfy
the desideratum DISANALOGY, but respecting at the same time our intuitions in
di�erent cases of mental ascriptions.

We have argued that certain descriptivist approaches to the mental, especially
those commi�ed with the �rst-person authority thesis, as well as Bar-On’s ac-
count, cannot satisfy the desideratum of DISANALOGY. Srinivasan’s account, on
the contrary, appears to satisfy it, but, as we have seen, it cannot accommodate
well our intuitions in CASE 1 and CASE 2, and faces other problems regarding
how to measure people’s mental states. So, we need to take into consideration an-
other, nondescriptive approach to the mental, and see whether such an approach
can meet the desideratum DISANALOGY without violating our intuitions trig-
gered by some other cases where the speaker exhibits authority. We will devote
the next chapter to discuss such a possibility.



Chapter 6

AWittgensteinian Picture of
the Mind

“Mental” for me is not a metaphysical, but a logical, epithet. (Wi�gen-
stein LWPP II: 217)

In 2014, Elliot Rodger commi�ed an act of terrorism toward women in the
United States. He murdered at least 2 women, and injured at least 14 more people,
a�er sharing through YouTube and through an extensive writing his misogynis-
tic motivation. According to him, his actions were a reaction to an injustice he
was su�ering, the injustice of having been forced his entire life to be an involun-
tary celibate because women had never been a�racted to him. �is tragic a�ack
gave rise to a sort of movement known as the “Incel Rebellion”: Rodger imitators
began to appear, who usually ended up taking their own lives a�er their acts of
misogynistic terrorism.

Incels routinely use a dehumanized and objectifying language when speak
about women, referring to them as non-human animals or mere sexual objects,
among other things. Moreover, they routinely claim that they are at the bo�om of
an unfair hierarchy of a�ractiveness, and that they are the real victims. �rough
these claims, they appear to self-report their beliefs that women are non-human
animals, or animals without mind as they sometimes refer to them, and that there
exists an unfair hierarchy of a�ractiveness. But do they really believe such things?
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It might be tempting to conclude that they do falsely believe that women are
non-human animals, mere mindless things, and that there is an unfair hierarchy
that they are victims of. At least, that’s what would be suggested by advocates
of the �rst-person authority thesis: to the extent that their claims are sincere,
we should say that it is true that incels believe such things. However, it is be�er
to proceed with egg-shells here. As Kate Manne has pointed out in her book
Entitled. How Male Privilege Hurts Women, to conclude that incels believe what
they say they believe concerning these things would be wrong (Manne 2020: 14-
32). �e reason is that these claims appear to be incompatible with the rest of
things that incels say through their videos and writings where they report their
motivations. First of all, incels repeatedly express their wish to be desired and
admired by women, and wonder why they are not a�racted to them. In this sense,
incels recognize the mental life of women, as well as their agency, because to
wish being desired and admired by women presupposes that they are minded, free
agents. Second, given their other concomitant racist beliefs, closely linked to their
misogynistic ones, it can be stated that they do not really think that the ”hierarchy
of a�ractiveness” is unfair; in fact, they love hierarchies, especially racial ones.
�ey simply want to be located on the top of those hierarchies because they feel
they deserve it. So, although Rodger and others may sincerely self-a�ribute the
beliefs that women are mindless beings and the like, it can be argued that they do
not actually believe such things. Insofar as having a mental state depends on the
conceptual links established between a mental state and the things a subject says
and does, ‘mental’ is a logical epithet, as Wi�genstein says. So, it can be the case
that someone does not actually believe what he says he believes, even though he
self-ascribes that belief in a sincere manner.

But there is another di�erent possibility regarding what we do when we self-
ascribing a belief. Let’s put another example. In 2004, Barack Obama gave a
speech at 2004 Democratic National Convention. In his speech, Obama appealed
to the idea that citizens of the United States actually think alike at heart. He ex-
pressed this idea in di�erent ways: “there’s another ingredient in the American
saga, a belief that we’re all connected as one people”, “It is that fundamental belief:
I am my brother’s keeper, I am my sister’s keeper that makes this country work.
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It’s what allows us to pursue our individual dreams and yet still come together as
one American family. E pluribus unum: ”Out of many, one.””. But, in particular,
he explicitly made certain belief self-ascriptions in his speech:

I believe that we can give our middle class relief and provide working
families with a road to opportunity. I believe we can provide jobs to
the jobless, homes to the homeless, and reclaim young people in cities
across America from violence and despair. I believe that we have a
righteous wind at our backs and that as we stand on the crossroads of
history, we can make the right choices, and meet the challenges that
face us. (Eidenmuller 2008)

In this case, his belief self-ascriptions seem to play a particular role beyond
reporting some of his beliefs. Of course, in this case we can also discover that
Obama didn’t believe that we can give our middle class relief and provide work-
ing families with a road to opportunity, etc. But these belief self-ascriptions, here,
seem to accomplish another di�erent function beyond reporting them. It is not, as
it has been said, that “Barack Obama burst onto the national scene with a speech
denying the power –denying even the reality– of the deep divisions that seemed
to de�ne American politics” (Klein 2017). �rough his speech, he is expressing

certain a�itudes especially linked to action. He is expressing his commitment to
do certain things, and not just reporting what he believes. Given the context, un-
derstood in a broad sense, it can be said that the meaning expressed by Obama’s
speech is conceptually tied, in an especial way, with certain courses of action be-
yond those conceptually tied to simply having such beliefs. �us, through a belief
self-ascription one can not only say that one believes such a thing, but also ex-
pressing something else, certain a�ective a�itudes, i.e., those a�itudes especially
tied to action. In other words, by making a belief self-ascription, or even by sim-
ply asserting p, one expresses her belief that p, and it can be the case that one
does not actually believe that p in virtue of its conceptual connection with certain
courses of action. But besides, by making a belief self-ascription, one can also ex-
press certain a�ective a�itudes, those a�itudes that have an especial link to action.
‘Expressing’ works di�erently in these situations: one might not have the speci�c
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belief that one expresses through one’s assertions or belief self-ascriptions, but it
cannot be the case that one does not have the a�ective a�itudes that one expresses
through one’s verbal and nonverbal behavior (see chapter 7).

�e recognition of these possible situations is fundamental to the topic of po-
larization, more speci�cally to the issue of exactly what should be targeted to
measure polarization, and how we should do it. Political polarization o�en has to
do with how public opinion is distributed, which has to do with ascribing beliefs.
If belief ascriptions, both in the �rst and the third person, are taken as accomplish-
ing a descriptive function, then some cases of belief ascriptions cannot be taken
into account (see chapter 5). We need an approach to belief ascriptions, and to cer-
tain mental state ascriptions in general, that enables us to accommodate all kinds
of cases of belief ascriptions, and that accommodates as well the two types of sit-
uations of belief self-ascription exempli�ed with the two cases presented above.
One might not have the sincerely self-ascribed belief, but one might also express
other practical information through one’s belief self-ascription. �e �rst possibil-
ity is crucial to measure ideological polarization, that is, to measure exactly the
contents believed by a population, and not those they self-ascribe. �e second
one is crucial to measure a�ective polarization, that is, to measure the practical
a�itudes closely connected with having a certain level of radicalism.

In this chapter, we will paint a parsimonious and perhaps unintuitive but op-
erational picture of the mind: a conception that allows us to go one step further in
the direction of explaining why a�ective polarization’s tools enable us to measure
the type of polarization that endangers democracy, or at least to explain why they
are in the right pathway. �is chapter, together with chapter 7, should be read as
a unit that will provide the theoretical tools necessary to reassess the concept of
a�ective polarization as we do in this dissertation, that is, the theoretical tools
assumed by our notion of polarization in a�itudes.

According to the picture we o�er in this chapter, the mind is not something in-
side our heads, essentially because it is not a thing, and therefore it has no location.
On the contrary, it holds that mental vocabulary belongs to the domain of the nor-
mative, instead of the descriptive (Almagro et al. 2022 forthcoming; Fernández &
Heras-Escribano 2020; Frápolli 2019; Frápolli & Villanueva 2012; Heras-Escribano
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& Pinedo 2016; Pinedo 2020): it has to do with our commitments to follow certain
courses of action, which must not be con�ated with behaviorism.1 Our view, con-
trary to the view according to which we always exhibit a presumptive authority
regarding our mental self-ascriptions or we never exhibit such a feature, holds
that our mental state ascriptions are dependent on certain norms. In this sense,
we claim, we exhibit contextual authority (see section 6.6). To ascribe a belief to
others or to oneself is to follow certain rules. But, crucially, the rules we think we
follow might not be the rules that we actually follow. �is approach, then, takes
into account the possibility of error when ascribing mental states. More speci�-
cally, this view enables us to distinguish two di�erent types of error, mentioned
above. It can be the case that we self-ascribe a belief in a sincere way and, actually,
we don’t have such a belief. But also, it can be the case that we self-ascribe a belief
in a sincere way and, through it, we express certain a�itudes especially linked to
action. �ese are two very di�erent situations, with very di�erent consequences
for measuring polarization.

Our proposal here is to some extent in line with a view recently defended,
called relativistic Rylean view. According to this view, “to have an a�itude of belief
is to live –to be disposed to act, react, think, and feel– in a pa�ern that an actual
belief a�ributor identi�es with taking the world to be some way” (Sánchez-Curry
2018: xvii). �is relativistic Rylean view takes distance from other interpretativist
positions that assume that the norms from which we decide whether someone
believes or not that p are given once and for all. Of course, our proposal is also
in line with some Ryle’s key remarks. In particular, it is in line with (i) the idea
that mental expressions such as ‘believes that’ usually mean that an individual
“is prone to do and feel certain things in situations of certain sorts” (Ryle 2009:
116), (ii) the idea that belief ascriptions are inference tickets that license some
inferences (e.g., a�ributing to A the belief that the supermarket is closed is pos-
sessing a ticket that licenses the inference that A won’t go to the supermarket),
and (iii) the idea that a�ributions of belief should not be construed “as asserting
extra ma�ers of fact” (Ryle 2009: 119). However, against certain dispositionalist

1Behaviorism is another reductive materialist position that swallows the bullet by approaching
the mind in ontological terms plus reducing the psychological domain to a descriptive one.
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accounts that take inspiration from Ryle’s account, such as Schwitzgebel’s dispo-
sitionalism (Schwitzgebel 2001, 2010, 2013), we don’t think that believing that p
is to match to an appropriate degree and in appropriate respects a set of disposi-
tional properties of the dispositional stereotype for believing that p (Schwitzgebel
2002: 251), mainly because this view seems to assume descriptivism regarding the
set of properties that compose a dispositional stereotype. Our proposal is norma-
tive in nature, and has in its core the idea that it is possible to fail at identifying
our own mental states.

�e antidescriptivist and pragmatist view we o�er here allows us to go a step
further in explaining why the notion of polarization that we o�er in this disser-
tation, as a result of reassessing the notion of a�ective polarization, meets the
desiderata DISANALOGY, EVIDENCE and INTERVENTION. First, it allows us to
accommodate the di�erence between claiming that one is in a state of mind and
being in a state of mind. Second, it allows us to accommodate cases in which a
belief a�ribution serves for very di�erent purposes. �us, it allows us to di�eren-
tiate between two types of situations that seem radically di�erent, those in which
someone does not believe what she says that she believes and those in which
someone expresses certain a�ective a�itudes, and consequently it allows us to
qualify our polarization measurement tools much more. �is is an important step
for being able to measure the pernicious type of polarization as soon as possible.

�is chapter is structured as follows. In section 6.1, we make a �rst a�empt at
presenting the general framework of our interpretation of some of Wi�genstein’s
insights concerning the mind. In section 6.2, we present a rough taxonomy of
mental states that can be traced in Wi�genstein’s writings, and introduce a spe-
ci�c sense of the term ‘description’ that can be also traced along Wi�genstein’s
philosophical production and that will enable us to argue that certain types of
mental state ascriptions does not have a descriptive function. In section 6.3, we
delve into Wi�genstein’s anti-descriptive approach to psychological vocabulary.
In particular, we present three arguments that can be found among Wi�genstein’s
re�ections throughout his philosophy. In section 6.4, we present what it means
to be in a state of mind, such as that of beliefs, from this view by drawing on the
notion of rule-following: to believe that p is crucially to follow certain rules. In
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section 6.5, we hinge on a related question, the question of how the meaning of
our expressions is determined, to highlight one di�erence that is crucial in this
dissertation and that is present in Wi�genstein’s philosophy under di�erent ideas:
the distinction between the descriptive and the evaluative. In section 6.6, we in-
troduce the notion of contextual authority that follows from the view of the mind
provided and that will enable us to satisfy the goals of this dissertation.

6.1. A Wittgensteinian nondescriptivist approach: A
�rst attempt

In this section, we present the conception of the mental in which we rely on
in this dissertation to satisfy the requirements previously discussed, essentially
those that have to do with conceiving mental states in a way that allows us to
know people’s mind without directly asking them. In particular, we present here
our interpretation of Wi�genstein’s anti-descriptivism regarding mental vocab-
ulary. According to our reading, some of Wi�genstein’s remarks count as, or
provide inspiration for, a type of expressivism that is very far from the simple ex-
pressivism usually a�ributed to him (see section 5.3). Some essential ideas of our
interpretation are the following. First, there is no asymmetry between the �rst-
and the third-person regarding the function accomplished by mental state ascrip-
tions: both �rst and third person mental ascriptions play an expressive rather
than descriptive role (see section 6.4). Second, there is no signi�cant di�erence
between belief-like and desire-like mental states regarding their link to action
(see section 6.4). �ird, there is a crucial di�erence between the rules one says
one follows and those one actually follows.

Although we inevitably think that our interpretation of Wi�genstein’s ideas is
the right one, our purpose here is by no means exegetical. Rather, we will simply
o�er a set of arguments and observations that we �nd in Wi�genstein’s writings
and that seem useful to accomplish the goals of this dissertation.

According to our interpretation of a large group of Wi�genstein’s insights,
having a belief, a wish, an expectation, a hope, etc., is far from having something
inside our heads or aiming exclusively at a set of observable behaviors that are the
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result of some inputs. Rather, it is having a set of conceptually articulated com-
mitments that are linked to certain courses of action. Dain calls them a�itudes, as
opposed to being of the opinion that so-and-so (Dain 2019). For instance, believ-
ing that p is to assume the commitments conceptually tied to p, its grammar, its
logical relations, as well as the courses of action linked to the conceptual relations
of p. �ese conceptual relations depend on the logic of our language, on the rules
that govern it, and in that sense they are objective: even if one is not aware of the
conceptual connections of p, that one believes that p will depend on one having
the commitments tied to p (among which it is self-a�ributing such a belief, but not
only and not necessarily so). Crucially, the question of what the conceptual links
to which one is commi�ed are is highly context-dependent, and is determined by
our practices. �e grammar of ‘being racist’, for example, is determined by the
practices in which this expression is used, as well as the courses of action that are
usually carried out in such practices. �us, if someone performs the courses of
action that are normatively linked to being racist given our practices, then she is
a racist, regardless of what she says about herself. In that sense, there is no gap
between believing that p and behaving like one who believes that p.

Note, however, that the ma�er is not reduced to behavior in the sense of be-
haviorism: what is crucial here is normativity, the set of rules that links certain
actions with certain expressions, in particular a conception of normativity which
has in its core the possibility of error. Believing that someone is inferior due to
the culture she belongs to does not depend exclusively on what one says about
one’s beliefs; it depends on following the rule according to which one believes
such a thing, that is, it depends on behaving in a way that is in accordance with
the rule of believing that someone is inferior because of the culture to which she
belongs. Let’s say it once again: these behaviors, verbal and nonverbal, internal
and external, are normatively determined.

�is interpretation draws primarily on the work of Villanueva, who has re-
cently pointed to a new path in the debate between those who think that there
is a rupture between Wi�genstein’s early and late writings, i.e., the so-called Old
Wi�gensteinians, and those who think that there is a continuity between both
writings mainly because the Tractatus o�ers simply a reductio of the representa-
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tionalist theory of language, i.e., the so-called New Wi�gensteinians (see Crary &
Read 2000). Villanueva holds that there is a continuity between both earlier and
later writings of Wi�genstein, but in virtue of some ideas o�ered in Wi�genstein’s
early production being developed and enriched in the mature stage of Wi�gen-
stein’s thought (Villanueva 2019). We follow this trail here, also suggested by the
following Drury’s quote:

When Wi�genstein was living in Dublin and I was seeing him con-
stantly he was at that time hard at work on the manuscripts of the
Investigations. One day we discussed the development of his thought
and he said to me (I can vouch for the accuracy of the words): ‘My
fundamental ideas came to me very early in life’. (Drury 1973: ix)

6.2. Taxonomy and “description”

�rough a large part of his work, Wi�genstein claims that the psychologi-
cal vocabulary exhibits a di�erent logical behavior from that exhibited by super-
�cially analogous expressions: although the expressions ‘believing’, ‘knowing’,
‘understanding’, ‘thinking’, ‘expecting’, ‘intending’, ‘wishing’, ‘imagining’, ‘feel-
ing’, ‘loving’, are super�cially similar to expressions like ‘writing’, ‘eating’, ‘run-
ning’, etc. –because they indicate something like a relationship between a subject
and something else, their grammar, their function, their logical behavior, is rad-
ically di�erent (Wi�genstein RPP I § 284, 472), among other things because the
psychological vocabulary does not point to any activity (Wi�genstein RPP II §
193).2

In accordance with the spirit of his method, Wi�genstein did not o�er any
exhaustive taxonomy of mental states –although he was close of it in his mature
stage. However, his grammatical investigations allow us to reconstruct something
like a map that, although with limits that blurred and open to modi�cations, it

2Of course, there are important di�erences between the logic of those psychological expressions.
For example, saying that someone believes that p is, among other things, to say that it is not true
that p, or at least not take issue with the truth of p. On the other hand, saying that someone knows
that p is endorsing p too.
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distinguishes di�erent language games that are usually grouped under the ‘men-
tal’ label. On the one hand, Wi�genstein distinguishes mental states such as be-
lieving, thinking, knowing, understanding, wishing, hoping, etc., which he calls
“dispositional” in part of his late production (essentially in PI § 149, RPP II §§
43, 45, 281, LWPP II p. 9, p. 12), and sometimes also refers to as “hypotheti-
cal mental process”, “hypothetical mechanism”, “curious mental mechanism” and
“special mental state”. On the other hand, there are mental states such as sensa-
tions, emotions, moods and images, which he calls “states of consciousness” (PI
§ 149). Within the category of states of consciousness we can also distinguish
between sensations, emotions and sensory impressions, that do not exhibit the
same conceptual particularities.

We will be interested here just in the mental states that Wi�genstein calls dis-
positional, because they include those we are interested in for measuring polar-
ization. In this regard, it is important to clarify from the outset that dispositional
states of mind are not mere psychological tendencies, which is what is sometimes
called ‘dispositions’ in the recent literature. Dispositions, in this sense, are psy-
chological facts that do not allow for error. �at is, they are ‘automatic’ inclina-
tions to do certain things when something happens, such as the tendency of sugar
to dissolve in water. �e states of mind that Wi�genstein calls dispositional are
normative and, therefore, are not mere psychological inclinations. Henceforth,
with ‘dispositional’ we refer to Wi�genstein’s sense.

Wi�genstein insists on the functional diversity of language, that is, the possi-
bility that a word appears in two or more di�erent language games. In this sense,
someone might think that it is not accurate to say that, for Wi�genstein, men-
tal state ascriptions are not descriptions (see, for example, Macarthur 2010). In
fact, Wi�genstein sometimes uses the predicate ‘being a description’ for a mental
state. How, then, can Wi�genstein be a�ributed a nondescriptivism view about
the mental? �e �rst thing to note is that Wi�genstein draws our a�ention to the
confusions that natural language can lead us to, but that’s compatible with our
natural way of using language. In other words, the problem is not to say that a
mental state is a description, but losing sight of what we mean with that claim.
Second, a particular notion of describing can be traced in Wi�genstein’s philos-
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ophy, which remains from his earliest writings to his late production (Villanueva
2019). �is speci�c sense of description is all that is required to claim that, for
Wi�genstein, dispositional mental states are not descriptions. And that’s com-
patible with other senses of ‘description’ under which a dispositional mental state
might be a description. What is the particular notion of describing according to
which dispositional mental states are not descriptions? Let’s introduce it.

In the Tractatus, Wi�genstein o�ers a picture of meaning, the pictorial theory
of language, which is aimed at grasping the relationship between language and
reality. According to this picture, propositions, which are linguistic entities, have
meaning and can be true or false because, like a picture, represent or describe
something, speci�cally states of a�airs that can be the case.

A state of a�airs is a particular combination of objects, which reaches the
status of fact when it is the case. And each object of a state of a�airs is individuated
by its possibilities of combination with other objects, that is, by the way in which
they can appear in other states of a�airs, which is its form (Wi�genstein T § 2.011,
§ 2.0123 and § 2.0141). For instance, the state of a�airs the glass is on the table is
a fact, that is, it is a particular combination of objects that is the case. Glass and
table are the objects they are because of their possibilities of combination with
other objects, i.e., because of their form. Moreover, the states of a�airs inherit
their logical form or structure from the form of the objects composing them.

Propositions have the capacity of representing states of a�airs because they
are in an internal relation with the states of a�airs they represent, where this
means that each constituent of the proposition shares the possibilities of com-
bination with the object of the state of a�airs that it corresponds to. �us, the
proposition “the glass is on the table” describes the fact the glass is on the table

because each ingredient of the proposition, e.g., ‘glass’, shares the possibilities
of combination with the object they represent, e.g., glass. �us, only particular

combinations of objects that can be the case can be described, and propositions de-
scribe such states of a�airs by virtue of the internal relation established between
the constituents of the proposition and the constituents of the state of a�airs that
the proposition describes.3

3It is important to note that the theory of language o�ered in the Tractatus is not a standard
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What is excluded by the law of causality cannot be described, says Wi�gen-
stein: “What can be described can happen too: and what the law of causality
is meant to exclude cannot even be described” (Wi�genstein T § 6.362). In the
Tractatus, just bipolar propositions (those that can be true or false by virtue of
the state of a�airs they describe) belong to what can be said; everything else4

belongs to the realm of what can be shown. Only what can be described can be
said. If a sentence does not describe a state of a�airs that can be the case (e.g., “It
is morally right to help people”), then that sentence does not express a proposi-
tion, but a pseudoproposition –for Wi�genstein, the term ’pseudoproposition’ is
not pejorative at all: the most important realm of human re�ection is formed by
statements that are not propositions. �us, in the Tractatus only particular com-
binations of objects not excluded by the law of causality, i.e., what can be said,
can be descriptions.

In his later writings, Wi�genstein insistently returns to a notion of ‘describ-
ing’ which is very similar to that introduced in the Tractatus. According to this
notion, descriptions express empirical propositions, they are representations of
particular distributions of objects in space and time that are subject to causal re-
strictions. As Child puts it, “describing” is “a de�nite activity, which involves ob-
servation and the assessment of evidence” (Child 2017: 470). Villanueva presents
the following three of Wi�genstein’s passages to support this idea:

So it depends wholly on our grammar what will be called possible
and what not, i.e. what that grammar permits. But surely that is arbi-

descriptive theory of language, that is, this theory does not maintain that meaning is determined
by a 1 to 1 relationship between a proposition and a state of a�airs. Wi�genstein insists that objects
are individuated by their possibilities of combination, and we can only distinguish two objects once
we have all the combination possibilities given (Wi�genstein T § 2.0123, § 2.0124). In this sense, the
meaning of a proposition can be known only when there is already a complete and closed system
of possibilities of combination of the logical objects. �erefore, propositions do not acquire their
meaning nor are they true when they describe a brute fact of the world; the meaning is determined
by the system itself.

4We are aware of the distinction between nonsense and senseless, and of the possibility that
there could be things that cannot be said nor shown. However, these possibilities are irrelevant to
our purposes here.
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trary! Certainly; but the grammatical constructions we call empirical
propositions (e.g. ones which describe a visible distribution of objects

in space and could be replaced by a representational drawing) have a
particular application, a particular use. And a construction may have
a super�cial resemblance to such an empirical proposition and play a
somewhat similar role in a calculus without having an analogous ap-
plication; and if it hasn’t we won’t be inclined to call it a proposition.
(Wi�genstein PG § 82)

If you trained someone to emit a particular sound at the sight of some-
thing red, another at the sight of something yellow, and so on for
other colours, still he would not yet be describing objects by their
colours. �ough he might be a help to us in giving a description. A

description is a representation of a distribution in a space (in that of
time, for instance). (Wi�genstein PI, Part II ix)

It positively seems to us as if pain had a body, as if it were a thing, a
body with shape and colour. Why? Has it the shape of the part of the
body that hurts? One would like, e.g., to say ”I could describe the pain,
if only I had the requisite words and elementary concepts”. One feels:
all that is lacking is the necessary nomenclature (James.) As if one
could even paint the sensation, if only others would understand this
language.–And one really can give a spatial and temporal description

of pain. (Wi�genstein RPP I § 695)

We would like to strengthen the thesis that there is a notion of description –es-
sentially linked to the distinction between saying and showing– which remains
throughout Wi�genstein’s writings, by adding other paragraphs from Wi�gen-
stein’s mature production:

Couldn’t di�erent interpretations of a facial expression consist in my
imagining each time a di�erent kind of sequel? Certainly that’s o�en
how it is. I see a picture which represents a smiling face. What do
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I do if I take the smile now as a kind one, now as malicious? Don’t
I imagine it with a spatial and temporal context which I call kind or
malicious? �us I might supply the picture with the fancy that the
smiler was smiling down at a child at play, or again on the su�ering

of an enemy. �is is in no way altered by the fact that I can also
take the at �rst sight gracious situation and interpret it di�erently by
pu�ing it into a wider context. If no special circumstances reverse
my interpretation I shall conceive a particular smile as kind, call it a
”kind” one, react correspondingly. �at is connected with the contrast

between saying and meaning. (Wi�genstein PG § 128)

One will also be able to say: What this description says will get its ex-
pression somehow in the movement and the rest of the behaviour of
the child, but also in the spatial and temporal surrounding. (Wi�gen-
stein RPP I § 1067)

Soulful expression in music. It is not to be described in terms of de-
grees of loudness and of tempo. Any more than is a soulful facial
expression describable in terms of the distribution of ma�er in space.
Indeed it is not even to be explained by means of a paradigm, since
the same piece can be played with genuine expression in innumerable
ways. (Wi�genstein CV: p. 93)

It is possible to describe a painting by describing events; indeed that’s
the way it would be described in almost every instance. ”He’s stand-
ing there, lost in sorrow, she’s wringing her hands…” Indeed, if you
could not describe it this way you wouldn’t understand it, even if
you could describe the distribution of colour on its surface in minute
detail. ((Picture of the man ascending the mountain.)) (Wi�genstein
RPP II § 385).

What can be said, distributions of objects in space and time, empirical proposi-
tions, what belongs to the law of causality: all of these count as ‘descriptive’ under
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a particular notion of being a description. On the contrary, what belongs to the
realm of morality, aesthetics, logic, meaning and, in particular, dispositional men-
tal vocabulary, does not count as a description, under this sense of ‘description’;
but to what can just be shown.

6.3. Wittgenstein’s approach to dispositionalmental states:
anti-descriptivist arguments

Take the following paragraphs from Tractatus:

At �rst sight it appears as if there were also a di�erent way in which
one proposition could occur in another. Especially in certain propo-
sitional forms of psychology, like “A thinks, that p is the case”, or
“A thinks p”, etc. Here it appears super�cially as if the proposition p
stood to the object A in a kind of relation. (And in modern epistemol-
ogy (Russell, Moore, etc.) those propositions have been conceived in
this way.) (Wi�genstein T § 5.541)

But it is clear that “A believes that p”, “A thinks p”, “A says p”, are of
the form “’p’ says p”: and here we have no co-ordination of a fact and
an object, but a co-ordination of facts by means of a co-ordination of
their objects. (Wi�genstein T § 5.542)

In § 5.541 Wi�genstein refers to the relational theory of mental states, accord-
ing to which sentences of the type “believing (expecting, hoping, desiring, etc.)
that p” express a dual relation with an entity, i.e., the proposition p, or a multiple
relation (Russell 1986). In § 5.542 he rejects any relational theory by saying that
“A believes that p” is not a proposition, i.e., it does not represent any state of af-
fairs.5 On the contrary, “A believes that p” is a pseudoproposition like “‘p’ says
p”, that is, it is a sentence that points to an internal relation, and its truth-value
does not depend on the empirical domain. �e sentence “‘p’ says p” points to the

5Frank Ramsey also rejected the relational theory of mental states. Incidentally, he was the only
one who, in Wi�genstein’s words, really understood the Tractatus.
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internal relation established between the proposition ‘p’ and the state of a�airs p
represented by ‘p’. �is internal relation, which enables ‘p’ to describe p, is neces-
sary, i.e., it belongs to the logic of language itself; it cannot be described (Cerezo
1998, 2003; Forero-Mora & Frápolli 2021). �at kind of sentence does not express
a proposition because it does not describe a state of a�airs: it points to the logical
rules that necessarily relate some propositions to others because of their logical
structure. Hence, if “A believes that p” is the form of “‘p’ says p”, it follows that
“A believes that p” does not describe anything that can be true or false; there is
no fact that makes such a sentence true or false. In that sense, it points to the
internal relations, to the logic of the system itself, and hence belongs to the realm
of what cannot be said, like logic, ethics and aesthetics.

If belief ascriptions and self-ascriptions don’t describe state of a�airs, we start
to be in a good position to accommodate those cases, crucial for this dissertation,
where there is possibility of error regarding mental self-ascriptions. In particular,
those cases where someone sincerely self-ascribes a belief and she does not have
such a belief, and where someone sincerely self-ascribe a belief and her claim
expresses her practical a�itudes, what can be expected from her. Both types of
possibility of error6 undermine descriptivist approaches to belief ascriptions, and
the recognition of this is crucial to the question of how to measure ideological and
a�ective polarization, and to understand the studies and tools we already have for
measuring both types of polarization.

In the immediately following proposition, § 5.5421, Wi�genstein says “�is
shows that there is no such thing as the soul –the subject, etc.– as it is conceived
in super�cial psychology”. �is statement might be be�er understood in relation
to another remark of his mature stage:

�e soul is said to leave the body. �en, in order to exclude any
similarity to the body, any sort of idea that some gaseous thing is

6Although we are calling ’error’ both types of situations, the �rst one is quite di�erent from the
second. �e second type of situation shows that our everyday uses of the term belief are varied (and
include the expression of practical commitments) and cannot be captured by the technical concept
of belief. It is, however, a type of error insofar as one might think that through a self-ascription of
a belief, the subject just gives information exclusively about the belief that she self-ascribes.
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meant, the soul is said to be incorporeal, non-spatial; but with the
word ”leave” one has already said it all. Shew me how you use the
word “spiritual” and I shall see whether the soul is non-corporeal and
what you understand by “spirit”. (Wi�genstein Z § 127)

�e super�cial psychology, as Wi�genstein calls it, conceives the soul as a
thing that, despite being incorporeal and non-spatial, leaves the body. ‘Leaves’,
however, is a dyadic predicate that belongs to that can be described, as the state
of a�airs Manuel leaves the room. �e proposition ‘Manuel leaves the room’ can be
true or false because it describes a particular distribution of objects. But the mind,
in particular dispositional mental verbs, point to internal relations, and internal
relations cannot be described. Hence, super�cial psychology misunderstands the
logic of ‘soul’, ‘mind’, ‘believing’, etc.: it places it in the realm of what can be
described, but it does not belong to that �eld (see Ryle 2009 for a similar thesis).
�e crucial insight behind the last remark is the distinction between what can be
said and what cannot be said. �us, in the Tractatus Wi�genstein already o�ered
arguments against the descriptive nature of dispositional mental verbs, an idea
that can be found in his later writings.

In Philosophical Investigations, Wi�genstein faces a view o�ered as a solution
to the problem of intentionality, that is, the problem of how mental states are
connected to their contents, which appear to be reached up by the world in a very
peculiar way. �is view, which is a kind of relational theory, sometimes referred
to as the harmony between thought and reality (PI § 429; PG § 88, § 95, § 112, § 113;
Z § 55), maintains that the truth of a belief ascription is supported by a fact that
it reaches up to our mind. �e general idea is that when someone believes that
p, she is in something like an incomplete mental state, which is completed by the
fact represented by the proposition p. For example, if I believe that the glass is on
the table, the fact that the glass is on the table is what will make my belief true, as
if the fact were a solid cylinder that �lls a hollow cylinder into which it perfectly
�ts (PI § 439). �e world reaches up to our minds.

According to Wi�genstein, this picture about dispositional mental states is
‘weird’, and wrong. How is it possible for me to know, before it happens, the fact
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that will make my belief true, or the fact that will satisfy my desire, or my expec-
tation? (PI § 437). How can a fact be contained in my belief? What is this kind
of relation between the mind and the world? What is the nature of the objects
that mental states point to? (PI § 428). Wi�genstein’s solution to these puzzles
is to deny, as in the Tractatus, that dispositional mental states, like beliefs, are
relational. Belief ascriptions do not describe a relation between a subject and an
intentional object, but point to the grammatical connection between two propo-
sitions. �e relation is conceptual, says Wi�genstein (PI § 445; PG § 88; Z § 55).
�e connection between ‘I believe that the glass is on the table’ and ‘�e glass
is on the table’ is not a factual relation between two things. Instead, the claim
“the fact that the glass is on the table is what makes the belief that the glass is
on the table true” is just a grammatical insight about the concept of ‘believing’;
a reminder of how it works. Dispositional mental states point to the conceptual
relations between propositions, i.e., to the commitments and conceptual links that
logically exist between them. If I say that I believe that p, I cannot say that my
belief is false a�er asserting that p is the case, because the logic of ‘believing’
demands such a commitment from me. And a similar reason is behind Wi�gen-
stein’s claim that the u�erance of the sentence “I know I am in pain” express a
nonsense: doubt is logically excluded from the �rst-person perspective in mental
state self-ascriptions (PI § 246).7 �e a�itudes we have been talking about in the
�rst chapters, especially in chapter 4 where we have reviewed the evidence on
how we get polarized, are these dispositional states of mind. When we want to
get an idea of the distribution of public opinion with respect to a particular issue,
we are exploring the distribution of these dispositional states of mind, of these
a�itudes, in a group.

Acero and Villanueva have argued that not only the diagnosis of the gram-
7�is remark is taken as an example of Wi�genstein’s rejection of the epistemic explanation of

�rst-person authority (see Hacker 2005). We agree on that. However, it is important to note that
stressing that doubt is logically excluded from the �rst-person perspective is compatible with the
idea that the speaker’s sincerity is not enough to guarantee the truth of her mental self-ascription:
it is a nonsense that a speaker expresses doubt about whether she is in the mental state she says to
be in, but despite the fact that she cannot logically doubt it, she can fail in identifying the mental
state she is in.
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matical connection points out that dispositional mental ascriptions do not have
a descriptive function, but also that it is essential to the diagnosis itself to con-
ceive these mental ascriptions as expressions of the corresponding thoughts of the
agents, together with other conditions: semantic innocence, language as the ve-
hicle of the thought, and systematicity (Acero & Villanueva 2012: 137-138). So, it
can be argued that this diagnosis is nothing else but a complement to the diagnosis
o�ered in the Tractatus against the relational conception of mental states.

Finally, Wi�genstein pointed out that belief ascriptions, unlike what is de-
scribable, do not have a genuine duration (RPP II §§ 51, 178; Z §§ 46, 82; see also
Ramos 2001; Villanueva 2019). Our beliefs do not cease when we concentrate our
a�ention on a task (RPP II § 45), nor are temporarily measurable. To put the point
somewhat di�erently, the time during which we had a belief or the particular mo-
ment in which we began to have it cannot be exhaustively delimited temporarily.
In this sense, Wi�genstein says that beliefs, and other dispositional mental states,
do not have a genuine duration: if we believe, for instance, that your social iden-
tity shapes the type of actions that you perceive as possible, we have that belief
latently; it is not possible to measure the exact time at which we believed it or to
point the speci�c minute in which we began to believe it. Of course, we can de-
scribe the event that made us believe that, under a particular way of talking. But
the duration of the belief itself is very di�erent from the temporality of a physical
event. In that sense, they do not belong to the realm of which can be described,
that is, distributions of objects in space and time.

As we have said, belief self-ascriptions are usually associated with ideological
polarization: it is commonly assumed that respondents self-report their beliefs
through their responses to the surveys designed to measure ideological polariza-
tion. However, as we have been pointing out, it is not unusual for someone to
sincerely say that she believes something and it is the case that she does believe
such a thing, and other times someone says that she believes something and she is
just expressing certain a�ective a�itudes rather than reporting that particular be-
lief. Both situations call into question that people have authority regarding their
mental self-ascriptions.

We will argue that all we have is contextual authority. And this is crucial
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both for measuring ideological polarization and a�ective polarization. If we want
to know the contents believed by a population, a more precise way of knowing
this is to measure polarization indirectly, trying to measure not the beliefs that
the population self-ascribes but those that they express to have. And if we want
to measure the type of polarization that has to do with the level of radicalism, a
more precise way to do it is to measure polarization indirectly, trying to measure
the a�ective a�itudes, those with an especial link to action, that the population
expresses to have and that are connected to a certain level of radicalism.

6.4. �e picture of the mind: Following rules

Again, when someone sincerely self-reports a belief or a feeling as an answer
to a question of a tool used to measure ideological or a�ective polarization, she
can be in error in two di�erent ways. On the one hand, she can fail to identify
her actual mental state: even though she sincerely self-ascribes it, she can be
wrong and not being in that mental state. On the other hand, she can express her
practical commitments through her belief or feeling self-ascription rather than
simply report it. How can we know whether one of these two possible situations
is the case?

As we have seen, the relation between dispositional mental verbs and the
propositions to which they are directed at is an internal one, i.e., a logical, gram-
matical or conceptual connection. �e correctness of a mental self-ascription or
a mental state a�ributed to someone, i.e., its truth-value, depends on whether
the subject of the mental ascription is commi�ed to what logically follows from
having that particular mental state. Take the following remark as an example of
that:

�e sentence ”I want some wine to drink” has roughly the same sense
as ”Wine over here!”. No one will call that a description; but I can
gather from it that the one who says it is keen to drink wine, that at
any moment he may take action if his wish is refused –and this will
be called a conclusion as to his state of mind. (Wi�genstein RPP I §
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469, our emphasis)

If I sincerely claim “I want some wine to drink”, then I’m commi�ed to what
conceptually follows from it, that is, for example, that I’m keen to drink wine,
and that I take action if my wish is refused. ‘What conceptually follows’ means
what is logically allowed and therefore does not constitute a violation of the rules
of the language game in which the expression is embedded (see Dain 2019). If,
a�er claiming “I want some wine to drink”, it turns out that I’m not willing to
drink wine, or I get angry because they bring me a glass of wine, or I am happy if
they tell me that there is no wine (without any other relevant information), then
it will be false that I wanted some wine to drink, because the links between my
mental self-ascription and other statements and courses of action connected to it
(its logic, its meaning) have failed. And in the other direction it works the same
way: if it turns out that I am willing to drink wine, I get angry if they tell me
there is no wine, I am very happy when they bring me a glass of wine, etc., then I
want some wine to drink, no ma�er what I explicitly say about my wishes. �is
is one of the points of Wi�genstein’s analysis of situations in which, for example,
I expect him to come: “What’s it like for me to expect him to come? I walk up
and down the room, look at the clock now and then, and so on” (PI § 444). �ese
actions are logically permi�ed in such circumstances. Dispositional mental states
are linguistically articulated and linked to certain courses of action.

�is claim is not limited to �rst person mental ascriptions. ‘Believing’, in the
�rst and the third person, is a dispositional mental state. How can we know other
people’s mental states? “�is is shown me in the case of someone else by his
behavior, by his words. And speci�cally by his expression ‘I believe’ as well as
the simple assertion” (PI II, x, pp. 191-192; LWPP II p. 12). However, as noted,
this should not be understood as a kind of behaviorism: ‘thinking’, ‘believing’,
‘understanding’, etc., is not just behavior (RPP II 12), “but a state of which this
behavior is a sign” (PG 41). Certain courses of action are linked to each mental
state, i.e., to each set of conceptual commitments; they form part of its logic, its
meaning. And, in that sense, there is no asymmetry between the �rst and the
third person: “What about my own case? Do I study my disposition in order to
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make the assertion or the u�erance “believe”? –But couldn’t I make a judgment
about this disposition just like someone else? In that case I would have to pay
a�ention to myself, listen to my words, etc., just as someone else would have to
do” (PI II, x, pp. 191-192; LWPP II p. 12).8 Presumably, this is what supports
Manne’s discussion of incels. Sincerely claiming that one believes that women
are mindless creatures is not necessarily enough for that self-ascription to be true.
�e rule one says one follows might not be the rule one actually follows, as in the
case of incels. Moreover, one can self-ascribe a belief or a feeling and, through
such a self-ascription, one can express that one follows a very di�erent rule, one
especially linked to action, as in the Obama’s case presented at the beginning of
this chapter. It could even be argued that, at least in some cases where incels self-
a�ribute the belief that women are mindless beings, in fact what they are doing
is expressing their a�ective a�itudes, i.e., what can be reasonably expected from
them, rather than self-ascribing a belief.

As we will see in section 7.1 of the next chapter, this second case is one of
those cases where we express certain a�itudes with an especial link to certain
courses of action. Cases where we use language in an evaluative way.

One of the most radical and beautiful conclusions that follows from these ob-
servations about mental state ascriptions is that the mind is nothing, in an onto-
logical sense. But it is still something: normativity. Mental verbs are expressions
that we use to talk about what someone is expected to do, that is, her commit-
ments, conceptually articulated with certain courses of action by virtue of the
normativity of our language and practices. Psychological verbs are expressions
that we use in certain practices, in certain language games, and its correct ap-
plication depends on whether they are in accordance with the rules that govern

8One of the famous paragraphs used to a�ribute to Wi�genstein an asymmetry between the �rst
and the third person is RPP § 63, where Wi�genstein explicitly says that psychological verbs in the
third person of the present are identi�ed by observation, while not so in the �rst-person. However,
Wi�genstein immediately notes that this is “((not quite right))”. Of course, there are important con-
ceptual di�erences between the �rst- and the third-person, but the distinction between expressing
and describing cannot be one of them, because it will leave unexplained the remarks previously dis-
cussed. Dispositional mental verbs, both in the �rst- and the third-person, are expressions rather
than descriptions.
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that practice or game. Nothing else. �ere is no nature to discover, there are no
mental processes to investigate in the strong sense of ‘mental process’. All we
can do is to study the logic of psychological vocabulary, the internal relations to
which psychological concepts point to, to try to undo the associated ontological
misunderstandings and unravel their semantic role. And the ma�er is not, as it is
sometimes said, that this analysis is simply about the semantic function of psy-
chological verbs and not about the ontological issue. Nothing could be further
from the truth. Wi�genstein’s conceptual analysis aims precisely at showing the
confusion that super�cial grammar has led us to: research on the nature of mind
is �awed from the beginning; all there is it is language and following rules, i.e.,
normativity. �e mind is nothing, neither internal nor external to the subjects.
And yet, mental vocabulary is ineliminable.

�ere are semantic positions about certain uses of language, the evaluative
uses of language, that start from a rejection of the postulation of strange onto-
logical entities, and that explains the use of evaluative language in terms of the
commitments expressed. �ese positions are very close to our just introduced in-
terpretation of a number of Wi�genstein’s remarks on dispositional mental states,
and could provide more tools in order to distinguish between the two types of er-
ror regarding mental state ascriptions. One of these positions, as we shall see in
the next chapter, is expressivism, a semantic theory about the meaning we express
through the evaluative use of language, that will enable us to explain the type
of commitments we are associating with a�ective polarization. As we will see,
through the evaluative use of language we express our a�itudes especially linked
to action, that is, what can be reasonable expected from us. In this sense, through
the evaluative use of language, we will argue, we express our a�ective a�itudes
connected with our level of credibility in certain beliefs of the group we identify
with. �ese a�itudes are the relevant ones to measure a�ective polarization, as
we reassessed the concept. In the next section we will make a �rst approach to
the distinction between the descriptive and the evaluative from Wi�genstein’s
philosophy.
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6.5. A Wittgensteinian approach to meaning

A fundamental piece to see more clearly this picture of the mind is the ques-
tion of how the meaning of our expressions is determined. In particular, the idea
that there are no extra linguistic facts beyond our human practices supporting
the meaning and the truth of our claims is crucial, as it is that we can use lan-
guage in di�erent ways and with di�erent purposes: sometimes we use language
to describe our surroundings, for which the notion of fact is especially helpful in a
sense to be quali�ed in section 6.7, and sometimes we use it to express9 our com-
mitments, our a�itudes, our mental states. We think that both ideas are present
in Wi�genstein’s philosophy from the beginning of his production.

In the Tractatus, the meaning of a proposition is determined by the state of
a�airs it represents, but propositions represent states of a�airs due to the internal
relation established between both things, and these internal relations belong to
the system as a whole. �at is, it requires that all objects, each one individuated by
its possibilities of combination with other objects, are given in advance. In other
words: the meaning of each proposition is given by the whole system, by its logic,
which is itself not describable. Moreover, in the Tractatus we have the distinction
between external vs. internal relations, or the distinction between what can be
said and what can be shown. �ese things correspond to di�erent functions of
language. What can be said is what is describable, i.e., what points to distribu-
tions of objects, while what can be shown is that which cannot be described, i.e.,
what points to the logic of the system, its rules, for example claims about ethics,
aesthetics, logic, meaning, psychology, etc.

In the mature stage of Wi�genstein’s thought, the meaning of a proposition
9Note that this notion of ‘expression’ is di�erent from what it is normally a�ributed to Wi�gen-

stein (see, for instance, Barroso 2015: 52-58), i.e., the linguistic manifestation of a subjective experi-
ence (e.g., pain) that replaces natural expressions like cries and moans and therefore has the same
semantic function, i.e., it is not truth-apt. �at’s the notion in which Bar-On bases her a�ribution to
Wi�genstein of simple expressivism (see also Wright 1998). ‘Believing’, however, does not replace
any primitive expression; its expressive function consists in acquiring and showing the conceptual
commitments and the linked courses of action that can be expected from someone who believes
that p, because ‘she believes that p’ does not describe anything, but points to internal relations.
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is determined by the practices it belongs to, i.e., its use in a speci�c language-
game, which can be illustrated with the following quote from one of Wi�gen-
stein’s writings prior to what is considered his mature period: “if we had to name
anything which is the life of the sign, we should have to say that it was its use”
(Wi�genstein BB § 4; see also PI § 43). �us, meaning is not determined by the
things we refer to; it has to do with a form of life, which is the general context in
which language-games are inserted (in On certainty, Wi�genstein o�en refers to
language-games as a structure, system, set of rules to act). “To imagine a language
means to imagine a form of life” (PI § 19). Moreover, Wi�genstein distinguishes
between empirical vs. grammatical propositions among other di�erent uses of
language. Empirical propositions, as we have seen, are those aimed at describ-
ing a distribution of objects in space and time, i.e., states of a�airs that can turn
out to be facts, while grammatical propositions are roughly similar to what he
called pseudopropositions in the Tractatus. �us, “�e glass is on the table” and
“I want some wine to drink” are two expressions that, in the suitable contexts,
belong to radically di�erent language-games: the former belongs to a descriptive
one, while the la�er belongs to a non-descriptive game, due to the rules of our
language. Language-games are rule-governed areas of language, constitutive of
human activity and, as noted above, are parts of a form of life. Let’s say something
more about the concepts of rule-following and form of life.

�e problem that is generally alluded to by the question of rule-following in
Wi�genstein’s philosophy is expressed in § 201 (PI): “�is was our paradox: no
course of action could be determined by a rule, because every course of action
can be made out to accord with the rule. �e answer was: if everything can be
made out to accord with the rule, then it can also be made out to con�ict with
it. And so there would be neither accord nor con�ict here”. However, as Kripke
points out, the problem posed by rule-following, as well as the solution o�ered
to it, is primarily in §§ 138-242 PI (Kripke 1982). What is it that a certain action
or a certain expression depends on to be in accordance with a given rule? �is
is fundamentally the problem of how we determine meaning: how does a certain
word have its meaning?

�ink of a case where someone is learning to follow a numerical series. In that
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case, one might make mistakes in di�erent ways. For example, one could make
random errors, in which no pa�ern is observed. But one could also make a sys-
tematic error (PI § 143). And it could also happen that one succeeds in following
the numerical series to some extent simply by chance. In those cases, we would
say that this person does not know yet how to follow the numerical series. We
would only say of this person that she knows how to follow the numerical series
when she is able to understand the circumstances in which one number should be
wri�en and not another, that is to say, when she is able to behave in a certain way.
�e same happens with concepts. To understand a concept is to understand the
circumstances in which that concept has application, or the occasions in which
someone misuses it. When someone uses a concept, she may not use it in accor-
dance with the rule, or she may not have understood the rule, and so on. We need
criteria to be able to discriminate between these di�erent situations. Is it enough
that someone sincerely claims that she knows how to follow the rule? “Suppose B
says he knows how to go on -but when he wants to go on he hesitates and can’t do
it: are we to say that he was wrong when he said he could go on, or rather that he
was able to go on then, only now is not?” (PI § 181). �e answer is no. If someone
sincerely claims that she knows how to follow a rule but it turns out that she does
not know how to proceed, or she proceed erroneously, then she does not know
how to follow the rule. �e steps that are to be taken are determined by certain
rules, that is, by the circumstances of application of, for example, a concept. And
these rules depend on our practices.

Wi�genstein rejects the idea that there are facts in the world that determine
whether a certain action is in accordance with a rule, i.e., he holds that meaning is
not a ma�er of facts; all there is it is a form of life made up of practices governed
by rules that allow sanction and correction. “�ere is a way of grasping a rule
which is not an interpretation, but which is exhibited in what we call “obeying
the rule” and ”going against it” in actual cases.” (PI § 201), “”So you are saying
that human agreement decides what is true and what is false?”—lt is what human
beings say that is true and false; and they agree in the language they use. �at is
not agreement in opinions but in form of life” (PI § 241). And that’s the reason
why we can think we follow a rule, for example that we believe that p, but in fact
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we don’t follow the rule we think we follow: following a rule is a public ma�er,
subject to correction. As Wi�genstein puts it: “And hence also ’obeying a rule’ is
a practice. And to think one is obeying a rule is not to obey a rule” (PI § 202). In

your acting, you express the rule you follow.
In On certainty, Wi�genstein o�ers a similar picture, which can be brie�y and

roughly presented as follows. Some propositions, i.e., hinge propositions, consti-
tute our structure, our system, our rules, our picture of the world from which we
make judgments and from which it makes sense for us, and even it is right, to do
certain things in certain circumstances (OC § 52). �ese propositions are certain-
ties in the sense that they are assumptions we decided not to doubt about; they are
the conditions of possibility for our other moves, the normative structure. �ese
propositions are taught to us by acting, by practice, by instruction (OC § 95), and
their justi�cation comes to an end: we don’t always have good reasons to believe
them. �e end of justi�cation is an ungrounded way of acting, the set of practices
that, together with the assumptions, constitute a form of life.

However, it is crucial to note that this picture comes in degrees. In other
words, within the same form of life there are assumptions that we have decided
not to question, along with other propositions and practices more or less estab-
lished. But this situation is constantly changing (OC § 321). Wi�genstein uses the
riverbed metaphor to exemplify this: In the same riverbed, some hard rocks can
become sand and move downstream, and new rocks can also be generated.

Moreover, it is also important for our purposes to note that not all people
belonging to a form of life (a set of practices and assumptions that give words
their meaning) are engaged in all the practices that make up that form of life.
For instance, the practices in which people use the expression ‘Abortion is not
morally wrong’ might be di�erent from the practices in which the expression
‘Christian values must be followed’, or the expression ‘Abortion is legal in this
country’, appear. As it can be seen, the logic of some expressions makes them
compatible with some and incompatible with others. For example, the expression
‘Abortion is legal in this country’ is compatible with ‘Abortion is not morally
wrong’ or ‘Christian values must be followed’. However, ‘Abortion is not morally
wrong’ is not compatible with ‘Christian values must be followed’, because of the
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rules of the form of life they belong to. �us, despite the fact that the meaning
of the three expressions depends on the same form of life, two people belonging
to the same form of life can be commi�ed with di�erent conceptual relations and
courses of action, i.e., having di�erent dispositional mental states: “the grammar
of “believe” just does hang together with the grammar of the proposition believed”
(OC § 313). For example, one may be commi�ed with the conceptual relations,
and its linked courses of action, of the proposition ‘Abortion is not morally wrong’
(e.g., she believes that abortion is not morally wrong), and another person may be
commi�ed with the conceptual relations, and its linked courses of action, of the
proposition ‘Christian values must be followed’ (e.g., she believes that Christian
values must be followed). �e mind of someone is tied to the rules she follows, no
ma�er whether she is aware of it or not. “When we �rst begin to believe anything,
what we believe is not a single proposition, it is a whole system of propositions”
(OC § 141). Saying “I believe that Christian values must be followed” not only
makes possible that the speaker is not really in that mental state; it also gives
information about what can be expected from the speaker, given the practices,
the way of living, in which such claim are commonly stated.

�ere may be more or less shared practices between two people, and the prac-
tices can be of a di�erent nature in virtue of how established they are. When two
people share a su�cient set of practices, i.e., a background or standard, the infor-
mation that one communicates to the other when talking about those practices
is not especially linked to action. However, sometimes we rely on di�erent and
less hard rocks, i.e., di�erent practices. For instance, if two people share the same
scienti�c framework, or the same religion, then claiming that water boils at 100
degrees Celsius, or that Christian values must be followed, might give very li�le
information to her interlocutor regarding what she can expect from the speaker.
At least much less than if they don’t share their standards. Besides, the practices
supporting the truth of each claim are di�erently established in our form of life,
and that also a�ects the type of information we express when making certain
claims. �at’s part of what justi�es the distinction between descriptive and eval-
uative uses of language within a system in which meaning is not determined by
extra linguistic facts, as we will see in the next chapter.
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So, as we have seen, when we sincerely claim that we are following a rule
(e.g., when we sincerely claim that we believe that p) it could happen that we are
not actually following such a rule. But we could also express not only that we are
not following that rule, but that we are actually following a very di�erent rule.
�ese two possible situations correspond to our discussion concerning the two
cases introduced at the beginning of the chapter. �us, when the tools employed
to measure polarization are used to �nd out what a population believes, we can
encounter at least two possible situations. One is that someone sincerely says that
she believes that p but does not believe it. And the other is that someone sincerely
says that she believes that p and thereby expresses her commitments especially
linked to action, her a�ective a�itudes. �is second possibility, opened by the
dispositional view we have introduced in this chapter, is relevant to measure the
kind of a�itudes linked to a�ective polarization. �rough their answers to some of
the questions used to measure a�ective polarization, as we will argue, participants
express certain a�itudes with a special link to action, closely tied to their level of
credibility in the core beliefs of the ideological group they identify with. To reach
this conclusion, we need to complement the approach o�ered in this chapter with
a particular approach to what we do when we use the language in an evaluative
way (chapter 7).

6.6. Contextual authority

In this section, we introduce the notion of contextual authority, according to
which there are contexts in which there is a presumption of authority regarding
a mental self-ascription, contexts in which the speaker exhibits a strong author-
ity, and contexts in which there is neither strong nor presumptive authority (Vil-
lanueva 2014). In the last case, the speaker might not be in the mental state she
says to be in, and might express her a�ective a�itudes, her way of living. �e
idea, supported by the Wi�gensteinian picture introduced through the previous
sections, is that what determines the truth of a mental self-ascription is its logical
compatibility with certain propositions and courses of action. In particular, the
truth of a mental self-ascription depends on its compatibility with the contextually
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salient features of the situation in which the self-ascription is made in virtue of the
rules governing our language. Besides, the meaning expressed through a mental
self-ascription is highly context-dependent as well, and in some cases a mental
self-ascription serves to express one’s practical commitments. Sincerely u�ering
“I believe that p” or even just “p”, in the suitable context, is a criterion for ascrib-
ing the speaker the belief that p. However, it is neither the only criterion, nor
necessarily the most relevant; it depends on the particular case. To put it another
way, mental state self-ascriptions are not true or false considered in the abstract,
but their truth-value, as well as the meaning expressed through them, has to be
contextually determined. �is view is compatible with a recent approach to �rst-
person authority that takes it as an interpersonal, social norm, that is, the norm
we follow when we defer to people’s communicative expressions about what they
feel, think, etc. (Borgoni forthcoming; Frápolli 2019; Navarro-Laespada & Frápolli
2018). In many contexts, we don’t follow this social norm, and have good reasons
to do it.

Consider again the cases CASE 1 and CASE 2 introduced in the previous chap-
ter. In CASE 1, if we take Oscar’s self-ascription “I believe there should be unre-
stricted freedom of expression” as true, then some salient features of the case
remain unexplained. For instance, it makes no sense that Oscar frequently insults
people who make jokes on Twi�er and threatens to report them for hate crimes,
or that he answered in a signi�cant number of vigne�es saying that someone
should not say what she said. Believing the proposition “there should be unre-
stricted freedom of expression” binds us to a set of commitments and courses of
action which are incompatible with, for example, answering a survey selecting
the option someone should not say what she says. On the other hand, if we take
Oscar’s self-ascription as false, then most of the salient features of the case make
sense. Oscar’s behavior and reaction in some situations show that he does not be-
lieve what he says he believes, because believing so is to have certain conceptual
commitments linked to certain courses of action.

One may object that the sincere self-ascription may itself be also a contex-
tually salient feature of the context, and Oscar is sincere by making the self-
ascription. Certainly, a sincere self-ascription is sometimes a relevant feature in
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assessing its truth. However, in this case it does not seem to be very relevant,
especially because there is no particular reason to think that Oscar is right in his
mental self-ascription despite being sincere. As we have seen, the rule one thinks
one follows is not necessarily the rule one actually follows. Being in a particular
state of mind is based on not violating the logic of being in that state. �at explains
our intuition in this case. Moreover, we are now in a position to see that, in this
case, Oscar’s belief self-ascription can be understood as a way of expressing his
practical a�itudes, his level of a�achment to an ideology that has, as a core belief
at a particular time, the idea that one has the right to say everything one wants
whenever one wants to say it. Under this second interpretation, Oscar wouldn’t
be simply showing that he doesn’t really believe what he says he believes, but
also that he has a high level of credence in certain beliefs, in virtue of the other
practical beliefs and a�itudes that he expresses.

Consider now CASE 2. �e explanation goes along the same line. If we take
Kautar’s self-ascription “I believe my friend’s father is a racist” as true, then the
most salient features of the case make sense, and that’s a reason to take her self-
ascription as true. For instance, it makes sense to think that Kautar, being an Arab
descendant, has been quite exposed to situations in which others have behaved
in a racist manner toward her, that is, she is more trained to detect racist situa-
tions. And none of the other contextually salient features of the case appears to
be clearly contradictory with assuming that it is true that Kautar is in the state of
mind she says to be in. Certainly, some features of the case, such as Kautar rou-
tinely opposing racism and distancing herself from people she considers racist,
push a bit in the opposite direction. However, these features are not completely
incompatible with Kautar believing what she says she believes, neither they are
excessively salient features of the case. Her future behavior may be completely
compatible with believing that her friend’s father is racist. In that sense, the con-
textually salient features of the case are not incompatible with the truth of the dox-
astic self-ascription. Moreover, it is important to note that the contextually salient
features of a case are very varied in nature. �e relevant and salient features in
considering whether someone has a particular mental state can be the claims that
the speaker makes, the actions she performs, the thoughts, desires, expectations,
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psychological inclinations and sensations she has, her socio-normative position,
the content of the mental state in question, the place in which the case develops,
the general norms governing the practices of a society in a particular time, etc.
(see chapter 7). �e wide variety of relevant aspects in considering the truth of a
mental self-a�ribution is what explains our intuition in this second case. Some-
times, the sincere mental self-ascription is the most contextually salient feature
to determine its truth-value.

However, as previously noted, it is conceivable that two people A and B dis-
agree on whether a third person C believes that p, in di�erent senses. A and B
might agree on what determines whether it is true that C is in a certain state of
mind and then the disagreement will be based simply on the fact that one of them
had missed some relevant features of the situation. In that case, they can easily
se�le the disagreement. However, it might also happen that, given A’s way of
living, i.e., the practices in which she is usually involved, she could give more
weight to C’s recent claims when deciding whether C is in a certain mental state.
And it could happen that, given B’s way of living, she could give more weight to
certain C’s facial expressions and actions when deciding whether C is in a certain
state of mind. �at is to say, it could happen that A and B disagree on what makes
true that C is in a certain mental state, or even the meaning expressed through
her claim. In this second scenario, A and B have di�erent standards from which
they a�ribute a mental state.

�is possibility is precisely what enables us to argue that we can in fact adopt
the political stance discussed in the last chapter of granting credibility to a person
that self-ascribes a mental state, no ma�er how high the stakes become. Recall the
tension: on the one hand, there are some arguments and sound evidence showing
that we usually fail in identifying our own commitments and that we don’t always
have authority. On the other hand, in many contexts people exhibit authority, and
in other contexts we have the obligation to believe what others say, we have to
trust them, for political reasons but also for psychological ones: many studies
from psychology show the bene�ts of trusting others (Yamagishi 2001; Yamagishi
et al. 2002). �e political stance discussed in the previous chapter, then, is exactly
such a thing: a political stance about what we want to do, how we want to live,
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how we want our practices to be, etc. Given the social inequality and the con-
tinuous discrediting that people from di�erent disenfranchised identity groups
are exposed to, the socio-normative position of the person who self-a�ributes a
mental state may be the most salient contextual feature in a particular case when
determining whether that person is in the mental state she says to be in. And this
type of evaluation is one of the things we actually do. �ere’s nothing else. It is
not necessary to postulate moral facts beyond our human practices, as Srinivasan
does. Our motivation for a fairer society promotes practices in which a person’s
socio-normative position is sometimes the most salient contextual feature, and
even the only relevant one, to consider as true her mental self-a�ribution. In a
similar vein, it can be argued that more extreme cases of mental a�ribution, such
as Juliet’s case (section 5.5), simply press us to make an evaluation, i.e., to express
the practices we are engaged with, our standards. In other words, these extreme
cases reveal that some of our practices are not hard rocks; they are not much es-
tablished and shared. All this is the outcome of acknowledging that dispositional
mental state a�ributions are normative.

�us, with the notion of contextual authority and the �exibility provided by
the idea that mental ascriptions are made from a particular standard or way of
living, both ideas supported by the Wi�gensteinian picture of the mental o�ered
in the two previous sections, we can accommodate our intuitions in CASE 1 and
CASE 2, the political stance, and say something else about more extreme cases.
Finally, it is important to stress that, given its context-dependence, the mental
state expressed through one’s verbal and nonverbal behavior will vary from a so-
ciety to another, and even from a particular time to another and from a particular
context to another in the same society. �is lesson is central to our reassessed
concept of a�ective polarization.

6.7. Conclusion

In this chapter, we have introduced a pragmatist and antidescriptivist view
of some mental state ascriptions. According to this view, dispositional mental
vocabulary is not in the business of describing distributions of objects in space
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and time. Rather, it has a normative �avor: its correct use is bound to certain
rules. �e normative character of dispositional mental state ascriptions implies
that one can fail to identify the mental state in which one actually is, the rules
one actually follows. �e commitments or mental states one says one has can
be di�erent from those one actually has, and determining it is a highly context-
dependent task. But not only that. By self-ascribing a dispositional mental state
one might express certain a�itudes especially linked to certain courses of action,
beyond the courses of action linked to having or not having the belief one claims
to have.

�is picture can accommodate our intuitions in CASE 1 and CASE 2 without
abandoning the political stance with the aid of the notion of contextual authority.
Moreover, from the Wi�gensteinian picture of the mind provided it follows that
there might be a distinction between the mental state we self-ascribe, i.e., the rule
we think we follow, and the mental state in which we actually are, i.e., the rule we
actually follow. �e rule we actually follow is expressed in our acting, that is, we
show the commitments we acquire through our verbal and nonverbal behavior.
�us, we can track the mental state in which a person is in by focusing on the
commitments she expresses through her use of language and the actions she per-
forms, and therefore this picture satis�es DISANALOGY. But not only that. �is
Wi�gensteinian approach can explain situations of the two types of possible er-
rors when someone self-ascribes a mental state. On the one hand, this contributes
to meet the desideratum EVIDENCE insofar as it can account for the evidence in
this line. But, more crucially, this approach enables us to say something more
precise regarding what someone might do through her mental self-ascriptions,
and therefore allows to design tools that can measure a�ective polarization more
accurately. If, as many studies show, it is true that the greater the level of polar-
ization, the lesser the possibilities to depolarize, then this move also contributes
to meet the desideratum INTERVENTION. Hence, this approach is in a be�er po-
sition than descriptivist ones to achieve the goals of this dissertation.

We would like to say something else before ending this chapter in order to
connect it with the objective of the following chapter, which is to show that
through the evaluative use of language we express our practical a�itudes, the
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rules we follow and that tie us to certain courses of action. Note that from the
Wi�gensteinian picture of the mental that we have presented it follows that there
are uses of language more closely linked to certain courses of action than others,
given the practices in which they appear and given the rules governing those
practices. For instance, there are situations in which our goal is to describe our
surroundings. In those situations, we make claims such as “�e glass is on the ta-
ble”, “�e window is closed”, “�ere is a person wearing a black shirt”, “�e water
is boiling”, etc. Within this practice, the main information conveyed by the u�er-
ance of those sentences is about the world. �at is, we talk about distributions
of objects in space and time, state of a�airs that can be the case. In that sense,
this language-game is a descriptive one. Of course, the expressions ‘being about
the world’, ‘being a distribution of objects’, ‘being a state of a�airs’ and others are
simply predicates that can be a�ributed to other expressions that belong to this
realm, to this language-game, like “�e glass is on the table”, in order to make a
particular move. And the same goes for predicates like ‘being a fact’. �us, saying
“it is a fact that the glass is on the table” is making a particular move within this
language-game, conceptually linked with expressions like “It is true that the glass
is on the table”, “�e glass is on the table is a state of a�airs that is the case”, and
“�e glass is on the table is a distribution of objects”. �ese expressions, under
this particular use, belong to widely established and shared practices in our form
of life. In these situations, it can be the case that the speaker does not have the
belief that she expresses to have through her claims.

However, since the meaning and function of words emerge from the prac-
tices in which they are used, this language-game works di�erently from the way
other language-games do. For instance, claims such as “I hate when the glass is
on the table”, “Abortion should be legal”, “�e le� is naive”, “I would be angry
if my daughter gets married with someone from Morocco”, “People from south-
ern countries steal our work”, etc., in the suitable context, do not communicate
information about how the world is, or not only that. Rather, they belong to an
evaluative language-game, which is governed by other rules and involves di�er-
ent practices. In particular, the evaluative use of language is characterized by
expressing a particular picture of the world especially linked to certain courses
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of action. In these situations, it can also be the case that the speaker does not
have the belief that she expresses to have through her claims. But not only that.
Besides the expression of that particular belief, the speaker expresses something
else, her practical a�itudes. Within this language-game, part of the information
conveyed by the u�erance of those sentences is not about the world, but about the
expression of the speaker’s practical commitments. For example, given the prac-
tices governing the use of the expression “People from southern countries come
to steal our work”, u�ering such a sentence, in the suitable context, expresses in-
formation about what can be expected from the speaker. For example, it can be
expected that someone who u�ers such a sentence in the suitable context will not
try to help people from southern countries, will not mind that they are persecuted
and beaten, will make other racist comments such as that people from southern
countries receive a lot of �nancial aid, and so on. �ese a�itudes expressed by the
speaker, in contrast to the expressed belief that people from southern countries
come to steal our work, cannot be discovered not to be the case. If someone ex-
presses certain a�ective a�itudes, then it cannot be the case that the speaker does
not have those a�itudes. While one can express a belief trough an assertion and
be the case that the speaker does not have that belief.

As it can be seen, the evaluative use of language is much more linked with
certain courses of action than the descriptive one. Of course, in the evaluative
language-game we can also say something like “it is a fact that abortion should
be legal”. However, the logic of ‘being a fact’ here is not exactly the same that in
the descriptive language-game: for example, it is not conceptually linked to there
being a state of a�airs, or a particular distribution of objects. Nevertheless, they
do share that in both language-games saying that something is a fact is a way of
saying that one acquires a high degree of commitment with the truth of the claim.
And, of course, evaluative claims can be true or false; ‘being true’ simply has not
exactly the same conceptual relations that it has in the descriptive game, because
it doesn’t include for example certain conceptual relations, such as being a state
of a�airs (see 7.3.1 for a complement of this discussion).

Take all of this just as a �rst sketchy introduction of the topic of the follow-
ing chapter, which can be read as a unity together with this one. But keep in
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mind the following idea: when using language in a descriptive way, we convey
information about how the world is and acquire a particular commitment to not
explicitly denying that we believe that proposition. And from an external per-
spective, one can say that the proposition is true but it is false that the speaker
believes that proposition. On the other hand, when we use language in an eval-
uative way, we convey information that expresses our own perspective, which is
beyond our commitment to not explicitly denying that we believe that proposi-
tion. And, in this case, it is conceptually impossible that someone does not have
the commitments she expresses to have. �e remarks we have done along this
chapter regarding a�itudes are not an a�empt to prove that the study of a�itudes
carried out so far from cognitive sciences is wrong. Rather, we have carried out a
conceptual analysis of some of their assumptions that particularly a�ect the way
in which a�ective polarization is measured.
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Chapter 7

Attitudes and Evaluative
Meaning

In a recent empirical study (Porter et al. 2019), already mentioned in chapter
4, researchers have tested how the correction of a misstatement a�ects people’s
political beliefs and preferences. In particular, they have tested the correction of
the two following misstatements made by Donald Trump at some point:

[Climate change] wasn’t working out too well, because it was ge�ing
too cold all over the place. �e ice caps were going to melt, they were
going to be gone by now, but now they’re se�ing records . . . they’re
at a record level. (Porter et al. 2019: 3)

�e [Paris Climate] accord would prohibit America from building
new coal plants while giving permission to China and India to build
them. (Porter et al. 2019: 3)

In both experiments, participants were randomly assigned to be exposed to
a misstatement, or a misstatement and a correction of it, or neither. A�er that,
they were asked to rate their level of agreement with Trump’s misstatement and to
answer a question about their a�itudes toward environmental regulatory policies.
�e results showed that correction of misstatements make people more accurate
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regarding those statements and the facts they point to. So, it seems that fact-
checking works. However, although people were more factually accurate a�er a
correction, their regulatory preferences and a�itudes were indistinguishable from
those who did not receive a correction. To put it another way, gaining accuracy
on a factual ma�er does not necessarily a�ect other related a�itudes and policy
preferences: participants’ a�itudes toward environmental regulation remained
the same, regardless of their factual accuracy improvement.

�ese �ndings suggest that even when our perspective about the world changes,
this does not lead us to change our preferences. Republicans and Democrats, or
other supporters of two contending political parties, may even agree on the rel-
evant information regarding climate change and still prefer di�erent policies on
it. �is possibility presupposes that agreeing on all relevant facts and agreeing
on how to act on a given issue are two di�erent things. What is such a di�er-
ence? What do we do when we convey information about how the world is? Is it
radically di�erent from what we do when we express information about our own
preferences?

In order to measure ideological polarization, we need to know what a popula-
tion really believes. On the other hand, to measure the type of a�ective polariza-
tion that has to do with the levels of radicalism of a population, we need to know
their practical a�itudes linked to their level of con�dence in the core beliefs of
the political group that they identify with. Two people can have di�erent level
of con�dence in the same core beliefs of an ideological group, which is shown
through the things each one is willing to do, their practical a�itudes. So, to carry
out both tasks successfully, we argue, the di�erence between the descriptive and
the evaluative must be taken into account. As we have seen in the previous chap-
ter, being in a particular dispositional state of mind, such as a belief, depends on
the commitments one has, and not just on the commitments one sincerely says
one has. Moreover, through our behavior and our statements, be they mental
self-ascriptions or statements of another type, one can express one’s practical at-
titudes, that is, one can express information about what can be expected from
oneself.

In this chapter, we argue that through the evaluative use of language people
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express relevant information for knowing what people really believe, but spe-
cially for knowing people’s a�ective a�itudes, those closely related to their level
of radicalism. �is distinction between the descriptive and the evaluative, hence,
is crucial to the notion of polarization in a�itudes that we o�er in this dissertation
as a result of our reassessment of the concept of a�ective polarization (chapter 8).
In particular, this distinction will enable us to argue that some of the tools com-
monly used to measure a�ective polarization actually measure not the feelings
that respondents self-ascribe, but their practical a�itudes associated with their
level of radicalism. If this distinction is ignored, then perhaps it might be the case
that someone wants to measure ideological polarization and is actually measur-
ing a�ective polarization. Or the other way around. In this sense, the distinction
between the descriptive and the evaluative will not only allows us to measure po-
larization more accurately, but also to measure people’s a�ective a�itudes, those
a�itudes with an especial link to action and tied to certain level of radicalism. But
before showing all this in more detail (chapter 8), we have to introduce �rst the
distinction between the descriptive and the evaluative from an intuitive point of
view and embrace a semantic theory able to account for this distinction and com-
patible with the view about mental state ascriptions that we have introduced in
chapter 6.

We need a semantic theory that accommodates the distinction between the
descriptive and the evaluative, and that allows us to explain why the tools that
involve an evaluative use of language, such as the tools used to measure a�ective
polarization, actually o�en measure our a�itudes especially linked to action. But
not only this. We need to develop ways of measuring polarization that allow us
to measure as soon as possible the increase in the level of radicalism in a popula-
tion. To do so, we need to measure the practical a�itudes of the population, those
a�itudes especially linked to certain courses of action, i.e., what is reasonable to
expect from those people. One semantic theory that handles particularly well the
task of accommodating the evidence about meaning, that is, our intuition regard-
ing the di�erence between what we do when we describe our surroundings and
what we do when we make an evaluation of our surroundings, is expressivism.

According to expressivism, there is a fundamental di�erence between our de-
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scriptive and evaluative claims. Descriptive claims such as the u�erance of the
sentence “�e laptop is on the table”, when it is used in a particular context, sim-
ply expresses our particular belief that the laptop is on the table. �at is, one
cannot say that one does not believe that the laptop is on the table a�er making
such a claim, even if it turns out that one does not actually have such a belief.
Evaluative claims, on the other hand, express not only a particular belief, but
something else. For instance, the u�erance of the sentence “�e laptop on the
table is the best one”, when it is used in an evaluative way, not only expresses the
particular belief that the laptop on the table is the best one, but also certain a�i-
tudes especially linked to action, certain information about what can be expected
from the speaker, such as that she would choose that laptop over any other. In
this case, it might also turn out that the speaker does not have the belief that
the laptop on the table is the best one, but, however, it cannot be the case that
the speaker does not have the a�ective a�itudes she has expressed through her
evaluative claim. �is type of information expressed, the evaluative information,
is more connected to the rule one follows and not to the rule one says one fol-
lows. �rough the evaluative use of language, we argue, people precisely express
the kinds of a�itudes related to their level of radicalism, and hence it enables us
to measure polarization in a�itudes. In this sense, this theory helps to meet the
desiderata DISANALOGY and INTERVENTION. And, to the extent that this the-
ory enables us to accommodate some evidence regarding the type of information
we communicate on di�erent situations, this theory also allows us to go a step
further in satisfying the desideratum EVIDENCE. �e possibility of error in iden-
tifying the rule we actually follow (chapter 6) makes it possible for someone to
say that she is describing and yet actually be making an evaluation, but also for
someone to say that she is making a positive evaluation and yet actually be mak-
ing a negative one, and the other way around. All of this is relevant to measure
polarization, both the beliefs that people actually have in terms of their contents
(ideological polarization) and the a�ective a�itudes that people express to have,
linked to their level of radicalism (a�ective polarization).

�is chapter is structured as follows. In section 7.1, we present the descrip-
tive vs. evaluative distinction from an intuitive point of view, and introduce some
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tests, arguments and considerations that support it. In section 7.2, we introduce
expressivism, a semantic theory that can accommodate the evidence regarding
this distinction. In section 7.3, we o�er our favored noninternalist sort of ex-
pressivism, starting from the ’minimal expressivism’ and drawing on some of
Wi�genstein’s insights. We think that having a dispositional mental state and
expressing the a�itudes and commitments we express through the evaluative use
of language are two sides of the same coin. �us, the view of mental states previ-
ously introduced, based on Wi�genstein’s philosophy, and the way we conceive
expressivism here, as we will see, are not two di�erent theories, but the same one
approached from di�erent points. Finally, in section 7.4, we brie�y discuss some
contextual determinants of the evaluative meaning and the distinction between
our judgments and our claims about the rule we think we follow. �e information
we express through our claims is highly context-dependent.

7.1. �e descriptive vs. evaluative distinction

Let’s start by giving an example of the di�erence between the descriptive and
the evaluative. Take the sentences “Abortion is illegal in this country” and “Abor-
tion is wrong”. By u�ering the �rst sentence, in the suitable context, we are merely
reporting how things are in this country. In particular, we are informing that in
this country abortion is prohibited. On the contrary, if we u�er the other sen-
tence, in the proper context, we are not reporting how things are in this country,
or at least not only that, but something else: we are taking a stance on it, i.e., we
are showing our preferences and commitments. For example, we are saying that we
disapprove of abortion and, therefore, that would prefer a country where abortion
is illegal and that we are not likely to vote for a pro-choice political party. When
we convey information about how things are, we are making a description. On
the other hand, if the information is not about how the world is, or not just about
that, but also about our own perspective, then we are making an evaluation.

Intuitively, there seems to be a di�erence between what we do when we re-
port how things are around us and what we do when we give our opinion or
evaluate our surroundings (see Cepollaro et al. 2021; Soria & Stojanovic 2019). In
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fact, both the �ndings that correction of misleading information make us more
accurate in our factual beliefs without a�ecting our political preferences (Porter
et al. 2019) and the phenomenon of crossed disagreement (Osorio & Villanueva
2019) seem to presuppose the distinction between factual or descriptive informa-
tion and preferences or evaluative information. Being able to correct our factual
beliefs without a�ecting our political preferences on the same issue presupposes
that factual information is distinct, and sometimes independent, from preferences,
and therefore it assumes the distinction. A crossed disagreement situation, on the
other hand, is based on the possibility that each part displays clear signs of con-
ceiving the disagreement as if the information subjected to discussion were of a
di�erent nature, and in this sense it also assumes the distinction.

An evaluation is not always just a ma�er of u�ering some kinds of expres-
sions. Despite the fact that the u�erance of terms like ‘should’ or ‘wrong’ quite
o�en indicates the presence of an evaluation, it does not necessarily guarantee
that the information is evaluative in nature. First, as Wi�genstein points out, we
can use certain expressions considered evaluative simply to describe a fact: we can
say, for instance, that a person is a good pianist, simply meaning that she meets
certain criteria and can play pieces of a certain degree of di�culty with a cer-
tain degree of dexterity (Wi�genstein 1965), or we can say that abortion is wrong

simply meaning that in this country abortion is illegal. In these cases, then, both
claims can be descriptive ones despite they involving ‘evaluative terms’. Second,
we can use certain expressions commonly used to evaluate simply for describing
a certain standard or norm (Field 2009, 2018). For example, claiming “According
to Christian standards, abortion is wrong” is a way of describing Christian stan-
dards, that is, a way of reporting one thing that Christian standards sanction. So,
by making explicit the standard on which an evaluation is grounded, the appar-
ent evaluation can become a description, because what is said through it is that
according to the norm or principle X, certain action or thing is admi�ed or pro-
hibited. It is important to clarify, though, that the presence of the standard does
not necessarily make a claim no longer evaluative, nor the other way around: the
fact that the standard is not present does not necessarily make a claim evalua-
tive. �us, by u�ering such things, the speaker does not necessarily say much



Chapter 7. A�itudes and Evaluative Meaning 195

about how she evaluates Christianity and the pianist: the descriptive vs. evalua-
tive distinction is a ma�er of sets of language uses rather than sets of terms and
expressions. Note, however, that this remark is compatible with the claim that
certain sets of expressions frequently indicate evaluation or description due to
their widespread use. Henceforth, and for convenience, every time we say that
an expression is descriptive or evaluative we assume that it is a descriptive or
evaluative use of the expression.

In the previous chapter we have already introduced some tests, provided by
Wi�genstein, to try to discern when a statement belongs to the realm of the de-
scriptive and when it is a non-descriptive expression. For example, we saw that
when an expression can be classi�ed as a distribution of objects in space and time,
or when it can be space-time measured, then quite likely that expression is a de-
scriptive one. In what follows, we will introduce other tests, observations and
arguments that support the intuition behind the distinction between the descrip-
tive and the evaluative.

7.1.1. �e irreducibility of the evaluative

In A Treatise of Human Nature, David Hume distinguished passions from rea-
sons, which, according to him, are impressions rather than ideas. Among the
direct passions he includes desires, hopes, and fears, which emerge from good or
evil, from the pain or pleasure, that we experience (Hume 2007 § 2.1.1.4). Inten-
tional actions arise from direct passions. �us, passions are characterized by its
motivational character. “Reason alone can never be a motive to any action of the
will” (Hume 2007 § 413). He argued that morality in�uences our action and, there-
fore, cannot come from reasons. In that sense, he distinguished two domains, one
of them belonging to reasons, and the other having to do with our motivation to
action, to which morals pertains. �at’s one of the original points of the idea that
the motivational character of moral vocabulary comes from a particular kind of
mental states: desire-like.

Furthermore, Hume famously pointed out, against moral rationalists, that
they make an unremarked and objectionable transition from how things are to



196 Seeing Hate from afar: A�ective Polarization Reassessed

how things ought to be, in part because in doing so they jump from the realm of
reasons to the realm of passions. �is observation has been widely conceived as
the general claim that an evaluative judgment cannot be validly inferred from a
set of descriptive premises, and has been called ’Hume’s Law’. We take here a
more modest interpretation of it, according to which what Hume’s remark states
is that from a set of descriptive premises cannot be necessarily inferred an evalu-
ative conclusion; however, sometimes it can be validly done. �e reason is that,
for example, we think that one can reach the conclusion that torture is wrong,
or that some aids to certain population ought to be promoted by the government
–two evaluative claims– a�er being exposed to some torturing practices or a�er
knowing some data about that population. Consider, for instance, the plot of the
movie Sully. �e main character of this movie, an experimented airplane pilot,
and the company he works for, disagree on whether the pilot should have taken
another di�erent option than landing the plane in the Hudson River a�er the en-
gines suddenly shut o�. In principle, this is a normative dispute. However, the
fact that in several simulations carried out in similar circumstances the pilots did
not manage to reach the nearest airport se�led the ma�er in the movie. �is does
not mean that those facts necessarily will se�le the dispute; it simple means that
sometimes a fact can se�le a normative or evaluative disagreement.

George Edward Moore, in his book Principia Ethica (Moore 1993), o�ered
other arguments that go along the lines of showing the distinctiveness of the realm
of ethics and the normative. In particular, he argues that moral and normative
judgments are sui generis, simple and unanalyzable, i.e., they cannot be reduced
to, nor implied from, non-moral judgments. �e main argument o�ered by Moore
is the well-known “open-question argument”. Basically, the argument states that
if we try to substitute the predicate “is good” –or any other moral or normative
predicate– in the sentence “�at action is good” for another allegedly equivalent
predicate, like “is pleasant”, the resultant sentence “�at action is pleasant” leaves
open the question whether that action is good. �erefore, the argument goes,
being pleasant is not equivalent to being good. �e strength of this argument
is that for every predicate allegedly equivalent to being good, the question is it

good? still makes sense a�er substituting the predicate ‘being good’ for the al-
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legedly equivalent predicates. Hence, this argument presses in the direction that
moral predicates in particular, and the evaluative or normative in general, cannot
be reduced to non-normative predicates.

Allan Gibbard o�ered a more re�ned and demanding version of Moore’s open-
question argument, the so-called “What’s at issue” test (Gibbard 2003: 23-29).
Gibbard proposes to put the question in a form of disagreement between two
persons, and analyze whether both claims can be held by the contenders with-
out contradiction. Suppose that two philosophers, Hedda and Désiré, disagree on
the meaning of ‘good’. Désiré claims that ‘good’ just means desired, which is the
claim to be tested. Hedda, on the other hand, thinks that only pleasure is good.
So Hedda claims the sentence “Only pleasure is good”, and Désiré rejects it by
u�ering the sentence “Not only pleasure is good”. By u�ering these sentences,
they clearly disagree: the second sentence contradicts the �rst one. However, if
Désiré tries to express her disagreement by u�ering the sentence “Not only plea-
sure is desired”, in which ‘good’ has been substituted by ‘desired’, then she will
fail, because Hedda can assume this last sentence without contradiction. �at is,
Hedda can claim that “Only pleasure is good” and that “Not only pleasure is de-
sired” with coherence. Hence, it follows that the sentences “Not only pleasure is
good” and “Not only pleasure is desired” do not mean the same thing and, there-
fore, ‘good’ is not equivalent to ‘desired’. �is re�ned version of the argument
makes stronger the claim that the evaluative and the descriptive are two di�erent
and distinct domains of language.

7.1.2. Action-guidance: Disagreement and other tests

Beyond the arguments mentioned above, there are other issues that point in
the direction to the distinction between the descriptive and the evaluative, such
as the nature of di�erent types of disagreements and certain linguistic tests that
we will review in this section. Both things seem to capture what Gibbard calls
’action-guidance’: “To di�er over an ought is to disagree about what to do or
what to feel or what to accept in some circumstance” (Gibbard 2012: 44, our ital-
ics). Evaluative claims seem to reveal an intimate connection to action, i.e., they
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are constitutively linked to what to do, with a way of living; while descriptive
claims seem dead in that sense. Claiming that x is good, or positively evaluating
x, requires a commitment or motivation to pursue x if it is possible. If I evaluate
something as good, beautiful, tasty, right, etc., I’m giving information about my
commitments to act in certain ways. On the other hand, if I describe something
as red, �at, rough, dry, etc., I am not mainly conveying information about what
courses of action can be expected from me. Consider the following example. If I
say that Soto Asa’s music is amazing and absorbing, I am communicating, among
other things, some of my practical commitments. In particular, if a�er stating that
Soto’s music is amazing and absorbing, I refuse to listen to his music on a regular
basis and don’t �inch at all when his music plays, or even express boredom, then
there would be a reason to question whether I really consider it as amazing and
absorbing. By contrast, if I say the song “Dra Drari” by Soto was released in 2018,
I’m hardly communicating my commitment with one course of action or another;
in describing the date of a Soto’s song release, I am saying something about the
world, I am pu�ing the focus on how things are. In the metaethics literature, this
feature that the evaluative exhibits is called action-guidance or practicality (see
Gibbard 1990).

One of the characterizing features of evaluative judgments seems to be its
gradable and multidimensional nature. As McNally and Stojanovic highlighted,
when we evaluate an object, an event, a situation, a person, etc., the evaluation
can come in degrees, and we might hinge on di�erent features of the context con-
stituting the ‘threshold of applicability’, as they call it (McNally & Stojanovic 2017:
21). For instance, when evaluating a Soto’s song as amazing and absorbing, we
can say that it is more or less amazing and absorbing, and we can give considera-
tion to di�erent dimensions, such as the lyrics, the rhymes, the rhythm, etc. Two
tests related to the gradability and multidimensionality characteristics of certain
claims are the following. A descriptive claim such as “�e song “Dra Drari” was
released in 2018” does not admit of degrees –e.g., # �e song was very / slightly /
more released than another– nor distinguishing di�erent respects playing a role
–e.g., # �e song was released in every / some respect / with respect to. However,
an evaluative claim such as “Soto’s song is nice” does admit degrees –e.g., Soto’s
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song was very / slightly / nicer than the previous one– and multidimensionality
–e.g., Soto’s song was nice in every / some respect / with respect to the lyrics, but
not with respect to the rhymes (Cepollaro et al. 2021). Being gradable is a cue of
being evaluative, though it does not warrant it.

Soria and Stojanovic have distinguished some additional tests (Soria & Sto-
janovic 2019). �e �rst one is the Juxtaposition with ‘although’-type connectives

test, based on the action-guidance of the evaluative. �e idea is that a complex
sentence composed of two sentences connected by the connective ‘although’, es-
tablishing a contrast between a claim and a practical a�itude, is correct only when
the claim is evaluative. For instance, the claim “Soto’s music is amazing and ab-
sorbing, although I don’t have any intention or plan of promoting or listening
it” seems acceptable because the word ’although’ marks a contrast assumed by
the evaluative content expressed by the antecedent. On the other hand, the sen-
tence “Soto’s song is from 2018, although I don’t have any intention or plan of
promoting or listening it” does not seem quite acceptable, because in this case the
antecedent does not express any practical commitment. Another test is the Lack

of epistemic justi�cation. �e idea is that speci�c evaluative judgments, such as
claiming “I’ve just listened to Soto’s music and it is amazing”, doesn’t admit the
question “How do you know?”, while descriptive claims such as “Soto’s last song
lasts 3 minutes” does. Finally, we also have the Lack of lying potential test. �e
idea here is that evaluative claims do not admit the reply “�at’s a lie”, in part
because they are a genuine expression of our own perspective. For instance, the
claim “�is song is amazing” cannot be replied by saying “�at’s a lie”, while a
descriptive one such as “�is song is the second one of his career” does. Although
these tests do not work in every case, taken together they point in the direction
that there is a di�erence between the descriptive and the evaluative.

One powerful way to emphasize the action-guidance of the evaluative is through
the kind of disagreement it raises, in contrast to the type of disagreement that can
be generated by a descriptive claim. Suppose that a�er claiming that the song “Dra
Drari” by Soto is from 2018, my partner, Ana, disagrees by saying that the song
is much older. In that situation, we can se�le the dispute perhaps by checking
the release date of the song. �at is, it seems that we both share the relevant
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standard, we agree on the relevant information to se�le the dispute. Suppose that
a�er doing so, we correctly checked that the song was released on October 5, 2018.
Ana, who responds by saying “Well, it seemed like a very long torture to me”, has
to admit that she was wrong. However, suppose that we disagree not about the
song’s release date, but about how we evaluate it. Suppose that Ana says that it
is a tortuous song similar to how a cicada chirps in the middle of summer. On
the contrary, I claim that the song is absolutely gorgeous, in particular because
of its addictive spatial sounds. By contrast to the previous disagreement, in this
case there is not necessarily a way of se�ling the dispute that we recognize from
the beginning. �is is so in part because we are not talking about a property of
the song of the kind its duration or the date it was released are. Of course, we are
talking about the song, but not just in a descriptive way. Our disagreement shows
that we have di�erent a�itudes toward the song. �at is, we have di�erent ways
of living, di�erent standards from which we evaluate it, and part of the informa-
tion we convey expresses our particular perspective. Of course, when we enter
into this kind of disagreement and others, we naturally think that the other part is
wrong, and the dispute might be se�led. �is type of disagreement simply is one
in which there is not necessary an agreement from the outset about the things
that would se�le the dispute. If, in a factual disagreement, we discover that we
have di�erent standards, then the disagreement might become meaningless, or it
might become about the standard. However, if, in a non-factual disagreement, it
is made explicit that we have di�erent standards, the disagreement might neither
become meaningless nor become about the standard; it might still continue.

�e second kind of disagreement is known as not-straightforwardly factual

disagreement (Field 2009). As we have seen in section 4.5, within the class of non-
descriptive disagreement we can distinguish at least two di�erent types of dis-
agreement, which we have called normative and evaluative disagreements. Nor-
mative disagreements are non-factual disagreements in which the dispute re-
volves around the standard that should be adopted. For example, if in the last
case of disagreement Ana and I turn to discuss about the standard that should
be adopted in order to consider the song as a good one, then the resultant dis-
agreement would be normative. However, the dispute can also continue without
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turning to the standard that should be adopted, but centering on whether the song
is good or not. In that second situation, the disagreement would be an evaluative
one. �e key di�erence between factual, normative and evaluative disagreements
is that in the former type the contenders in dispute share the standards from which
to check the truth or falsity of a claim. In the case of a normative disagreement,
the parts in dispute do not share the standards from which each one evaluates,
and the discussion becomes about the standard that should be adopted. Finally, in
a case of evaluative disagreement the parts do not share the standard from which
they evaluate, but the discussion does not become about the standard that should
be adopted (see Osorio & Villanueva 2019). To be clear, this does not mean that
normative and evaluative disagreements cannot be se�led, nor that both parties
are right. It simply means that, in contrast to factual disagreements, these types
of disagreement work di�erently.

7.1.3. �e retraction test

Retraction is a movement of language that speakers can make in order to try
to take back something they have previously said. According to this general def-
inition, retraction consists in undoing some changes that were previously made
in a conversation, regardless of whether they were introduced by a question, an
order, an o�er, an assertion, etc. (MacFarlane 2014: 108). �us, one can retract not
only something that is now considered false, but also a question or o�er, thereby
eliminating the obligation of the hearer to respond to it. Note, however, that this
general notion of ‘retraction’ does not require that the speaker changes her mind
before retracting. �at is, one can withdraw a question simply because one re-
alizes that it has had a di�erent e�ect than expected, or can withdraw an o�er
simply because one is tired of waiting for an answer (see Bordonaba & Villanueva
forthcoming).

�e notion of retraction that has received special a�ention from the philoso-
phy of language is not the previous notion, but a more demanding one. According
to this second notion, a speaker can only retract something that she previously
took to be true and now considers false. MacFarlane expresses this idea with what
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he calls the Retraction Rule:

Retraction Rule: An agent in context c2 is required to retract an
(unretracted) assertion of p made at c1 if p is not true as used at c1
and assessed from c2. (MacFarlane 2014: 108)

According to the Retraction Rule, hence, retraction is required when a speaker
considers from a context c2 that something she previously asserted, in a context
c1, is false in the very context c1. For instance, if yesterday (c1) I asserted “It
was raining in Granada on August 13”, and today (c2) I �nd out that it did not
rain in Granada on August 13, then the Retraction Rule demands that I now (c2)
retract what I said yesterday (c1). �erefore, this more demanding sense of retrac-
tion requires that a speaker retracts when she now believes that something she
previously considered true is false. �e speaker must have changed her mind.1

Take the following case. Imagine that Antón has studied the literature on
di�erences in intelligence more than anyone else and is prepared to argue co-
herently, sincerely, and vehemently for equality of intelligence, and in fact has
argued the point repeatedly in the past. At the same time, he does have racist
spontaneous reactions from time to time. Let’s imagine that one day he is talk-
ing with his fellow teachers about an Andalusian student with whom he has had
some troubles. Someone says that the student is excellent, and Antón says “An-
dalusian students never submit essays as excellent as students from the north of
Spain do”. With that u�erance, Antón has made an evaluation. In particular, he
has reacted in a racist way. Imagine that he suddenly realizes what he has said

1�ere is an interesting debate currently open about whether retraction is a mandatory move.
Some authors argue, against MacFarlane, that retraction is not at all mandatory, but optional; one
can reject to retract something that was considered true in the past and now considered false with-
out being irrational or insincere, at least in cases of deontic, aesthetic and personal taste predicates
(see Marques 2018). Other authors think that the mandatory nature of the retraction depends on
each case, speci�cally on how the case is described (Bordonaba 2017), and that the strength of the
demand for retraction depends on whether the statement in question is evaluative or descriptive
(Bordonaba & Villanueva forthcoming).
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and feels deeply ashamed and regretful. Suppose he tries to retract his comment
by saying “No, it is false that Andalusian students never submit essays as excel-
lent as others do”. Does he successfully retract his claim with that? We think the
answer is no. Of course, he can show his regret. Surely, in such a case, he would
wish he hadn’t reacted like that, and can claim that what he said is false. But
in doing so he cannot completely take back what he has said; he is only show-
ing his regret. In other words, what he regrets is having the a�itude he had, he
is ashamed of having the picture of the world he has, i.e., reacting as he reacts
in certain situations, and having promoted certain pernicious stereotypes against
Andalusian people. He may try to train his dispositions and change his behav-
ior so he doesn’t do it again. But he cannot withdraw what he has already done
only by saying that what he said is false. One cannot retract the way one is, that
is to say, her a�itudes, her commitments, her way of living, simply by saying
that what one has said is false; and that’s part of the information expressed by an
evaluative claim. It is the practical dimension of the evaluative that seems to work
di�erently regarding retraction, because it is essentially tied to our mind, and we
cannot retract a claim if we haven’t changed our mind: change our mind is not
a ma�er of just saying that we have changed our mind. As argued in previous
chapters, saying that one has certain commitments does not necessarily match
with the commitments one actually has. �e a�itudes and practical commitments
conveyed through the evaluative use of language are hard to retract, at least in the
same way that descriptive claims can be. In that sense, retraction can be used to
test whether a particular claim, in a speci�c context, is evaluative or descriptive.

Of course, the retraction test is not a test that sharply and clearly separates
evaluative from descriptive uses for every case; there are cases where the retrac-
tion of at least part of the information communicated through an evaluative use
of language does not seem particularly problematic. But it seems that retraction
works di�erently in descriptive and evaluative cases. �us, this points again in
the direction of the distinction between the descriptive and the evaluative.
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7.2. Accommodating the distinction: Expressivism

As we have said at the beginning, a semantic theory that handles particularly
well the task of accommodating the di�erence between the descriptive and the
evaluative is expressivism (see, for instance, Frápolli 2019).

Expressivism is the label given to a family of semantic theories that a�empt to
explain in non-descriptive terms the peculiar meaning and function of the evalua-
tive use of language –it takes as its starting point the idea of discursive pluralism,
i.e., that language can be used for di�erent purposes and not just to describe and
refer to the world. �us, one of the core theses of every expressivism is that at
least some region of language does not aim at describing how the world is. �e
motivation behind all or almost all expressivist approaches is twofold. �e �rst
motivation is to avoid populating our ontology with entities of a ‘spooky’ nature.
If we say that terms like ‘good’, in their evaluative use, refer to properties that
exist in the world, then we commit ourselves to the existence of such a spooky
entity, namely goodness. �is is what Price has called the ’placement problem’
(Price 2011).2 �e second motivation is to capture and explain the close connec-
tion to action of the evaluative language. To say that a certain thing is good is,
as we have seen, to show that we are motivated to pursue that thing. �ere is a
motivational component, an a�itude, that is shown with these types of claims. If
terms like ‘good’ refer to properties in the world, then it is di�cult to explain this
motivational component. �us, the expressivist avoids populating our ontology
with ‘weird’ entities and opens the door to an explanation of the motivational
component of the evaluative use of language, by denying that the function it ac-
complishes is referential. Instead, the function that this type of use of language
ful�lls is expressive. What is exactly expressed through it depends on the partic-
ular expressivist theory.3

2See Navarro-Laespada forthcoming for an interesting and recent discussion about the place-
ment problem.

3�ere is an ongoing debate between global and local expressivists (see Frápolli 2019). Global
expressivists hold that all regions of language accomplish a non-descriptive function. Local expres-
sivists, on the other hand, hold that just some regions of language ful�ll that function, but other
regions do describe how the world is. We will not spend much time on this debate here, because it is
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One of the main features of expressivism is what Gibbard calls “the oblique
strategy” or “the oblique analysis”, consisting in explaining the meaning of an
expression not by focusing on its truth-conditions, but on the kind of mental state
we express through it.

�e expressivist now turns to oblique analysis: we elucidate the con-
cepts of ought, meaning, and mental content by saying what it is
to judge or believe that a person ought to do something, or that he
means such-and-such or that he is thinking that such-and-such. (Gib-
bard 2003: 193)

�e meaning of an expression or term is explained by virtue of “what states
of mind the term is used to express” (Gibbard 2003: 5-6; see also Wedgwood 2007:
35). In particular, the evaluative involves the expression of mental states especially
tied to action. Standardly, this distinction has been conceived as one between cog-
nitive vs. conative mental states, where mental states are understood as internal
things. When the u�erance of a sentence expresses a cognitive, belief-like –i.e.,
representational– mental state, then the meaning conveyed is descriptive. On the
other hand, if the u�erance of a sentence expresses a noncognitive, desire-like
mental state, then the meaning conveyed is evaluative. �is distinction �nds its
sense in that conative, desire-like mental states are traditionally associated with
action, while cognitive, belief-like representational mental states are associated
with how the world is.

�e earliest varieties of expressivism are o�en a�ributed to Ogden and Richards
(Ogden & Richards 1923), Ayer (Ayer 2001), Stevenson (Stevenson 1937), and Hare

not central to our purpose. However, we would like to say something brie�y about it. We agree with
globalists that there is no region of language that acquires its meaning from how the brute reality
is, i.e., from extralinguistic facts; meaning is a normative issue, and there are no extralinguistic facts
determining the meaning of any statement, as Wi�genstein and Kripke famously showed. How-
ever, we disagree with some globalists on the claim that language works in a homogeneous way.
Also following Wi�genstein, we think that language follows di�erent purposes, and one of them is
descriptive. In fact, some authors have recently pointed out that local and global expressivists are
not in con�ict (Simpson 2020). �e alleged incompatibility between them can be dissolved if it is
understood, for instance, in terms of metasemantic considerations vs. semantic insights.
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(Hare 1952), respectively. Despite the di�erences between them, the canonical
interpretation of what is known today as classical expressivism, a kind of proto-
expressivism, is based mainly on some of Ayer’s ideas. According to Ayer, ethical
statements, in contrast to empirical claims, have emotional meaning. In partic-
ular, these statements have at least two types of possible meanings. �e �rst of
them is relative to the morality of a group of people. According to this �rst sense,
to say that something is right is to say that it is among the things permi�ed by
a set of norms, which is to make a description, and therefore is similar to what
we do with empirical statements. �e second of the two possible senses is the
truly ethical one. According to this second sense, ethical statements express the
speaker’s subjective emotions, speci�cally her approval or disapproval towards
something. In this sense, saying that something is wrong is similar to booing it,
and saying that something is right is like saying hurray for it!

�e canonical interpretation of this position claims that according to classical
expressivism, evaluative statements do not express propositions at all and, there-
fore, do not have truth-conditions. �is interpretation has given rise to what has
been taken to be the central problem facing expressivism, the so-called Frege-
Geach Problem (Geach 1960, see Schroeder 2008). According to the classical for-
mulation of this problem, if ethical statements do not express propositions capable
of being declared true or false, then it is di�cult to explain what happens in our
daily reasoning of the type ‘if it is true that p, then q‘, where p is an ethical state-
ment. �e antecedent of the previous conditional has to express something true or
false for the full reasoning making sense. If, according to classical expressivism,
the claims of ethics are neither true nor false, then these kinds of arguments would
be meaningless. But it seems that we usually reason in this way.

However, Ayer did not claim that ethical statements do not express propo-
sitions and therefore don’t have truth-conditions, but that ethical expressions
do not make any contribution to the proposition expressed (Ayer 2001: 110; see
Frápolli & Villanueva 2012). If the sentence “�e boy has stolen the ball” expresses
a truth-apt proposition in Ayer’s framework, then the sentence “It is wrong that
the boy has stolen the ball” also expresses a truth-apt proposition; the ethical
expression ‘It is wrong’ simply adds nothing to its factual meaning. Hence, the
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canonical interpretation according to which moral expressions block the possi-
bility of being truth-apt is erroneous. Contemporary hybrid expressivism takes
its cue from this second interpretation to construe their proposals, according to
which evaluative claims express propositions and are truth-apt.

Since the emergence of these early expressivist theories, the idea that beliefs
have no link to action has remained among expressivists. However, all assertions,
even the evaluative ones, express beliefs, because asserting p is conceptually tied
with acquiring the commitment that one believes that p, and also that one thinks
that p is true. In other words, a speaker cannot assert p and then deny that she
believes that p, or that p is true, without being incoherent. So, all assertions nec-
essarily involve the expression of a belief. Moreover, as we have said, there may
be beliefs with a strong link to action, such as the belief that the government
is responsible for the pandemic, or that fascism is advancing dangerously, and
conceiving mental states in descriptive terms is problematic, as we have seen in
chapter 5. �erefore, we will propose that it is be�er to simply focus on what it is
to judge or believe that p when p is descriptive vs. when it is evaluative, and not in
terms of cognitive vs. noncognitive mental states –or to reinterpret the cognitive
vs. conative distinction in these terms. To judge or assert that p, when p is eval-
uative, is to express, in addition to the belief that p, other mental states especially

linked to action, a�itudes. On the other hand, when p is descriptive, to judge or
assert that p is to express just the belief that p, a mental state not especially linked
to action.

Finally, we want to stress another idea that, although it is not held by all posi-
tions deemed as expressivists, we consider a key piece of expressivism. �is idea is
the contrast between expressing a mental state and saying that one is in it (see Gib-
bard 2003: 76). �at’s what we have called the DISANALOGY requirement. Ex-
pressivism not only distinguishes between descriptive and non-descriptive claims,
but also between self-reports of the rule we follow, and expressions of the rule we
actually follow. In other words, if the evaluative accomplishes the function of ex-
pressing our practical state of mind, then the state of mind in which we say we are
and the mental state we express to be in may not �t, and we can express another
di�erent mental state. On the one hand, we have evaluative expressions, like “It
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should be illegal to demonstrate against wearing masks”, that express our mental
state. On the other hand, we have self-reports of mental states, like “I believe that
it should be illegal to demonstrate against wearing masks”. Despite the fact that
in claiming the former I imply the la�er, they have di�erent meanings because
one can agree on that it should be illegal to demonstrate against wearing masks
but disagree on whether I believe so. �at is, I can say that I believe such a thing,
but express through my linguistic and nonlinguistic behavior that I don’t actually
believe so, and even that I have other a�ective a�itudes. If I make an evaluation,
then I express the mental state in which I am, my a�itudes. But if I report the
mental state in which I am, I am not necessarily in that mental state. To be clear:
our claims, be they mental self-reports or claims of another type, can show that
we don’t follow the rule we sincerely say we follow, and can also express that
we follow other di�erent rules, that is, can express our a�ective a�itudes. �ese
possibilities, we think, are essential to a viable expressivism, which can only be
accommodated by noninternalist versions of expressivism.

7.2.1. Contemporary Expressivism

A contemporary way of explaining the distinction between the descriptive
and the evaluative is based on dynamic semantics: dynamic expressivism. Dy-
namic semantics analyze meaning in virtue of the actions performed with a piece
of language in a particular context. In particular, dynamic semantics treats mean-
ing as individuated by the changes it e�ects in a given conversational context.
�e origins of this framework can be traced back to the work of Groenendijk
and Stokhof (Groenendijk & Stokhof 1991). Within this framework, the conveyed
information is conceived as an updating step allowing to replace a previous in-
formation state by a new one. Information states are called contexts. �us, the
meaning of the u�erance of a sentence in a particular context is determined by
making explicit the role it plays in updating the context in which the sentence
was u�ered.

One crucial point is that an u�erance, within this framework, can mainly play
two di�erent roles. On the one hand, it can help to situate the actual world in a re-
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gion of the logical space by eliminating those possible worlds of that region which
are incompatible with the truth of the u�erance of a sentence in that context. On
the other hand, it can serve not to update the place of the actual world in a par-
ticular region of the logical space by eliminating incompatible possible worlds,
but to make partitions in the region of the logical space and rank them. When
an u�erance performs the �rst function, it conveys locational information; when
it plays the other role, the information conveyed is orientational (Charlow 2014;
Lewis 1979; Soria 2019). As Yalcin puts it, “normative discourse is distinctive in
respect of its dynamic e�ect on the state of the conversation” (Yalcin 2018: 400).4

�e idea is that the evaluative is explained as mainly conveying orientational
information rather than locational one. When I said to my partner “�e song
“Dra Drari” by Soto is from 2018” I am proposing to update our set of shared
knowledge about how is the actual world, i.e., the common ground (Stalnaker
1978). In particular, I am proposing to my partner to eliminate every possible
world of the common ground where the song was released on another date. In
that sense, the information provided is descriptive. On the other hand, when I said
to my partner “Soto’s music is amazing and absorbing”, despite assuming that the
actual world is one where Soto’s music exists –something already included in the
common ground, I am not saying anything about the world, i.e., the set of possible
world of the common ground cannot be updated in the sense of eliminating those
incompatible with the new information, because “is amazing and absorbing” does
not say a word about the actual world. With it, I’m just proposing to order those
worlds in a particular way, maybe ranking them by virtue of how preferable they
are, or making partitions in the logical space.

Dynamic expressivism is to some extent built upon another very in�uential
contemporary expressivism, Gibbard’s hybrid position (Gibbard 1990, 2003, 2012).
In his book Wise Choices, Apt Feelings: A �eory of Normative Judgment (Gibbard
1990), Gibbard o�ers an expressivist proposal for a�ributions of rationality, e.g.,

4�e possible world framework can be understood as a representation, as a representational
system. But it can also be understood in another way, for example simply as certain assumptions
that allow us to explain the di�erence between the descriptive and the evaluative in terms of the
locational or orientational information we communicate through a claim.
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“X is rational”, which he takes as the paradigmatic normative claim. According to
him, normative claims express a complex state of “norm-acceptance”. In partic-
ular, it expresses a factual belief plus a normative state of accepting a system of
norms N. For instance, the sentence “X is rational” expresses the factual belief that
X is permi�ed by N and the normative state of acceptance of the system of norms
N. �us, normative claims express states of norm-acceptance, while descriptive
claims express just states about how the world is.

Later, Gibbard develops this idea and applies it to sentences of the type ‘I
ought to pack’, o�ering a way to model the content of declarative sentences that
can account for normative claims. In doing so, he keeps the idea that by u�er-
ing a sentence we express a mixed or hybrid state of mind, i.e., a mental state
with a dual direction of �t –partly world-to-mind, partly mind-to-world. But he
adds that the contents of declarative sentences can be modeled as sets of world-
hyperplan pairs, in particular as the set of world-hyperplan pairs where the con-
tent expressed by a particular sentence is true (Gibbard 2003: 58). �is way of
representing the contents of declarative sentences hinge on the traditional pic-
ture of propositions as sets of possible worlds. In particular, Gibbard’s account
draws on a model of mental states given by Lewis, which represents beliefs as a
set of centered worlds (Lewis 1979). According to this picture, a proposition p is
the set of possible worlds, in the logical space, where p is true. For instance, the
proposition the laptop is on the table comprises the set of possible worlds where it
is the case. �e second component of Gibbard’s pairs, i.e., the hyperplan, is con-
strued on a similar way as propositions are conceived here: as a set of decisions
about what to do. In particular, a hyperplan is a plan where an agent has maxi-
mally decided what to do in every possible circumstance. �us, if a possible world
is a maximally determined set of facts, a hyperplan is a set of decisions about what
to do for all conceivable contingencies.

From this sort of expressivism, the content of a declarative sentence is repre-
sented as the pair (w, h), where w is a set of possible worlds, and h is a hyperplan.
If the truth-value of the content of a sentence is sensitive just to the �rst element,
then it is descriptive. By contrast, if the truth-value of the content of a sentence
is sensitive to the second member of the pair, then it is evaluative. For instance,
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the sentence “�e boy has stolen the ball” is true in some worlds and false in oth-
ers, but its truth-value does not depend on what the hyperplan is; the sentence
will be true in some worlds and false in others no ma�er what has been decided
with respect to every conceivable contingency. Hence, this sentence is descrip-
tive: its truth-value a�ects only to w. However, the sentence “Stealing is wrong”
may be true according to some hyperplans and false according to others, but its
truth-value does not depend on how the world is; the sentence is true according
to some decisions about what to do and false according to others. Hence, this
sentence is evaluative: its truth-value is at least sensitive to h. Note that in the
case of the evaluative we have said that a content can be deemed evaluative if it is
at least sensitive to h. �is claim leaves open the possibility that the truth-value
of certain evaluative sentences were not only sensitive to h, but also to w.

Some authors have applied the framework developed by Gibbard to knowl-
edge a�ribution, giving rise a sort of expressivism known as epistemic expres-
sivism (Chrisman 2007) or evaluativism (Field 2009, 2018). According to Chris-
man’s epistemic expressivism, claims of the form ’S knows that p’ express a com-
plex state of mind consisting of the belief that S is entitled by norms e to her true
belief that p, and the acceptance of the epistemic norms e (Chrisman 2007: 241).
Field’s evaluativism is quite similar, but he introduces some elements from the
kind of relativism defended by MacFarlane (MacFarlane 2014), i.e., assessor rel-
ativism.5 According to Field, to a�ribute knowledge to someone is to make an
evaluation, and evaluations are relativized to a standard from which we make the
evaluation. �e claim of the sentence ’S knows that p’ expresses a proposition
that is incomplete with regard to assessor’s norms –assessor’s preferences and
policies. On the other hand, the truth of a descriptive claim is just determined
by the world component. �is is in line with the interpretation of Ayer’s theory
according to which, although ethical expressions do not make any contribution
to the proposition expressed, evaluative claims express propositions. Something
must be a proposition in order to be taken as an evaluation. If there is no propo-
sition, then there is no evaluation. As we will see in the following section, this is

5See (Frápolli & Villanueva 2015) for a discussion of the di�erences between MacFarlane’s rel-
ativism and expressivism.
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one of the intuitions behind minimal expressivism. �us, according to these ex-
pressivisms, every claim involves a complex state of mind that comprises a factual
and a normative component. When the truth of a claim is relative to the factual
component, i.e., the factual belief, then the claim is descriptive. When the truth
of a claim is relative to the preferences or policies part, the claim is evaluative.
�at’s the main reason why this sort of expressivism is called hybrid.

A �rst concern with such position is related to the descriptivist nature of the
�rst type of mental state expressed by an evaluative claim. According to this
position, an evaluative claim expresses a complex mental state, composed by a
factual belief plus a normative state. �e factual belief is that certain fact is the
case. As Fields notes (Field 2009, 2018), whether something is in accordance with a
standard is a statement whose truth is factually determined. However, as we have
seen in the two previous chapters, it is highly problematic to assert that belief
ascriptions accomplish a descriptive function (see also Frápolli & Villanueva 2018).
Moreover, the idea expressed by the expression ‘factual belief’, i.e., that it is a fact

that a certain action is permi�ed by a set of norms, is highly controversial, for
similar reasons. Wi�genstein and Kripke draw our a�ention to the fact that every
action or expression, under a suitable interpretation, can accord with a given rule.
�us, even in the descriptive region of language it is problematic to say that there
is an external fact that determines the meaning of an expression. Meaning, like
dispositional mental state ascriptions, is a normative issue: there are no extra
linguistic facts �xing the meaning of an expression nor determining that an action
accords with a rule.

Second, these family of contemporary expressivisms are compatible with the
idea that mental states are internal things. We think that Gibbard’s and Field’s
proposals can be read as noninternalist expressivisms, where being in a mental
state, as we saw in the previous chapter, amounts to being someone from whom
certain verbal and nonverbal courses of action can be expected (see, for instance,
Gibbard 2003: 77). But this is controversial. As we have seen, Gibbard recognizes
the di�erence between expressing a mental state by claiming, for instance, that
I’m planning to pack, and saying that one is in a mental state by claiming, for
instance, that I believe I’m planning to pack. However, he also says that “these
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two states of mind go together, except in weird cases” (Gibbard 2003: 76-77, our
italics). As we have seen throughout the previous chapters, being in a mental
state di�erent from the mental state one sincerely claims to be in is not as strange
as it might appear. �is, together with the commitment that whether a claim is
correct according to a rule is factually determined, can lead us to suspect that
Gibbard has an internal conception of mental states. We need a position that ac-
commodates the distinction between the descriptive and the evaluative and avoid
these problems.

7.3. Noninternalist Expressivism

As we have seen, expressivism, in explaining the evaluative in psychological
terms, seems to commit to a picture of the mental that is incompatible with the
picture we have introduced in chapter 6. In this section we a�empt to sketch a
kind of expressivism free from internalist and descriptivist commitments regard-
ing mental states and meaning (Sambro�a & Garcı́a-Jorge 2018), i.e., a position
holding that (i) mental states are not things, neither internal nor external, (ii) men-
tal state ascriptions do not have a descriptive function, and (iii) there is possibility
of error in self-ascribing a state of mind and the rule one thinks one follows. To
do so, �rst, it is worth to wonder what are the minimal conditions that a position
should meet to count as an expressivist one.

According to Frápolli and Villanueva (Frápolli & Villanueva 2012; Frápolli &
Villanueva 2018), the minimal conditions a position must meet to be an expres-
sivist one are:

High-Order-Functions (HOF): Certain predicables do not take sim-
ple objects within their scope, but complexes of objects and proper-
ties. �ese predicables are ‘second-order’ ones, or functions of propo-
sitions.

Non-Descriptivist (ND): Second-order predicables do not describe
the world.
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Truth-Conditional-Irrelevance (TCI): Second-order predicables do
not modify the truth-conditions of expressions within their scope.

�ey call this position ‘Minimal expressivism’. �is way of characterizing
expressivism a�empts to grasp the distinction between the descriptive and the
evaluative in terms of logico-syntactic characteristics. In particular, they claim
that certain predicables can take a proposition as its argument –e.g., the predica-
ble ‘is good’ can take as an argument the sentence ‘Mary has �nished her work’,
generating the sentence ‘it is good that Mary has �nished her work’; on the con-
trary, the predicable ‘is tall’ does not exhibit the same logico-syntactic feature, and
this possibility is what characterizes the expressions on which expressivism fo-
cuses: “the expressions targeted by the expressivist can occur as typical functions
of propositions” (Frápolli & Villanueva 2012: 472). We agree with this way of con-
ceiving the minimal conditions of expressivism. However, although we agree that
every expression that can function as a second-order predicable has the capacity
to ful�ll a non-descriptive expressive function, we think that the feature of being
able to occur as a second-order predicable is not a feature exhibited by all expres-
sions targeted by the expressivist. Expressions of personal taste like ‘it is tasty’,
for instance, do not seem to have the capacity of functioning as second-order
predicables. �e expression ‘It is tasty that . . . ’ does not simply have any felicity
uses. Moreover, there seem to be other expressions, such as pejorative terms or
dogwhistles, that interest the expressivist and that do not seem to admit the test
of second-order predicables. In that sense, we think that HOF does not exhaust
the set of expressions that interest the expressivist analysis. �us, the way we see
the negative side of expressivism is as follows. Many expressions serve a non-
descriptive evaluative function. A wide set of these expressions exhibit a peculiar
logical-syntactic feature, namely: they can function as second-order predicables.
However, this feature does not exhaust the set of uses that ful�ll an evaluative
function.

We start from this sort of relaxed minimal expressivism to try to o�er a pos-
itive proposal, that is, a proposal about the function the evaluative uses of lan-
guage ful�ll. According to the type of position that we will try to outline here,
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the di�erence between the descriptive and the evaluative is built upon the di�er-
ent practices in which we can engage, i.e., di�erent conceptual links with di�erent
courses of action tied to them. In that sense, this theory assumes what Frápolli
and Villanueva call the organic model –in contrast to the building-block model: the
model that gives prominence to the proposition or judgment as the basic unit of
meaning (Frápolli & Villanueva 2015; Frápolli & Villanueva 2016; see also Frápolli
2019). As they put it, the building-block model and the organic model ”can be set
apart by taking into consideration whether they give prominence to the princi-
ple of compositionality over the principle of context, or the other way around”
(Frápolli & Villanueva 2015: 1). �e idea is that in evaluative practices, instead of
conveying information about how things are, our claims communicate informa-
tion about our own world-view, i.e., our preferences and a�itudes. �at is, they
indicate circumstances of evaluation: they express or make explicit certain partic-
ular inferential links and actions. �e main goal of descriptive practices, on the
other hand, is to provide information about how this world is. It is in that sense
in which evaluative claims express speaker’s mental states especially linked to ac-
tion: they make explicit a way of living, conceptually articulated. To be�er grasp
this idea it may be useful to say something more about the two things we can
express through our claims.

One the one hand, by asserting p, the speaker is expressing her belief that p,
which means that she cannot deny that she believes that p without being incoher-
ent. In that sense, every time someone asserts that p, she expresses her belief that
p, her commitment to not deny that she believes that p. Note, however, that this
logical link does not depend on the nature of what is asserted: If I assert that the
laptop is on the table –a descriptive claim, then I cannot say that I don’t believe
that the laptop is on the table; but if I assert that stealing is wrong –an evaluative
claim, then I cannot say that I don’t believe that stealing is wrong too. �ere-
fore, it is clear that every assertion expresses a belief, in this sense. But, crucially,
this type of belief is not especially tied to action, it does not make explicit the
speaker’s way of living. If someone performs some actions that are conceptually
incompatible with having such a belief, or if the contextual information available
contradicts the logic of having such a belief, then one might not believe that p
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despite sincerely asserting p. �at’s why asserting p, or self-ascribing the belief
that p, does not guarantee that the speaker believes that p. �e belief expressed
in this level is linked to action, but not especially.

On the other hand, evaluative claims express something else, information
about the speaker’s a�itudes, preferences and stances: her way of living. Speaker’s
evaluations locate her in a place of a socio-normative space from which many
things can be truly predicated of her. And, in contrast to the particular belief that
p expressed through the assertion of p, the a�ective a�itudes expressed are con-
ceptually incompatible with error. �at is, it cannot be the case that someone does
not have the a�itudes especially tied to action that she expresses to have through
her evaluative claim without being irrational or incompetent. To be clear, it could
be the case that someone expresses an a�ective a�itude and her subsequent be-
havior does not correspond to the a�itude expressed, but then, the speaker will be
necessarily considered as irrational or incompetent, and not just as someone who
has said something false. �at’s one reason why a�ective a�itudes are closely
connected to action. �us, since a mental self-ascription can play an evaluative
function, it could be that someone self-ascribe the belief that p and that, through
her claim, she is expressing not the belief that p, but her practical a�itudes; she
is presenting herself as someone from whom certain courses of action can be ex-
pected, as in the Obama’s example introduced in chapter 6: in his speech, Obama’s
belief self-ascriptions don’t merely express those beliefs, but her practical com-
mitments beyond those beliefs. Being able to di�erentiate among these things is
an advantage of a noninternalist expressivism.

One might think that the information conveyed by an evaluative claim is close
to the information conveyed by a self-ascription of a mental state in the sense that
both are nondescriptive in nature: none points to a distribution of objects in space
and time. Nonetheless, as we have said, we must be careful here. It seems that we
can be wrong in self-ascribing a mental state, and it does not seem particularly
problematic to say that it is false that I was in the state of mind that I claimed to
be. On the contrary, when we express information about our mindset through an
evaluative claim, we cannot be wrong in the same sense; if our subsequent behav-
ior is not in accordance with the a�itudes expressed, then we will be considered
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irrational or incompetent. �e thing is that we can also evaluate through a mental
self-ascription. Our mental self-ascription can be false not only in the sense that
we are not in the mental state we say we are. Also, we can express our practical
commitments through them, as in the Obama’s example.

Maybe, the di�erence we are trying to highlight here can be clari�ed by point-
ing to the di�erence between our judgments and our claims about the rule we
think we follow. Note that, despite claiming that stealing is wrong and claiming
that it is wrong that Julian stole that thing are both apparently non-descriptive
claims, there could be a di�erence between them. In the �rst situation, by claiming
so maybe I am just saying which is the rule I follow, a very general rule according
to which there is no situation in which stealing is not wrong. In that sense, this
claim can be seen just as a claim about the rules I think I follow. On the contrary,
in the second situation maybe I am making an evaluation and, in that sense, I
am not saying which is the mental state I am in, but expressing or showing the
rule I actually follow. �e idea is that through our evaluative judgments we more
frequently show or express the rule we follow, our world-picture. Claims that are
apparently non-descriptive, when they are su�ciently general, are more likely to
be just claims about the rule we think we follow, while when they are made on
speci�c situations, they are more likely to express or show the state of mind in
which one is, be it a particular belief or other a�itudes especially linked to action
in the sense speci�ed above. But this is not always the case. For example, claim-
ing that all politicians are dishonest, in a particular context, might express some
practical a�itudes. We will say something more about this in section 7.4.

In sum, through the evaluative use of language, we are not only commi�ed to
the idea that by asserting p we cannot deny that we believe that p, but also with
the idea that, when they are evaluations, we express our world-view, we express
information about the courses of action that can be expected from us, our practical
commitments. Only noninternalist versions of expressivism can accommodate the
possibility of error to identify our own commitments.
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7.3.1. Wittgenstein and the evaluative

In a le�er to Russell, Wi�genstein observed that “the main point [of the Trac-

tatus] is the theory of what can be expressed by propositions –i.e., by language .
. . and what cannot be expressed by propositions, but only shown; which, I be-
lieve, is the cardinal problem of philosophy” (Stern 1995: 69-70). �is distinction
between what can be said by propositions and what can only be shown is essen-
tial to Tractatus. Recall that in the Tractatus, what can be said is the set of bipolar
propositions that represent states of a�airs. Statements about ethics and logic, as
well as ascriptions of meaning and beliefs, on the contrary, belong to the realm of
what can only be shown. With these statements we do not make movements like
those we do with descriptions, because we do not follow the rules of the system
to represent a state of a�airs, but we point directly to the rules that constitute the
system itself. �at’s the reason why Wi�genstein says that they do not express
proposition, but pseudo-propositions.

As we have seen, this distinction is what supports the notion of descrip-
tion that remains constant throughout Wi�genstein’s work. In his mature stage,
Wi�genstein calls ’grammatical propositions’ and ’logical propositions’ what were
previously deemed pseudo-propositions. But the idea is similar. Sentences repre-
senting distributions of objects in space and time express empirical propositions.
Sentences pointing to the rules that govern a language game express grammatical
or logical propositions. In that sense, the di�erence between what can be said and
what can just be shown survives until his mature thought.

�e crucial point here is that what can be described or said and what can only
be shown belong to completely di�erent practices. What can be described ex-
hibits certain conceptual peculiarities. Among them it is, as we have seen, their
conceptual connection with predicates such as ‘having spatio-temporal location’,
their inability to function as a second-order predicables, and the particular type
of disagreements that they generate, namely, disagreements in which both parties
recognize a priori the fact that would se�le the dispute. It could be said that de-
scriptive practices are characterized by the fact that the rules we follow are widely
shared. In other words, making a description is like reporting what happened in
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a football game to someone who knows well the rules of football. For example, if
in such situation we state “Player number 9 passed the ball to player number 7”,
the information that we communicate is about something that has happened in
the match, and that is in accordance with the rules of football. If it turns out that
player number 9 passed the ball with her hands, then our interlocutor could deny
that this was a pass, and correctly warn that it was an illegal move. Since we both
agree on what the rules of football are, we would recognize which of us is wrong.
However, if instead of claiming such a thing we say something like “Player num-
ber 9 should be able to pass the ball with her hands to her teammates”, then we
are no longer reporting something that happened in the match, but talking about
the rules of football themselves, speci�cally about how they should be.

In both descriptive and evaluative practices, the meaning communicated through
a statement depends on its inferential links, that is, on what follows from the state-
ment in that context. However, both practices are subject to di�erent conceptual
links, among other things because they serve di�erent purposes. If I say “Player
number 9 passed the ball to player number 7”, the hearer does not acquire any es-
pecial information about what can be expected from me, that is, about how I see
the world. However, if I say “Player number 9 should be able to pass the ball with
her hands to her teammates”, my interlocutor does acquire an especial piece of
information about me. �e set of conceptual links with which I engage, and their
connection to action, is broader than in the descriptive case. �e rules I express
to be commi�ed to are not necessarily followed by all people. In other words,
the practices supporting what is deemed as good, desirable, and other evaluative
a�ributions do not exhibit a presumption of communality, while the practices sup-
porting the descriptive are widely shared. �at’s the reason why my interlocutor
and I would recognize which of us is right or wrong if we disagree on whether
one player has passed the ball to another, and why the disagreement will turn out
meaningless if we discover that we have di�erent standards, or it will turn out
about the standard. However, this is not the case in non-factual disagreements:
even if it is explicit that we have di�erent standards, the disagreement can still be
about the same thing. �e stability of the shared practices in a form of life enables
us to explain the di�erence between the descriptive and the evaluative.
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Of course, we can say that someone who makes an evaluation is wrong. But
here ‘being wrong’ works di�erently than in the descriptive realm, at least in the
sense that there is no necessarily an initial shared commonality to which appeal
in order to se�le the disagreement. It means that from my way of living, from
my standard or background, that person is wrong, that is, what she says is false
considered from my standards. But maybe there are other ways of living, other
standards, from which that same evaluative statement is taken as true, and I’m
aware of that: I recognize the possibility that I’m in a mistake. In the descriptive
realm, however, there is no room for this possibility. �ere are no standards within
our form of life from which, for instance, to believe that water does not boil at 100
degrees Celsius is to believe something true. Because in our form of life, that water
boils at 100 degrees is a hard rock, that is, the practices in which this statement is
dependent are widely shared, and many other of our practices rest on it.

Let us say something more about the di�erent practices supporting the de-
scriptive and the evaluative to try to be as clear as possible. According to Wi�gen-
stein, the justi�cation of our picture of the world always comes to an end, that
is, there is a moment where our spade turns on bedrock. �is is so because the
bedrock, our background or standard, is just supported by our acting. In other
words, our background is the set of things we have decided not to cast doubts
about, which is supported by our way of behaving as a community and serves
as support for other moves. In that sense, our picture of the world is groundless,
and the justi�cation for it always comes to an end. In addition, our picture of the
world is our frame of reference, that is, the background from which we distinguish
between what is true and what is false.

�e thing is that in a form of life, which is a set of practices, there are subsets
of those practices shared by all the community, and other subsets just shared by
a part of the community.6 When, in a disagreement, the relevant set of practices

6In fact, there are at least two options here. One is to think that if a form of life is a set of
practices, then the sub-communities related to di�erent practices belong to di�erent forms of life.
In this way, in a community there would be di�erent forms of life. �e other option is that all
identi�able practices in a given language community make up a unique form of life, and within that
form of life distinctive sub-communities with di�erent ways of living can be distinguished. I prefer
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are shared by both parts, the disagreement necessarily will be factual, i.e., it will
necessarily be a disagreement in which both parties recognize from the beginning
which are the facts that would se�le the disagreement. On the other hand, when
in a disagreement the relevant set of practices are not shared by the parts, the
disagreement not necessarily will be se�led by appealing to facts, and wouldn’t
become meaningless nor would become about the standard that should be adopted
if it is made explicit that both parts have di�erent standards.

�us, the descriptive is supported by the practices we share, while the eval-
uative is supported by the practices not shared by all the community, but just by
a part. In that sense, evaluations give information about our own way of living,
i.e., about the practices in which we are engaged, and for that reason they convey
information about the courses of action that can be reasonably expected from us,
that is, our particular picture of the world. Lynch calls ‘convictions’ the set of be-
liefs supported by the practices not shared by all the community, and emphasizes
its action-guidance component; they are commitments to action. As Lynch puts
it, “we see other people’s convictions as revealing who they are, and they in turn
look at our convictions in the same way” (Lynch 2019: 60). Stanley uses ‘ideolog-
ical beliefs’ for something similar (Stanley 2015). What Lynch calls convictions
and Stanley ideological beliefs is what we have called, more broadly and follow-
ing Wi�genstein, dispositional mental states especially linked to action: the set
of conceptual commitments especially linked to action that re�ect our picture of
the world and, in that sense, who we are. �is is the way in which evaluative uses
of language express our mental states. And, of course, there are mental states in
which you are more or less con�dent, depending on how involved you are in the
practices that sustain it, and how central they are in your daily life. Beliefs whose
contents exhibit a high degree of belief are usually those that are essential to our

this second option because, from the point of view of meaning, the �rst option would lead to say that
within the same linguistic community, sub-communities that follow di�erent practices use words
with di�erent meanings, since the meaning of expressions rests on how they are used. �e second
option, however, allows us to say that the meaning of expressions is determined by all the practices
in which those expressions can appear and have appeared within a linguistic community, thus
allowing to explain, for example, the mechanism under which dogwhistles operate, and avoiding
to state that disputes between people with di�erent standards are always metalinguistic disputes.
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identity. We show our level of con�dence in those beliefs through our a�itudes.
Let’s take an example to see all this more clearly. To claim that it is wrong

that Juan has boasted of his achievements, an evaluative claim, could be the result
of assuming that “You never show o� what you get”, whose justi�cation ends in
a way of living. In this sense, the truth of “It is wrong that Juan has boasted of
his achievements” is relative to such a way of living, a particular standard that
depends on a way of living. And this kind of assumption belongs to the realm of
what can only be shown because, as Wi�genstein says, in trying to justify it, for
every reason we will always �nd a counter-reason (Wi�genstein 1980a). Let’s see
why. Someone could live in such a way that one of her assumptions is “One only
shows o� what one has earned with e�ort”. For this person, then, the statement
“It is wrong that John has boasted of his achievements” could be false if Juan
reached his achievements with e�ort. And this person, therefore, could always
�nd a counter-reason for the proposition “You never show o� what you get”. In
this way, making the evaluative claim that it is wrong that Juan has boasted of his
achievements expresses the speaker’s picture of the world, i.e., her way of living,
her practical mental states.

7.4. Evaluative meaning: Contextual factors and judg-
ments

Let’s take a look back and see what we have done so far in this chapter. First,
we have introduced the distinction between the descriptive and the evaluative, a
distinction between di�erent uses of language. �is distinction is important here
because it enables us to measure polarization while avoiding self-deception and
in general those cases where people don’t exhibit �rst-person authority regard-
ing their mental self-ascriptions. But also, this distinction is important because
it enables us to measure the a�itudes especially linked to action that we express
through the evaluative use of language. Hence, this allows us to �ne-tune our
tools in order to measure both ideological polarization and a�ective polarization.
Second, we have introduced a group of tests and arguments that support the dis-
tinction between the descriptive and the evaluative. �ird, we have introduced
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expressivism, a theory that seems able to explain the di�erence and therefore
to accommodate this evidence. Expressivism typically explains the di�erence in
psychological terms, that is, by appealing to the di�erence in the types of mental
states we express in both cases. However, for the purposes of this dissertation, it
is crucial that this theory can be compatible with the normative approach that we
have introduced in chapter 6, a view characterized by recognizing the possibility
of error in ascribing mental states. For that reason, we have introduced minimal
expressivism, and have discussed how an expressivism inspired by the Wi�gen-
steinian’s remarks we have pointed out in the previous chapter would look like.

Although we have presented di�erent tests, arguments and ways of explaining
and discerning between descriptive and evaluative uses of language, it is impor-
tant to note that evaluative meaning is highly dependent on contextual factors
and, in that sense, not easy to determine. As we have said at the beginning of
the chapter, the evaluative and descriptive distinction is a ma�er of uses of lan-
guage rather than of a set of expressions and terms. However, as we have also
said, some terms and expressions are more frequently associated with a category
because they are mostly used to convey information of that nature. For instance,
the expressions “It should be that. . . ” and “It is great that. . . ” are normally used to
evaluate and, in that sense, they are associated with the evaluative. Expressions
like “�ere are 10 people in the room”, on the other hand, are o�en used to de-
scribe. Based on this, Pew Research Center conducted an experiment in which it
asked participants to categorize ten sentences as descriptive or relative to opin-
ion, among which allegedly there were �ve descriptive sentences and �ve opinion
statements (Go�fried & Grieco 2018). Only the 26% accurately classi�ed the �ve
descriptive sentences, and only the 35% did it well in classifying the �ve opinion
statements. So, as this �nding shows, we are very bad in performing the task of
distinguishing between the descriptive and the evaluative. But things are even
worse. Note that this empirical study was carried out with sentences taken in iso-
lation, where their descriptive or opinion character is determined by the wide use
of the sentence, which facilitates the task of identifying the type of information
communicated. In everyday and more natural situations of communication, the
task of identifying the type of information that someone communicates when say-
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ing something is even more complex. What does the meaning we communicate
depend on?

As advanced in section 3.4.1, we have conducted an empirical research to test
the e�ects of several contextual factors in considering the u�erance of a same
sentence, that appears to be descriptive, as o�ensive (Almagro et al. forthcom-
ing). In two studies, we tested the role of the speaker identity, both in terms of
membership (pertaining or not pertaining to the group of people she talks about)
and social status (high vs. low social status), the role of speaker intent (having
or not the intention of being o�ensive) and the role of the harm caused on the
audience with a claim. Since o�ensive meaning is a sort of evaluative meaning,
our results can be at least partially extrapolated to the evaluative in general.

One of our results was that all factors –membership, status, intention and
harm– have a signi�cant e�ect in o�ensive meaning. Being out-group, having a
high status, having a negative intention and causing harm on the audience make
our statements more o�ensive than when we are in-group, low status, have a
neutral intention and no harm is caused on the audience. �is result is in line
with the idea that meaning is generally tied to uses of language rather than to
particular sentences.

Crucially, the speaker identity played a signi�cant role in our studies, which
in turn varied from vigne�e to vigne�e. For example, when the vigne�e was
about a minority identity or feminism, the speaker identity e�ect was larger than
in vigne�es about other topics. �is second outcome speaks in favor of two ideas.
First, this result is in line with what social epistemologists and others have been
recently emphasizing: we are socially situated subjects, and that fact has an im-
portant e�ect on the verbal and nonverbal actions we are able to perform (Ayala
2016, 2018; Kukla 2014). Second, the relevance of some topics, and our perception
of them, are highly sensitive to the features of the particular society. �us, both
the relevance of a topic and other features of the context are decisive in identi-
fying the meaning that someone communicates through her words. If we want
to measure polarization in a society, how salient the topic is in that society must
be taken into account, as well as other particularities of the context, in order to
know exactly what kind of information is communicated by the participants of
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the tests used to measure polarization. In some cases, participants might express
information about what they really believe, which contradicts what they sincerely
say they believe. Other times, participants might express information not about
what they really believe, but about what can be reasonably expected from them,
i.e., their a�itudes.

A third result of our studies was that participants showed a disanalogy in their
responses when they were made in the abstract vs. when they were responses to
particular situations. On the one hand, they ranked as more o�ensive the u�er-
ance of the same sentence when it was performed by an out-group speaker than
by an in-group one, and this e�ect was larger than the e�ect of speaker intent,
at least in our �rst study. So, speaker membership was taken by participants’
judgments as a more important determinant of o�ensive meaning than intention.
However, when they were explicitly asked about the factors’ relevance in consid-
ering a particular u�erance as o�ensive, they ranked speaker intent as the most
relevant factor, while speaker membership was seen as the least.

�is result can be seen as an instance of the idea that through our judgments
we express the rule we actually follow, and the rule we actually follow may not
be in accordance with the rule we sincerely say we follow. Participants said that
they believe that the speaker intention is the most relevant thing in order to know
whether their words were o�ensive or not. However, when they were asked to
judge speci�c cases, they showed through their responses that they didn’t think
that the speaker intention is the most relevant factor. Our judgments express the
rule we follow. And when they are evaluative in nature, they express our practical
a�itudes.

It is true that this idea contradicts with the one that generalizations about
groups of people tend to be evaluations. One possibility is to say that generaliza-
tions about groups are instances of an exception. Other possibility is to say that
claims about groups of people are not really generalizations, but claims about ev-
ery member of the group. �is second option would force us either to adopt an
objectual interpretation of quanti�ers, or to say that there is no quanti�er involved
in these claims. In any case, the idea that we tend to express, more o�en, the rule
that we actually follow through our judgments in speci�c situations rather than
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through our judgments in abstract terms is just an advice: in order to try to mea-
sure people’s a�itudes at an early stage of polarization it seems be�er to provide
enough context before asking them.

7.5. Conclusion

Along this chapter we have introduced the intuitive di�erence between the
descriptive and the evaluative, a di�erence about uses of language rather than
groups of terms, and have explained how it can be understood in relation to the
Wi�gensteinian approach to mental ascriptions introduced in chapter 6. �rough
the evaluative use of language we express our mind, our practical a�itudes. More-
over, we have argued that our judgments in speci�c situations express more fre-
quently the rule we actually follow than our claims about the rules we think we
follow, and have shown that the evaluative meaning expressed through a claim
is highly context-dependent. In this sense, we can express our a�itudes even
through a claim that appears to be descriptive a �rst sight, or through a belief
self-ascription.

In chapter 6 we saw that our mind, our dispositional mental states, are con-
ceptually linked to action. For instance, to believe that p is to have those commit-
ments, conceptually articulated and linked with certain courses of action, related
to p, which are determined by our social and linguistic practices, by our form of
life. So, there is possibility of error regarding our mental ascriptions: it can be the
case that the rule we say we follow is not the rule we actually follow. �rough
the evaluative use of language people express information about their a�itudes,
their practical commitments, given the action-guiding nature of the evaluative. In
this sense, the distinction between the descriptive and the evaluative enables us
to measure not what people say about themselves, but what they express. �us,
we can measure not only what people actually believe (which seems crucial to
accurately measure ideological polarization), but also their a�ective a�itudes, i.e.,
those practical a�itudes closely connected to having a certain level of radicalism.
In the next chapter, we will explain exactly how the philosophical assumptions
introduced in chapter 6 and in this chapter allow us to reassess the concept of



Chapter 7. A�itudes and Evaluative Meaning 227

a�ective polarization in the way we do in this dissertation. More speci�cally, we
will introduce our notion of polarization in a�itudes and explain how it meets the
desiderata for a suitable notion of polarization.
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Chapter 8

Conclusion: A�ective
Polarization Reassessed

On July 7, 2020, Harper’s Magazine published a le�er signed by over a hundred
and ��y famous journalists, authors and writers. �e le�er, entitled “A Le�er on
Justice and Open Debate” and known since its publication as the Harper’s le�er,
aims to denounce the alleged censorship and restriction of freedom of expres-
sion su�ered by most contemporary democracies. �is le�er found its equiva-
lent in a Spanish le�er in which the signatories adhere to the complaint, entitled
“Carta española de apoyo al mani�esto Harper’s”. Our democracies, the signa-
tories claim, are falling victim of the emergence of “a new set of moral a�itudes
and political commitments that tend to weaken our norms of open debate and
toleration of di�erences in favor of ideological conformity”. According to them,
censorship, promoted by these a�itudes “in response to perceived transgressions
of speech and thought”, is widespread, and it is constricting the free exchange of
information and ideas. At �rst sight, advocating freedom of expression, one of
the fundamental rights of any worthwhile democracy, is an issue that one might
expect that people come around together rather than ge�ing more divided over.
However, this is not what has happened.

Against the supposed “cancel culture” denounced by the Harper’s le�er’s au-
thors, someone might have the impression that the authors endorse an epistemic
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libertarianism according to which any public contribution should be equally as-
sessed if knowledge is going to be properly acquired (see Pinedo & Villanueva
forthcoming, for a recent discussion of the idea of epistemic libertarianism). In
the words of Harper’s le�er’s authors, “�e way to defeat bad ideas is by expo-
sure, argument, and persuasion, not by trying to silence or wish them away”. One
might think that this principle is, say, a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Given the in-
equality in social privileges enjoyed by certain groups, epistemic libertarianism
presumably runs counter the initial objective of the right of freedom of expres-
sion, which was to give a voice to the voiceless. �is is at least what many people
have criticized of Harper’s le�er.

On July 10 of the same year, the online site �e Objective published a le�er in
response to Harper’s le�er, called “A More Speci�c Le�er on Justice and Open De-
bate”, also signed by a group of journalists, authors and writers. In the response
le�er, the authors highlighted the misguided nature of Harper’s le�er, to put it
mildly. Speci�cally, they emphasized that the signatories of the �rst le�er were
mostly white, wealthy and privileged people who were using one of the most
prestigious and powerful magazines to complain that they are being silenced,
which is practically a contradiction in itself. Secondly, the authors pointed out
that Harper’s le�er missed the point in denouncing a situation that unfortunately
is not new, and that people from certain social groups with low social power had
been su�ering since long ago. “�e content of the le�er also does not deal with the
problem of power: who has it and who does not”. Precisely, the authors observed
that some of the signatories of Harper’s le�er had, in the past, unfairly harmed
and criticized people from socially disadvantaged groups, thereby contributing to
silencing certain individuals. In their words:

�e signatories, many of them white, wealthy, and endowed with
massive platforms, argue that they are afraid of being silenced, that
so-called cancel culture is out of control, and that they fear for their
jobs and free exchange of ideas, even as they speak from one of the
most prestigious magazines in the country. [. . . ] Harper’s is a pres-
tigious institution, backed by money and in�uence. Harper’s has de-
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cided to bestow its platform not to marginalized people but to peo-
ple who already have large followings and plenty of opportunities to
make their views heard. Ironically, these in�uential people then use
that platform to complain that they’re being silenced. [. . . ] �e prob-
lem they are describing is for the most part a rare one for privileged
writers, but it is constant for the voices that have been most o�en
shut out of the room. When Black and brown writers are hired by
prominent media institutes, NDAs and social media policies are used
to prevent them from talking about toxic workplace experiences. [. . . ]
We recognize a few of the signatories of the Harper’s le�er have been
advocates of the issues that concern us here, which is, in part, the
root of our hurt and dismay. Yet, everyone who signed the le�er has
reinforced the actions and beliefs of its most prominent signatories,
some of whom have gone out of their way to harass trans writers or
pedantically criticize Black writers.

So, one party vehemently complained that they were being silenced and per-
secuted, and did not listen to what the other side said; the other side claimed that
complaining about being silenced when one belongs to a privileged group is in
fact a way of perpetuating the injustices that some disenfranchised people su�er,
and is not willing to consider the arguments provided by the other part. Neverthe-
less, some of the people now located in opposing sides concerning this issue have
been in the same team in the past. Now, however, they have been split in a way
which is similar, to some extent, to the situation that Anne Applebaum describes
in her recent book. Many of those who were her closest friends in the late 1990s,
a group of Polish conservatives with similar ideas, she says, are now separated
from each other for political reasons: they shun each other, are unwilling to talk
to each other, and would be embarrassed to acknowledge that they were friends
in the past (Applebaum 2020: 9-23). Bridging the gap, something similar seems to
have happened in the case at hand, suggested by the following statement made by
those who write the le�er responding to the �rst one: “We recognize a few of the
signatories of the Harper’s le�er have been advocates of the issues that concern
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us here, which is, in part, the root of our hurt and dismay”. �us, this case can be
considered as an instance of the kind of division Applebaum refers to in her book,
which is dangerously widespread: “�e estrangements are political, not personal.
Poland is now one of the most polarized societies in Europe, and we have found
ourselves on opposite sides of a profound divide, one that runs through not only
what used to be the Polish right but also the old Hungarian right, the Spanish
right, the French right, the Italian right, and, with some di�erences, the British
right and the American right, too.” (Applebaum 2020: 12). �e case of Harper’s
le�er seems to exemplify a situation of division between two groups, but the sit-
uation is not just a state of polarization, it is the result of a process, as in the
Applebaum’s case.

What leads a group of powerful and wealthy authors to compose and sign
a le�er strongly denouncing that they are being persecuted for expressing their
opinions freely, and that consequently the boundaries of what can be said with-
out the threat of reprisal are being narrowed? Does contemporary democracy
�nd itself in a novel and dangerous situation of censorship, or is it rather a case
of certain very privileged people displaying a negative a�itude, as the other side
claims? Are the authors of Harper’s le�er missing the point in claiming that they
are silenced and persecuted, especially by not taking into consideration their so-
cial status and the evidence on the e�ects of o�ensive language in reinforcing
certain unjust social norms? If so, why do they defend it so strongly and vehe-
mently? Are they just doing that thing, missing a point, or something else? Why
are both parts so con�dent in saying that the other side is wrong? Can this case
be considered as an instance of polarization? In what sense?

In this chapter we will introduce the reassessed concept of a�ective polariza-
tion, that we will call polarization in a�itudes. Polarization in a�itudes has to do
mainly with having certain a�itudes closely linked to certain level of credence
in the core beliefs of the group one identi�es with. �is notion of polarization
is crucially tied to the philosophical assumptions introduced in chapters 6 and 7.
In particular, it is tied to the following ideas. Regarding the assumptions result-
ing from chapter 6: �ere is o�en a gap between the rules one says one follows
and the rules one actually follows, many beliefs are action-guiding, and there is
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contextual-authority regarding our own mental life. Regarding the assumptions
resulting from chapter 7, those which are central here are the following: Eval-
uative uses of language are good indicators of our mind, the evaluative use of
language extends beyond evaluative terms and is highly context-dependent, and
our judgments on speci�c situations give more information about our mindset
than our statements about the rule we follow.

If you were convinced by the notion of polarization in a�itudes when we
proposed it at the end of chapter 3, you have to know that you have commi�ed
yourself to the philosophical assumptions introduced in chapters 6 and 7. If these
assumptions are not to your liking and you prefer to get rid of them, then you
have the problems introduced in chapter 3, 4 and 5, and furthermore you cannot
satisfy the desiderata we have proposed for a suitable concept of polarization in
chapter 3. Along this chapter we will try to �esh out these ideas a li�le further,
sometimes with the help of the case introduced at the beginning.

�e general structure of this chapter is as follows. First, we characterize the
notion of polarization in a�itudes with the help of the tools we have obtained
from the discussion of chapters 6 and 7. Second, we di�erentiate our notion of
polarization in a�itudes from other similar notions. Finally, we discuss the prac-
tical scope of our notion, its application. Here is what happens in this chapter in
a bit more detail. In section 8.1, we characterize our notion of polarization in a�i-
tudes, make explicit the theoretical tools it needs from our discussion in chapters
6 and 7, and explain how it involves a reassessment of the concept of a�ective po-
larization. Section 8.2 discusses how our notion of polarization in a�itudes meets
the desiderata proposed in section 3.5. A�er this, we brie�y discuss, in section 8.3,
some of the a�itudes related to the increase of polarization according to the liter-
ature on epistemic vices that seems similar to the a�itudes that are central to our
notion of polarization. More speci�cally, we discuss the a�itudes of arrogance,
dogmatism and closed-mindedness (section 8.3.1), and discuss whether they are
necessarily bad a�itudes and whether we are responsible for them (section 8.3.2).
In section 8.4, we review some recent studies of a�ective polarization and ana-
lyze them from our notion of polarization in a�itudes. Finally, in section 8.5, we
brie�y devise a possible design to measure polarization in a�itudes, based on the
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recommendations that follow from our discussion along this chapter.

8.1. Reassessed, expanded and contextual a�ective po-
larization: Polarization in attitudes

�e case introduced at the beginning of this chapter can be seen as an instance
of a situation where two groups of people have opposing views and display certain
a�itudes, such as co-authoring a published le�er to vehemently denounce the
current situation, from one perspective or another. In that sense, this case can be
seen as an instance of polarization in a�itudes. Let us characterize the notion.

Polarization in attitudes: Two people get more polarized in at-
titudes to the extent that, at a particular time in a speci�c society,
they express to have certain a�itudes, those with an especial link to
action, that are closely connected with an increase in their level of
con�dence in the core beliefs of the group they identify with, which
makes them more impervious to the reasons coming from the other
side. Recall that the especial link to action exhibited by a�ective at-
titudes lies in the fact that one might not have the practical a�itude
that one expresses to have only if one is deemed irrational or incom-
petent. Otherwise, the speaker necessarily has the practical a�itude
expressed. On the contrary, one can be rational and competent and,
at the same time, it can be the case that one does not have the a�itude
not specially linked to action that one expresses to have.

So, it can be argued that, in this case, each party self-identi�es with a partic-
ular group of people (e.g., the group of people that is unjustly silenced; the group
of people �ghting against injustice) and has a high level of con�dence in their
core beliefs, which is showed through the things they do and the way they say
what they say, i.e., their a�itudes. �e point is not simply that they say they be-
lieve one thing and they might actually not believe such a thing, but that through
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their statements, through their evaluative judgments, they express the kind of at-
titudes that have an especial link to action and that are connected with their level
of radicalism. �is is not only “missing a point”, as the authors of the second let-
ter claim, but something else: it is to show how a�ached one is to a group. �is
diagnosis also applies to other cases discussed along this dissertation, such as the
group of people that decided to demonstrate against the alleged existence of a
criminal organization dedicated to falsely accusing teachers for �nancial gain in
Ceuta (chapter 1), the group of people that decided to demonstrate with a golf club
and a posh saucepan yelling that the Spanish government is responsible for the
deaths caused by the COVID19 pandemic (chapter 2), and the group of people that
dropped all kinds of hostile messages toward Carmena and her government for
the changes made in the annual parade called “the �ree wise men” (chapter 3). It
is the increased con�dence in the core beliefs of certain ideology that leads some-
one to publicly display such a�itudes, which, in turn, are an indicator of such a
level of radicalism. �e a�itudes that the Harper’s le�er’s authors express by feel-
ing the need to compound a le�er to denounce the alleged oppression that people
from their status su�er, as a means for �ghting against the alleged constriction of
the free exchange of information and ideas, are closely connected with their level
of con�dence in such ideas. To the extent that these ideas constitute some of the
core beliefs of a given political ideology, it can be argued that through their ac-
tions these individuals may simply be expressing their strong adherence to those
political ideologies.

�is concept of polarization is crucially dependent on the theoretical tools we
have introduced in chapters 6 and 7. �e main tools of chapter 6 supporting this
notion are the following.

Gap: �ere is o�en a gap between the beliefs and other mental states
that someone sincerely self-ascribes (the rules one says one follows)
and the beliefs and other mental states in which one actually is (the
rules one actually follows).
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Action-guidingmental states: Beliefs, as well as many other dispo-
sitional mental states, are a set of commitments conceptually linked
to certain courses of action. A subset of these a�itudes exhibit an
especial link to action, which can be called a�ective a�itudes.

Contextual authority: Depending on the context, there are cases
in which there is a presumption of authority regarding a mental self-
ascription, cases in which the speaker exhibits a strong authority, and
cases where there is neither strong nor presumptive authority.

�e main tools of chapter 7 on which this notion is based are the following.

Evaluative language as an indicator: Evaluative language, in con-
trast to descriptive language, accomplishes the function of expressing
the speaker’s a�itudes, those especially linked to action.

Beyond evaluative terms: �e evaluative use of language extends
beyond evaluative expressions and terms and is highly context-dependent,
and then the pieces of speech that express information about the
speaker’s mindset, about her a�itudes, also extends beyond a group
of particular terms and expressions.

�e judging and thinking distinction: Our judgments in speci�c
situations are commonly more closely linked to our mind than our
statements about what we think it is the rule we follow or the prin-
ciple we embrace.

Having introduced all these theoretical assumptions, we are now in a posi-
tion to see why the concept of a�ective polarization can be reassessed in the way
we do here, as polarization in a�itudes. Polarization in a�itudes have to do with
the kind of a�itudes that have an especial link to action, those for which we fre-
quently do not exhibit authority and that we express through our evaluative judg-
ments. �ese a�itudes, the information we express through the evaluative use of
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language, are calculable in virtue of our linguistic practices and the norms gov-
erning our social practices in general and are highly context dependent. Besides,
these a�itudes exhibit a peculiar feature regarding the possibility of error. �e af-
fective a�itudes that someone says she has might not be those a�itudes that she
actually has, as in the case of a�itudes that do not have an especial link to action.
But the a�ective a�itudes expressed by someone are conceptually incompatible
with a later discovery that she does not have the a�itudes she expressed, while
this discovery is possible in the case of an a�itude that does not have an especial
link to action, as we have seen in the two previous chapters. Let us discuss our
reassessment of the notion of a�ective polarization.

Recall the tools usually employed to measure a�ective polarization, intro-
duced in section 3.2. We have distinguished between three tools that directly

ask respondents to rate their feelings or make certain evaluations, and two other
more implicit tools that measure respondents’ behavior. �e �rst three tools are
the feelings thermometer, stereotype tests and feeling-linked-to-situation ques-
tionnaires. �e implicit tools, on the other hand, are basically implicit bias tests
and behavioral measures.

�ese direct tools, in contrast to the tools used to measure ideological polar-
ization, always involve language that is commonly used to evaluate. �e feel-
ing thermometer asks people to rank how they feel in terms of warm (approval)
and cold (disapproval) feelings regarding a particular issue, person or whatever.
Feeling-linked-to-situation questionnaires also ask people to indicate how they
feel in terms of positive and negative feelings. However, instead of asking about
general topics or certain people without providing context, it asks respondents
to indicate how they would feel in a very speci�c situation (e.g., if their daughter
got married with someone self-identi�ed as conservative/liberal). Finally, stereo-
type tests ask people to rate supporters of opposing political parties by ascribing
them some adjectives from a particular set, which comprises positive and negative
evaluative ones (e.g., “intelligent people”, “betrayers of freedom”).

It is our contention that, since these tools involve evaluative language, they
usually measure what people express about their own mind rather than what they
say of themselves. In other words, by self-ascribing a particular feeling toward a
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speci�c issue or by ascribing certain predicates to “the others”, respondents are
o�en expressing their own perspective toward the topic or their opponents, i.e.,
their commitments especially tied to action, rather than simply reporting their
own feelings or how their opponents are. Hence, a�ective polarization’s tools
measure participants’ commitments, those conceptually tied to action they ex-
press to have, mainly in virtue of the theoretical tools Gap and Evaluative language

as an indicator.
So, drawing on the Evaluative language as an indicator theoretical tool, we are

able to assert that through the evaluative use of language we express our picture
of the world, our a�itudes especially linked to certain courses of action, what can
be reasonably expected from us. In particular, and relying on the theoretical tool
Action-guiding mental states, we can say that we express certain a�itudes tied to
a certain way of living that can be conceptually linked to having a high level of
con�dence in some core beliefs of certain ideological identities. In this sense, both
the direct and implicit tools employed to measure a�ective polarization seem to
measure, to a greater or lesser extent, what people express, people’s level of radi-
calism, namely, how impervious they are to the reasons and arguments provided
by “the others”. �us, a conclusion we draw from this is that we have to expand the
range of evaluative language involved in these tools to measure polarization.1 As
we have said, someone’s linguistic and nonlinguistic behavior gives us informa-
tion about their placement amongst social categories (see Davies 2020), especially
through the evaluative use of language. For instance, claiming “When they call
you ‘fascist’ that means that you are on the good side of history”, as the Spanish
politician Isabel Dı́az Ayuso recently claimed in an interview (Martiarena 2021),
gives us a lot of information regarding what can be expected from the speaker,
her a�itudes, due to the social category, the socio-normative position, in which

1Interestingly, the results of a recent study conducted in Spain show that polarized people tend
to speak about evaluative issues (e.g., political preferences and values) as if they were factual ones
(Viciana et al. 2019). Once one has a very high level of con�dence in one’s beliefs, one tends to
see them as trivial assumptions, as facts. So, this could be used as a mark or sign of a high level
of polarization. However, presumably this will not be very useful to measure certain polarization
processes in their initial stage.
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we can place her. And this information is not only about what the speaker actu-
ally believes, but about what can be expected from her, her a�itudes. In contrast,
making a descriptive claim such as “�ey called me ‘fascist’” does not necessarily
give us much information about the speaker’s socio-normative position.

It is important to note however that, for example, saying that nowadays po-
litical correctness is killing free speech, or that climate change is a hoax, may also
count as an evaluation, a claim that expresses much about the speaker’s mind.
But these claims don’t contain any evaluative term or expression. �e theoretical
tool Beyond evaluative terms enables us to explain why: the a�itudes we usually
express through the evaluative use of language go beyond the use of certain terms
and expressions. As we have seen in the previous chapter, evaluative meaning is
highly context-dependent. So, the tools employed to measure reassessed a�ective
polarization, polarization in a�itudes, should not only be expanded to include
other evaluative expressions than those relative to feelings, but also some evalu-
ative uses of language in general. As we have seen in previous chapters, some-
times even by making a belief self-ascription one might make an evaluation and
therefore express certain a�ective a�itudes. �at is what allows to explain why
sometimes people can express their a�itudes through the tools usually employed
to measure ideological polarization.

According to Gap, one could, for example, sincerely say that one is in favor
of gender equality, inclusivity, freedom of speech, etc., or that one believes that
it is good to help people, and that none of this is the case. And according to the
theoretical tool �e judging and thinking distinction, it might be the case that, al-
though in thinking about oneself one sincerely says that one is in favor of gender
equality, inclusivity, etc., through one’s evaluations in some speci�c situations
one shows that one is not really in favor of gender equality or inclusivity, or that
one is not a freedom of speech supporter but just a privileged person trying to
conserve his privileges, or that one does not believe that it is good to help peo-
ple. But, crucially, not only that: regardless of whether one’s evaluations show
that one does not believe what one sincerely says one believes, one’s evaluations
can simply express their a�ective a�itudes, i.e., information about what can be
expected from her from a practical point of view. �erefore, it seems to be a good
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strategy to grasp people’s practical commitments to measure not only what peo-
ple expresses, rather than what they self-report, but also to measure this in very
speci�c situations. As Wi�genstein puts it, “my judgements themselves char-
acterize the way I judge, characterize the nature of judging” (Wi�genstein OC
§ 149). In this sense, the feeling-linked-to-situation questionnaire, for instance,
seems to be a be�er tool than the feeling thermometer to measure this type of
polarization, because it provides more speci�c contexts for participants to make
their evaluative judgments.

What is the particular perspective expressed by participants through the eval-
uative use of language, through their judgments? �e right answer is that it de-
pends, in part due to the theoretical tool Contextual authority, that is, the idea
that there are contexts where there is a presumption of authority regarding a
mental self-ascription, contexts in which the speaker exhibits a strong authority,
and contexts in which there is neither strong nor presumptive authority . It de-
pends on di�erent factors of the context, such as who is the respondent, how the
question is formulated, etc. But, in particular, it depends on how salient the topic
in that society at that particular time is, and how central the issue is to certain
political identities. �e popularity of the discussion topic has a signi�cant e�ect
on polarization. A similar idea can be found in Burnstein and Vinokur (1977).
�e same topic can be perceived di�erently in di�erent periods of time and can
be more or less related to certain ideological identities. For instance, someone’s
self-report on the cold feelings she would feel if her daughter got married with
a Muslim may indicate di�erent things in di�erent times and societies. In Spain,
reporting having very cold feelings in that scenario may express a high degree of
adhesion to certain ideological identities, and also a high level of credence in some
of those ideological identities’ core beliefs (e.g., the belief that Muslim people are
taking advantage of Spain’s resources, or whatever belief in this line maintained
by far-right ideologies), to the extent that this issue has been a very salient one
to some ideological identities. Of course, it could also simply express racism and
not a particular level of adhesion to certain ideological identities. �at is the main
reason why what is expressed depends on the relevance of the topic in a speci�c
society at a particular time, as we have said in relation to the example presented
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in the introduction of this dissertation (chapter 1). Besides, the theoretical tool
Contextual authority enables us to explain why sometimes the tools employed to
measure ideological polarization, and the feeling thermometer tool, can serve to
measure this type of polarization.

Now, we would like to bring your a�ention to the di�erent and possible types
of a�ective polarization that we have distinguished in section 3.2.1. We have es-
sentially distinguished four types: a�ective polarization via sympathy (APS), af-
fective polarization with animosity (APA), a�ective polarization with radicalism
(APR), and a�ective polarization with animosity and radicalism (APAR). Arguably,
APS is the type of a�ective polarization that puts democracy less in danger, if it
poses any risk at all. APA is possibly more dangerous than APS, but still, it is not
clear how it can promote the problems that our contemporary democracies face.
�e reason is that, even though someone might think that supporters of Partido
Popular political party are spoiled childish people who think that the world be-
longs to them, she might be willing to engage with their reasons and arguments,
and reach consensus when needed. In this sense, this type of polarization does not
necessarily endanger contemporary democracies. APR and APAR, on the other
hand, seem to be types of polarization that potentially put democracy at risk. �e
main reason is that they comprise radicalism, i.e., a high degree of con�dence in
the core beliefs of the political group one identi�es with, which means having
certain a�itudes. When one has a high level of credence in some beliefs, one be-
comes impervious to the reasons and arguments against those beliefs, because
they are seen as nonsense, or as clearly false at best. Note that we have said that
these types of polarization potentially put democracy at risk. �e reason is that
not necessarily every instance of ignoring others’ arguments because we have a
high level of con�dence in our beliefs counts as a pernicious move. We will say
something more in this line in section 8.3.2.

Let us now brie�y take into account some of the possible problems that the
concept of a�ective polarization might face, reviewed in section 3.2.2. �e �rst
objection was that it is neither exactly clear what the feelings that are measured
by the feeling thermometer are, nor the reasons behind indicating such feelings.
�e second one was that it is not clear how the di�erent phenomena measured by
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the tools of a�ective polarization are connected, if they are.
With the reassessment of the concept of a�ective polarization that we pro-

pose, the feeling thermometer does not measure the feelings that people have in
phenomenological terms, but, sometimes, it measures the a�itudes participants
express, which are ascribable to them in virtue of the rules governing our practices
at that particular time. Certainly, what is measured by the feelings thermometer
tool is highly context-dependent (see chapter 7). At times, what it measures is
closer to what people say of themselves than to what they express –as it happens
with the tools employed to measure ideological polarization. But it does not mea-
sure feelings in a phenomenological way. In this sense, the �rst objection seems
avoidable. �e second objection can also be avoided insofar as it can be argued
that certain behavior, on the one hand, and the indication of certain feelings to-
ward certain issues, on the other hand, are connected at a particular time (see
chapter 6). If I say that I would feel very cold feelings if my daughter got married
with a Muslim (regardless of my phenomenology), presumably I will behave in a
certain way toward Muslim people, especially if it is a salient political issue. Our
dispositional mental states are connected with certain courses of action, and our
evaluations are especially connected with action, with certain a�itudes.

�e third objection was that, if the essence of a�ective polarization lies in the
feelings we have toward certain people, then it seems that the rise of polariza-
tion is an irrational phenomenon, and this thesis, although held by some authors,
does not seem compatible with other ideas, such as that people necessarily think
that they have the truth by their side, and produce arguments to support their
positions. Since this third reason has to do with one of the desiderata we have
proposed for a suitable concept of political polarization, we will leave it to section
8.2. However, our answer has somehow already been introduced.

Finally, we want to end this section by pointing out what someone who rejects
the philosophical assumptions we have introduced in chapters 6 and 7 would have
to say regarding the concept of a�ective polarization. If one rejects these assump-
tions, one seems to be forced to maintain that (i) all tools employed to measure
a�ective polarization would have to give the same result with the same sample
of people, otherwise the respondents are irrational. �e reason is that if one as-
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sumes �rst-person authority, the di�erent tools used to measure a�ective polar-
ization should obtain the same results when applied to the same sample of people
or those people are irrational. (ii) A�ective polarization is only about feelings and
not about other a�itudes closely connected with having certain degree of belief,
which favors the irrational explanation of polarization. Our diagnosis, although
focused on the a�ective a�itudes that people express, is connected to the level of
con�dence in certain beliefs and with many other inferences that can be used to
rationally explain why someone has certain a�itudes. (iii) �e tools employed to
measure a�ective polarization should work for any society at any time, because
they only measure what people say, that always coincide with what they actually
feel. (iv) �e di�erent types of a�ective polarization we have introduced cannot be
distinguished. (v) �e notion of a�ective polarization still faces the problems and
limitations, introduced earlier, associated with the notion, and therefore it cannot
meet the desiderata we have proposed. In the next section, we explain how our
notion of polarization in a�itudes meets the proposed desiderata, and brie�y dis-
cuss which of them cannot be satis�ed without the philosophical assumptions of
chapters 6 and 7.

8.2. Meeting the desiderata

�e aim of this section is to explain how the concept of a�ective polarization
reassessed in the way we propose, that is, polarization in a�itudes, meets the
desiderata put forward for a suitable concept of polarization, introduced in section
3.5, with the help of the theoretical tools provided by chapters 6 and 7. Moreover,
we also discuss which of those desiderata cannot be satis�ed if the philosophical
assumptions introduced in chapters 6 and 7 are rejected.

Let us start with the �rst desideratum proposed, which was the one we have
called EVIDENCE: A suitable notion of polarization must be consistent with the
best available evidence. As we have seen, some types of a�ective polarization are
characterized by people’s a�itudes, in particular by people’s disposition to dis-
regard others’ reasons because of their high level of credence in the core beliefs
of the group they identify with. It is people’s behavior, verbal and nonverbal, in
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speci�c situations, and not their mental self-ascriptions, what allows us to know
more accurately their level of con�dence in certain beliefs. �ese types of af-
fective polarization, or polarization in a�itudes, involve radicalism, which can
be yielded by di�erent mechanisms, such as identity psychological mechanisms,
group membership, party sorting, etc. But the mechanisms promoting radicalism
do not only appear within groups of likeminded people and mustn’t be addressed
separately from the other evidence available (see chapter 4). Being exposed to oth-
ers’ arguments may get us more divided under certain conditions, especially when
we are able to �lter the information we are exposed to, leaded by our motivated
reasoning; but also because of the con�guration of the system we inhabit (Dorst
2020) and because of certain kinds of public discussion, in particular those that
count as crossed disagreements. �ese mechanisms a�ect the pool of arguments
we are exposed to, in particular its size and density, which, as a consequence, in-
crease our degree of belief in our previous positions. Being mainly exposed to the
repetition of a set of arguments that con�rms what we already believed makes
us more con�dent in our views. �at is radicalism. According to our review of
the main evidence concerning how we polarize, radicalism seems to be be�er
positioned than extremism in order to accommodate it (see chapter 4). But in or-
der to argue that a�ective polarization is about the level of radicalism we display
through our a�itudes and not about our mental self-reports, we need at least Gap,
Action-guiding mental states, Evaluative language as an indicator and �e judging

and thinking distinction. �e idea that a�ective polarization, polarization in at-
titudes, involves radicalism can only be held if the following assumptions are in
place: there is a gap between the beliefs we sincerely self-report and the beliefs in
which we actually are, many of our beliefs are closely connected with our verbal
and nonverbal behavior, through the evaluative use of language we express our
a�itudes especially tied to action, and our evaluative judgments in speci�c situ-
ations o�en express the rule we actually follow more accurately. In this sense,
polarization in a�itudes seems to meet this desideratum. If these and the other
philosophical tools supporting the reassessment of the concept of a�ective po-
larization are rejected, then it must be held that a�ective polarization just has to
do with having certain feelings, and that diagnosis can hardly accommodate the
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available evidence on how we get polarized, which mostly has to do with the in-
crease in con�dence in certain beliefs. Moreover, the semantic theory introduced
in chapter 7 enables us to accommodate another piece of evidence that is crucial
for our purposes, the intuitive distinction between the descriptive and the evalu-
ative. Without this theory, or another one able to accommodate the requirements
introduced in chapters 6 and 7, this desideratum can hardly be met. Expressivism
is just an example of the fact that there are semantic theories that accommodate
these requirements.

A second desideratum proposed was DANGEROUSNESS: A suitable notion
of polarization must be consistent with the pernicious e�ects for democracy of a
high level of polarization. As we have seen, at the mass level, polarization leads
people to regard the arguments and reasons of their political opponents as mis-
guided and as a threat, and to evaluate those perceived as “the others”, as dis-
honest, unintelligent, etc. (Talisse 2019: 95). Polarization also increases distrust
in public institutions and in government, increases intolerance, and corrodes the
proper functioning of democratic institutions (Carothers & O’Donohue 2019: 1-2).
According to Sperber and other scholars, a reliable informant must meet two con-
ditions: she must be competent and benevolent (Sperber et al. 2010: 369). How-
ever, how competent and benevolent an informant is depends partially on how
competent and benevolent she is perceived to be. If our con�dence in a particular
belief is too high, we tend to perceive people that think otherwise as incompetent,
because our level of con�dence in that belief leads us to think that, since the truth
of the content of our belief is so evident to us, those who do not believe it must be
incompetent. Another option is to think that they are competent but malevolent;
they know that what we believe is true but have some perverse intention and that
is the reason why they try to convince us that we are wrong. In both cases, we
will not take as reliable informants those who have a di�erent opinion from ours,
ge�ing more credibility to what is said by ingroup people, and increasing our ad-
hesion to our group (Ortoleva & Snowberg 2015), i.e., increasing our con�dence
in the core beliefs of our group. �at explains why polarization in a�itudes im-
plies being impervious to others’ reasons and potentially generates the negative
consequences noted above. Again, only with the help of the theoretical tools we
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have introduced in chapters 6 and 7 we are able to reassess the concept of a�ective
polarization in terms of radicalism (see section 8.1). Certainly, these pernicious
e�ects for democracy can be explained even if we reject the philosophical tools we
have adopted. In terms of feelings and hooliganism one might explain why coor-
dination is so hard to reach and why there is much hostility in a highly polarized
society. However, without our philosophical tools, it is hard to explain why some
contemporary democracies exhibit these problems and, at the same time, accord-
ing to the results obtained by employing tools such as the feeling thermometer
tool, the same society is allegedly not polarized. �e a�itudes that put in danger
democracy can increase and at the same time the population of such a democratic
society might respond to the thermometer tool in a way that this increase in at-
titudes were imperceptible. In this sense, our notion is be�er positioned than the
traditional understanding of a�ective polarization to meet this desideratum.

Another proposed condition that a suitable concept of polarization must meet
was RATIONALITY: A suitable notion of polarization must neither blame people
nor account for the issue in terms of irrationality. �e reason to propose this con-
dition was that a rational story of polarization processes seems more compatible
with the big picture of the main available evidence of how we get polarized than
an irrational one (Dorst 2020). But this desideratum has also a political �avor.
As we have said in sections 3.5, the pursued concept of polarization should not
explain the increased polarization in terms of irrationality or lack of interest in
truth. �is line of explanation blames people at worst, and is incomplete, and
even wrong (Dorst 2020)), at best. On the contrary, a suitable concept of polar-
ization must be able to explain why ge�ing polarized is a rational process given
the current situation, acknowledging that it is precisely the fact that people care
about truth, and that people give reasons supporting their own beliefs, that lead
them to polarize; polarization is not just a ma�er of irrationally disliking the other
part. Of course, this does not mean that we citizens have no responsibility for the
current condition of our democracies, or that we cannot do anything. As we will
see, we can be responsible in di�erent senses (Cassam 2019; see section 8.3.2). But
this point is compatible with the story according to which polarization is not an
irrational, but a rational process: people’s thinking is not necessarily riddled with
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irrationality.
We have argued against the sharp distinction between belief-like and desire-

like mental states regarding their connection with action (see chapter 6), and
maintained that a�ective polarization, or polarization in a�itudes, indeed has to
do with the a�itudes linked to a certain level of con�dence in one’s ideological
identity core beliefs. In this sense, being polarized is not a ma�er of irrationality.
Our verbal and nonverbal behavior is closely connected with our mind, with our
beliefs and a�itudes, with the way we believe what we believe (Action-guiding

beliefs), and with the a�itudes linked to certain con�dence in certain beliefs ex-
pressed through our judgments and behavior. In this sense, our a�itudes are not
just the result of our feelings toward the in-group and the out-group, but the re-
sult of our level of con�dence in our beliefs, which explains why it is rational to
disregard the reasons coming from the other side when the level of radicalism
is high. Besides, if we take together the �ndings from psychology, political sci-
ence and philosophy, instead of focusing only on the psychological mechanisms
underlying polarization processes, it can be argued that the irrational picture of
polarization –according to which we are mainly biased, dogmatic and arrogant
people– is not so compelling (Dorst 2020). On the contrary, all the available evi-
dence, taken together, suggest that, given the current environment of information
�ow, crossed disagreements and other linguistic phenomena, polarization is the
result of being a rational person. Polarization can be seen as the result of being a
rational person, rather than the opposite. It is rational to trust those that are on
your own side, especially when you have a high level of con�dence in the core
beliefs of your group. And it is rational that, given the dynamics of information
consumption, you end up reinforcing your own initial positions (see chapter 4).

�e fourth desideratum proposed was DISANALOGY: A suitable notion of po-
larization must accommodate the disanalogy between self-ascribing a mental state
and expressing a mental state in order to accurately measure it. An operational
notion of polarization must be able to accurately measure people’s mental states,
more speci�cally those related to the bad consequences of the rise of polarization.
As we have suggested, people’s sincerity is not enough to guarantee that they are
in the mental state they say to be in, especially when talking about complex is-
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sues and in abstract terms. In that sense, the �rst-person authority thesis seems
challengeable, and therefore the concept of polarization must accommodate the
disanalogy between self-ascribing a mental state and expressing a mental state
and should measure the level of adhesion to a particular ideological identity. Our
Wi�gensteinian approach to mental ascriptions enables us to accommodate two
possible types of error when self-ascribing a mental state: we might not be in
the mental state we say we are in, but we might also express something else by
self-ascribing such a mental state, that is, our a�ective a�itudes. In the previ-
ous chapters, we have argued that the tools commonly used to measure a�ective
polarization actually measure the a�itudes that people express rather than just
their emotional states. Our concept of polarization in a�itudes endorses the ap-
proach to mental state ascriptions introduced in chapter 6 and the approach to
certain uses of language discussed in chapter 7 (see section 8.1). In this sense, it
is quite obvious how our notion meets this desideratum: the theoretical tool Gap

is precisely the assumption that there might be a di�erence between our mental
self-ascriptions and the mental states in which we actually are as well as the a�i-
tudes we express through our statements. �ose who reject this assumption and
assume the thesis of �rst-person authority cannot satisfy this desideratum.

�e last condition proposed was INTERVENTION: A suitable notion of polar-
ization should allow us to develop mechanisms to intervene as soon as possible.
We have tried to clarify what is really measured by the tools commonly used to
measure a�ective polarization, what types of a�ective polarization can be distin-
guished, which of them may imply certain bad consequences for democracy, and
we have o�ered some recommendations that allow us to detect the type of polar-
ization that endangers our democracies as soon as possible. �us, our reassessed
concept of a�ective polarization meets this desideratum to the extent that we have
been successful in doing all this. If, as a result of our discussion, we are now bet-
ter positioned to measure the dangerous type of polarization in a more accurate
way, then it can be stated that our contribution was a kind of intervention, be-
cause it enables us to measure polarization more accurately, and then measure it
as soon as possible. Moreover, reaching a deeper comprehension of the type of
polarization that endangers democracy also enables us to devise new intervention
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strategies speci�cally aimed at ameliorating particular situations with certain spe-
ci�c features. But the crucial point here is that our recommendations to measure
polarization in a more indirect way, by a�ending to what people express and not
to their mental self-reports, enables us to measure polarization before the level
of polarization is too high. �is is crucial because the higher the level of polar-
ization, the lower our chances to depolarize. According to our notion, the feeling
thermometer tool, for instance, is useful only when the level of polarization is
very high (and something similar occurs with the tools employed to measure ide-
ological polarization) and in that sense it leaves us li�le room for intervention (see
section 8.4). So, our reassessed notion enables us to intervene because it enables
us to evaluate which of the available tools are be�er than others to measure polar-
ization as soon as possible, and to design new ways of measuring polarization to
detect it when the curve of polarization is not yet too high and then our possibili-
ties to depolarize are bigger. �e a�itudes people express, those especially linked
to what can be expected from them and that are connected to their level of radical-
ism, cannot be identi�ed nor measured if one does not assume the philosophical
tools introduced in chapters 6 and 7. Our notion needs to assume the possibility of
error when talking about our mind as well as to accommodate the distinction be-
tween the descriptive and the evaluative. More speci�cally, these assumptions are
needed in order to argue that our a�ective a�itudes, those connected to our level
of radicalism and more frequently expressed through our evaluative judgments
in speci�c situations rather than through our direct mental self-ascriptions, are
what should be measured to account for certain types of pernicious polarization
as soon as possible. In this sense, our notion satis�es this desideratum.

A�er characterizing our notion of polarization in a�itudes and explaining
why it can meet, with the help of the theoretical tools introduced in chapters
6 and 7, the proposed desiderata, in the next section we will discuss di�erent no-
tions of a�itudes that, although similar, are di�erent from our notion, and also
discuss whether we are always responsible for having such a�itudes.
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8.3. Epistemic vices: Attitudes related to the rise of po-
larization

In this section, we discuss certain a�itudes that are very similar to the a�itudes
we point to with our notion of polarization in a�itudes, but that are not exactly
the same ones. �ese a�itudes are those of arrogance, closed-mindedness and
dogmatism, much discussed within the literature on epistemic vices. Commonly,
these a�itudes are associated with irrationality.

In the �eld of virtue epistemology it is common to examine agents’ virtues,
and more recently also vices, regarding the acquisition, retention and transmis-
sion of knowledge. Epistemic virtues are those that favor the acquisition, reten-
tion or transmission of knowledge, while epistemic vices are those that systemat-
ically get in the way of knowledge (Medina 2013) at some of the three mentioned
levels (Cassam 2019). Cassam has recently distinguished three types of things
that can be deemed epistemic vices: character traits, ways of thinking, and a�i-
tudes (Cassam 2019: 12-13).2 Character traits are stable dispositions to act, think
and feel in certain ways. Ways of thinking are particular reasonings, instances of
thinking in a particular way. A�itudes are orientations or postures toward some-
thing, similar to character traits but less stable in time. For instance, a person can
display the epistemic vice of arrogance because she is an arrogant person, because
she is thinking in an arrogant way, or because she exhibits arrogance with respect
to certain aspects. �ese are three distinguishable forms of epistemic vices. Note
that this notion of a�itudes is narrower than the one we introduced in chapter 4
and to which we appeal when we speak of a�itudes along this dissertation.

Recently, the topic of epistemic vices has received signi�cant a�ention in re-
lation to the rise of political polarization. In particular, it has been analyzed how
some di�erent epistemic vices might have been the causes of the current level
of polarization in many democracies (see, for instance, Lynch 2019; Tanesini &
Lynch 2021). Some of the most outstanding epistemic vices in this sense are arro-

2�is conceptual distinction is reminiscent of that made by Gilbert Ryle regarding emotions
(Ryle 2009). Ryle distinguished between character traits (e.g., being a sad person), moods (e.g.,
being sad) and feelings (e.g., feeling sadness).
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gance, closed-mindedness and dogmatism. We devote this section to discussing
these three epistemic vices as a�itudes closely related to the rise of polarization
in a�itudes.

However, contrary to many of the proposals, we start from the assumption
that these a�itudes do not need to be conceived as causes of polarization nor as the
keys pressing in favor of the irrational story of polarization. Maybe they are just
some consequences of other mechanisms that indeed foster polarization, and in
that sense are signs of the rise of polarization. As we have seen, crossed disagree-
ments, our capacity to �lter information, the sorting phenomenon, etc., can foster
the con�dence in some beliefs central to the ideological group we identify with.
But, in certain situations, it can be rational to increase our con�dence in those
beliefs. In this sense, the a�itudes associated with being arrogant, closed-minded
or dogmatic may be about what polarization consists in rather than about the at-
titudes that bring about the rise of polarization. As we have previously stated,
this second option seems be�er to us for two reasons: it seems more compatible
with all the evidence taken together and avoids blaming people for the current
condition of many societies. Note that the terms ‘arrogance’, ‘closed-mindedness’
and ‘dogmatism’ have an evaluative �avor. Of course, a particular a�itude can be
described using these labels in a way that blocks the evaluative meaning usually
expressed through them. But still, pu�ing too much emphasis on these epistemic
vices when talking about polarization conveys the risk of ending blaming people.
At the end of this section, we will say something about the type of responsibility
that can be demanded from us as polarized citizens.

8.3.1. Closed mindedness, epistemic arrogance and dogmatism

One of the philosophers that have recently analyzed the role of arrogance con-
cerning the rise of polarization is Michael Lynch, whose diagnosis points out that
most of us behave like a know-it-all, and that leads us to polarize. Brie�y, Lynch’s
diagnosis lies in that a tribal or group-indexed epistemic a�itude (Lynch 2021:
141-154, Lynch 2019), namely intellectual arrogance, “is bound up with, and wors-
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ens the e�ects of, a�ective or a�itude polarization” (Lynch 2021: 141).3 According
to Lynch, intellectual arrogance is an unwillingness to regard one’s worldview as
capable of improvement from the evidence and the arguments coming from the
other side. �e idea is that when one is an arrogant, one becomes impervious to
the others’ reasons. In particular, Lynch’s analysis of intellectual arrogance has
to do with pu�ing ego before truth, being hyper concerned for one’s self-esteem,
and being fear of error and defensive (Lynch 2021: 143). Intellectual arrogance is
delusional in nature, says Lynch, and that is the reason why people rarely see it
in themselves. �is a�itude can become tribal, in the sense that it can be experi-
enced as part of a “we” and directed at a “them”. Moreover, this epistemic a�itude
of taking one’s own beliefs, in particular the beliefs the group one identi�es with,
as epistemically unimprovable, is an irrational a�itude, says Lynch (Lynch 2021:
146). �is type of a�itude explains the pernicious aspect of polarization: “If a
social group A arrogantly regards itself as epistemically superior to some group
B about some subject S, then they will regard B as less trustworthy, reliable, or
informed about S” (Lynch 2021: 146). So, if tribal intellectual arrogance increases,
polarization increases. To put it another way, intellectual arrogance plays a key
role in deepening our disagreements both over policies and a�itudes, and hence
in a type of polarization: polarization in a�itudes. Certainly, this a�itude is one
of those a�itudes that seem to be closely connected with having a high level of
con�dence in the core beliefs of the group one identi�es with. But, to point out
just two possible di�erences with our notion: �rst, we do not think that becoming
impervious to the other’s reasons is necessarily an outcome of an irrational pro-
cess, nor that it has necessarily to do with pu�ing ego before truth. Second, one
can behave in an arrogant way without noticing it and, therefore, it is not nec-
essarily the result of a group regarding itself as epistemically superior to another
group.

A second a�itude related to the way we have understood the type of polariza-
tion that endangers democracy is the so-called “closed-mindedness”. According
to Fintl, someone is closed-minded when is unwilling to be persuaded by the ar-

3Tanessini characterizes this a�itude as “an unwillingness to submit oneself to the norms gov-
erning ordinary conversation and rational debate” (Tanesini 2016: 85).



Chapter 8. Conclusion: A�ective Polarization Reassessed 253

guments of others (Fantl 2018: 12; see Allen 2020 for a recent analysis of Fantl’s
analysis). In a similar vein, Cassam de�nes a closed-minded individual as one that
is disposed to freeze on a given conception, to be reluctant to consider new infor-
mation, and to be intolerant to those opinions that contradicts her own (Cassam
2019: 33). More recently, Ba�aly has de�ned closed-mindedness as “an unwill-
ingness or inability to engage (seriously) with relevant intellectual options” (Bat-
taly 2021). Note that this epistemic vice is closely related to epistemic arrogance.
However, the main di�erence between them lies in the fact that someone can
be unwilling to be persuaded by others’ reasons and evidence without thinking
that one’s position is not subject to improvement and behaving as a know-it-all.
Simply, one is not open to consider other possibilities.

It is noteworthy that the boundaries between the a�itudes called arrogance,
closed-mindedness and dogmatism are not so sharp. One way to see it is that arro-
gant and dogmatic a�itudes are subsets of closed-mindedness. �is is so because
it seems that you cannot be arrogant or dogmatic without being closed-minded,
but you can be closed-minded without being arrogant or dogmatic. If you are
intellectually arrogant, then you are closed-minded because you are not willing
to consider other options. But you can be closed-minded without being arrogant.
Similarly, if you are dogmatic, then you are closed-minded too, but you can be
closed-minded without being dogmatic. What is it to be dogmatic?

Dogmatism is the third a�itude mentioned above that seems to be displayed
by polarized people. Kidd conceives it as a “disposition to respond irrationally
to a�empts by others to o�er instruction and criticism” (Kidd 2021: 63). Bat-
taly emphasizes its capacity to hinder our willingness to take others’ position as
serious possibilities: “it is an unwillingness to engage (seriously) with relevant
alternatives to a belief one already holds” (Ba�aly 2021). According to Cassam,
“dogmatism is more limited in scope and pertains to one’s doctrinal commitments
rather than to one’s epistemic conduct generally” (Cassam 2019: 109). �ese au-
thors recognize that dogmatism is somehow a type of closed-mindedness in the
sense that it involves a kind of indoctrination or strong identi�cation with the
core ideas of a particular identity or group. At any rate, the important thing for
us here is just that these a�itudes, usually referred to in the literature by the labels
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of ‘arrogance’, ‘dogmatism’ and ‘closed-mindedness’ seem to be closely related to
a�itude polarization.

Certainly, the a�itudes of being unwilling to regard one’s view as capable of
improvement and to be unpersuaded by the arguments from the “other side” are
closely related to the diagnosis we have tried to outline along this dissertation. It
is a high level of credence in the core beliefs of our ideological group, namely rad-
icalism, that can lead our democracies to collapse, because it makes us impervious
to others’ reasons. In this sense, it might be useful to try to measure the level of
presence of these a�itudes in a society in order to grasp the level of polarization
of that society. However, the presence of certain level of these a�itudes does not
need to be understood as a situation that is the result of, and driven by, people’s
irrationality, disregard for the truth and sel�sh interests, as some authors suggest.
Nevertheless, stating that ge�ing polarized can be seen as a rational process does
not necessarily mean that we have no responsibility for having the a�itudes we
have when we are highly polarized. In the next section, we brie�y discuss whether
being impervious to the other’s arguments, in di�erent ways, is always a bad be-
havior or, on the contrary, there are situations where there is no responsibility
that can be demanded from us.

8.3.2. Are these attitudes necessarily bad ones?

Some authors have argued that remaining steadfast in one’s beliefs has epis-
temic advantages in group deliberation (Hallson & Kappel 2020; Levy 2019, 2020).
Others, on the contrary, have argued that these characteristics can lead groups to
end up in stalemates and to polarize (see, for instance, Tanesini 2021), although
they recognize that in certain situations remaining steadfast can have certain ad-
vantages, in particular when the disagreement is transient. Others have argued
that the alleged epistemic advantages of these a�itudes are not in fact conse-
quences of such a�itudes, but of very similar ones, such as �rmness (Cassam
2019), and hence that these a�itudes are epistemic vices that almost always get
in the way of knowledge. In this sense, these a�itudes should always be avoided
(Cassam 2019).
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We are more inclined to a fourth option here. Recall that, although being un-
willing to revise our own beliefs in the face of alleged evidence against may be
pernicious because it can lead to the problems associated with the rise of polar-
ization, to engage with others’ reasons can also get us more divided in certain
situations, as we have seen in chapter 4. So, according to a fourth option, we are
sometimes epistemically entitled to ignore the alleged evidence that contradicts
our beliefs, and not only in transient situations. �e reason for that is that not all
opinions must always be equally taken into consideration. �ere are at least two
routes that can be followed in order to �esh out this stance.

One is to consider that, although being open to revise our own beliefs is usu-
ally epistemically bene�cial, there are topics regarding which it is not advisable
to stand open-minded, speci�cally when those topics carry certain political im-
plications. In Allen’s words, “[w]hile we epistemically ought to be open-minded
in general, the importance of being open-minded is roughly proportional to the
moral, social, or political signi�cance of the ma�er at hand” (Allen 2020: 3). So,
this �rst option has to do with the contents being discussed, in particular with
their political signi�cance. For instance, if taking into consideration certain posi-
tions on abortion would carry some political implications that are unacceptable,
then we can stay closed-minded regarding such a topic and in consequence ignore
those positions. �is option can be broadened by including not only topics with
unacceptable political consequences, but also topics in which the acceptance of
certain positions challenges many of our assumptions that are necessary for many
of our well-established practices. For instance, accepting that the Earth is �at, or
that ghosts, as immaterial things that can nevertheless a�ect material things, ex-
ist, implies having to change many of our basic physic laws and assumptions that
are a necessary ground for a big amount of our practices. �en, in this case, ac-
cording to this �rst option, we can also remain closed-minded.

�e other route would be to argue that, given the huge amount of informa-
tion we are exposed to and that our capacity to a�end to it is limited, not every
opinion has to be necessarily taken as worthy or as information we are forced
to engage with: the right to be heard in public must be earned, and can be lost
too. In this sense, we do not ought to be epistemically open-minded in general;
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it will depend on each particular case, and not only because of the possible un-
acceptable consequences of taking into consideration certain positions. �at is,
each case has to be evaluated not only in terms of the contents at hand, but, for
example, also in terms of who the speaker is. In Pinedo’s and Villanueva’s words,
“When confronted with new evidence, it’s not the case that everyone has an a
priori right to turn their opinions into epistemic possibilities that cannot be prop-
erly ignored. Being able to take part in a meaningful epistemic discussion is a
right that can be earned, and it can be lost as well” (Pinedo & Villanueva forth-
coming: 14). It is important to note that this fourth option is especially concerned
with o�ering epistemic policies that serve as forms of epistemic resistance and,
in that sense, it presupposes that injustice must be fought against. Our society
can be represented as an unjustly organized socio-normative space where each
node is associated with a limited number of possibilities for action (Ayala 2018;
Haslanger 2015). It is the recognition that not all nodes in the socio-economic
space are equal, together with the need to combat injustice, that must be espe-
cially considered when assessing whether or not a particular public contribution
is worthy of consideration.

To end this section, let us return to the a�itudes related to radicalism, that
is, those that have to do with a high degree of adherence to a political ideology
that makes people have a very pernicious level of credibility in the core beliefs of
their group. To the extent that polarization processes are understood as rational
processes, it does not seem to make sense to blame people for being polarized. But
do polarized people exempt from any kind of responsibility? Can’t their a�itudes
be not only reprehensible, but even blameworthy in certain cases?

Cassam separates blameworthiness from reprehensibility concerning the re-
sponsibility people have over their epistemic vices: “blame is not the only form
of criticism, and it is possible to be critical of a person’s epistemic vices without
blaming them. Whether or not a deeply arrogant person deserves blame for being
that way, they can certainly be criticized for their arrogance” (Cassam 2019: 6).
In addition, he distinguishes two sorts of responsibility: acquisition responsibility
and revision responsibility (Cassam 2019: 18-20). �e �rst one is a type of respon-
sibility that is bound to the way we acquire or develop the epistemic vice. If our
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past deliberate decisions led us to acquire a particular epistemic vice, a particular
a�itude, then we are acquisition responsible for it. �e second type of respon-
sibility is bound not to the way we acquire an epistemic vice, but to our ability
to modify it. Revision responsibility is dependent on whether epistemic vices are
malleable enough for revision. �at is, if we have certain type of control over
them, then we are revision responsible for our epistemic vices. �us, we have �ve
conceptual possibilities. One might not be responsible at all for one’s a�itudes
insofar as they are not the result of one’s past decisions and cannot be modi�ed.
But when there is some kind of responsibility for one’s a�itudes, one might be
acquisition blameworthy, revision blameworthy, acquisition reprehensible, and
revision reprehensible.

�us, even though our reassessed concept of a�ective polarization either avoids
blaming people for the rise of polarization as the irrational story would have it,
it is still compatible with saying that certain a�itudes are blameworthy or repre-
hensible to the extent that the agents displaying those a�itudes are considered to
have one or another type of responsibility.

In this section we have discussed some of the a�itudes that might be con-
sidered as the a�ective a�itudes tied to having certain level of radicalism that
characterizes our notion of polarization in a�itudes. In the next two sections, we
are going to focus on the third part of this chapter: the practical dimension of
our notion of polarization. In particular, in the next section we will discuss what
can be said, from our notion, about some recent studies of a�ective polarization.
A�er that, in section 8.5, we will o�er a possible sketch of some vigne�es aimed
at measuring polarization in a�itudes, following our recommendations.

8.4. Discussing some recent polarization studies

In this section, we brie�y discuss some recent studies of a�ective polarization
based on our results so far. In particular, we review the design of three cross-
national studies and three other studies focused on Spain’s level of a�ective po-
larization. Most research on a�ective polarization, including the ones discussed
here, analyzes the level of a�ective polarization in a society through the feeling
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thermometer tool. Moreover, the questions aimed at measuring a�ective polariza-
tion are presented to the survey’s respondents along with many other questions
designed with di�erent purposes, which might be problematic. Let us introduce
some of these recent studies and discuss them from our notion of polarization in
a�itudes.

Gidron, Adams and Horne have recently conducted a comparative study in
which they analyze a�ective polarization levels across twenty Western societies
over the past three decades (Gidron et al. 2020). �e countries are Australia, Aus-
tria, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, the United Kingdom, Greece,
Iceland, Ireland, Israel, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Spain,
Sweden, Switzerland and the United States. To do so, they analyze over eighty na-
tional election surveys that include, among many other things, questions about
respondents’ feelings toward political parties of their country. �ese surveys,
and their results, are obtained from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems
(CSES). �e question corresponding to feeling thermometer reads as follow: “I’d
like to know what you think about each of our political parties. A�er I read the
name of a political party, please rate it on a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 means
you strongly dislike that party and 10 means that you strongly like that party”
(Gidron et al. 2020: 14-15). Speci�cally, they measure levels of a�ective polariza-
tion by paying a�ention to the average of out-party dislike and in-party liking.

Certainly, in virtue of the theoretical tool Evaluative language as an indicator,
our notion enables us to say that indicating that one strongly likes or dislikes cer-
tain political party might be a way of expressing one’s commitments to one’s own
political identity, one’s a�itudes especially linked to action, and, in that sense, it
might be a measure of how impervious to the others’ reasons respondents are.
However, the feeling thermometer tool is the most direct one of those commonly
used to measure a�ective polarization, because it directly asks people not to make
a judgment in a speci�c situation, but to indicate, a�er thinking, what they feel
about someone or about certain topic. In virtue of the theoretical tool �e judging

vs. thinking distinction, our notion warns us that the feeling thermometer tool
is more about what people say than what people express, even though the tool
involves language that is commonly used to evaluate. �inking about my feelings
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toward a particular political party o�en requires re�ecting on the rule that I think
I follow, without any speci�c situation to rely on. �us, in virtue of Gap, the a�i-
tudes I say I have and the a�itudes I actually have could be di�erent. Presumably,
only when the level of a�ective polarization is already quite high, one is willing
to say that one has very cold or very warm feelings toward something or some-
one, and then to express their a�itudes, closely tied to their level of con�dence
in the core beliefs of the group they identify with, through their responses. Only
in those cases the feeling thermometer tool might serve to measure the a�itudes
expressed by participants. �erefore, our notion diagnoses that this way of mea-
suring a�ective polarization is useful only when the polarization curve is already
very high. Besides, it is to be expected that what the participants express through
their responses is highly context-sensitive; it is dependent on the particularities
of the study, the society, the time, etc.

Another comparative study, conducted by Boxell, Gentzkow and Shapiro, has
also measured trends in a�ective polarization in several countries over the past
four decades (Boxell et al. 2020). In particular, they measured it in nine coun-
tries which are members of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment (OECD). �ese countries are Australia, the United Kingdom, Canada,
Germany, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland and the United States. To
do so, they have constructed a new database from 116 di�erent surveys in which
there is a reasonably continuous series of questions related to people’s feelings
toward other political parties (Boxell et al. 2020: 3-4). In this case, the questions
about respondents’ feelings vary across surveys, but they commonly ask about
respondents’ feelings toward a particular political party, i.e., feeling thermome-
ter. Despite the fact that there are some interesting di�erences between this study
and the study conducted by Gidron, Adams and Horne, we think that the same
can be said here.

A less recent but more interesting (for the purposes of this dissertation) com-
parative study of a�ective polarization was conducted by Westwood and other
scholars across four countries (Westwood et al. 2018). �e countries were Bel-
gium, the United Kingdom, Spain and the United States. �e interesting thing
about this study is that in this case, researchers did not employ the feeling ther-
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mometer tool, but a more indirect one. In particular, they designed a version of
the classic trust game. In this game, participants are given a cash allocation and
can give all, some or none of the money to another participant. �e rules are that
the amount of money given to the other participant will be tripled, and the second
participant can return all, some or none of the money back to the �rst one. �us,
the more trust deposited in the other participant, the more should be allocated to
her and the more can be gained back (Westwood et al. 2018: 340). In this particu-
lar version of the game, participants could see the pro�le of the other participant,
which includes information about her party identi�cation along with other infor-
mation (participant’s gender, age and income) aimed at making the experiment
less obvious. As expected, the results of the experiment showed that partisan
identi�cation has a great impact on trust, even over other social factors like eth-
nicity or religion: participants gave more amount of money to participants that
belong to the same political party or to another ideologically similar one, and less
to those that self-identify with a political party of the “other side”. An interesting
�nding of this study was that, contrary to the studies previously introduced, the
United Kingdom is not as homogeneous a society as it is commonly stated: both
social and political clues of the other player lead participants to trust them more
or less. In fact, this result contrasts with the �ndings of the previously reviewed
study conducted by Boxell and others, where the level of a�ective polarization in
the United Kingdom is not very high and the trend is decreasing. �e theoretical
tool Action-guiding mental states of our notion of polarization enables us to ex-
plain why this behavior is closely linked to having a certain level of con�dence
in the core beliefs of the group one identi�es with. Giving less amount of money
to participants that belong to a political party of the “other side” is conceptually
linked to having certain degree of belief in certain beliefs. Crucially, according to
our notion, this type of tool is be�er positioned to measure a�ective polarization
when the level is not yet so high and therefore goes unnoticed for tools such as
the feeling thermometer. It is not about what participants say, but also about the
trust they exhibit to have in those on opposing parties and in the in-group.

�ere are at least three recent studies focused on the Spanish case in relation
to a�ective polarization. One of them is the recent study conducted by Miller and
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Torcal (Miller & Torcal 2020). In their study, they obtained the data from three
di�erent international studies: CSES, the Comparative National Elections Project
(CNEP) and the E-DEM project, which include questions about respondents’ feel-
ings toward certain political leaders (i.e., a version of the feeling thermometer).
So, as in the �rst study reviewed in this section, the only measure used here is the
feeling thermometer, and the a�ect-based questions are mixed in general surveys
with many other di�erent non-a�ect-based questions.

Two other recent studies focused on Spain are the one conducted by 40dB for
EL PAÍS about people’s perception of the current situation, and the study con-
ducted by the Instituto Catalán Internacional para la Paz (ICIP) about coexistence
in Catalonia. �ese surveys used slightly more indirect questions than those of
the feeling thermometer tool to measure a�ective polarization. In the 40dB sur-
vey, for example, some questions read as follows: “When you talk about politics,
with whom do you prefer to do so?”, “Would you have a drink with a militant of
the following political parties?”. In the ICIP survey, some questions read as fol-
lows: “If the topic of Catalonian independence appears in the following spaces,
would you be willing to join the conversation? Conversation with neighbors,
At work, Conversation with friends, Conversation with family, Social networks”.
Arguably, some of these questions are less general than those associated with
the feeling thermometer tool and, in that sense, might be a li�le more useful to
measure the participants’ level of radicalism when it is still not too high.

However, as in most of the studies reviewed here, the questions aimed at mea-
suring a�ective polarization are combined with other types of questions. For ex-
ample, the survey conducted by 40dB also includes direct questions such as “How
would you describe the political debate in Spain?”, “Who do you think contributes
most to the deterioration of the political debate?”, “And which political party do
you think contributes most to this deterioration?”, along with questions about
whether respondents believe that the le�/right is intolerant, immoral, unpatri-
otic, undemocratic, or antidemocratic. �e ICIP’s survey, similarly, also includes
direct questions such as “To what extent do you think Catalonian society is po-
larized according to the following criteria?” (opinions on feminism, immigration,
territorial con�ict, etc.), “In terms of polarization, how would you rate the degree
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of polarization in the following areas? Society in general, political parties, the
media, myself”. Mixing direct questions about the current situation in general,
the values of certain parties, etc., with standard questions of a�ective polariza-
tion might have an undesirable e�ect on the answers given by the respondents,
considering the context-sensitivity of the meaning participants express through
their responses.

As we have seen in chapter 4, according to several empirical studies (see
Napier & Luguri 2016), the use of abstract (vs. concrete) terms is closely related
to polarization. But this e�ect regarding the increase or decrease of polarization
crucially depends on other factors. On the one hand, it seems that when conser-
vatives and liberals think in abstract terms, polarization decreases with respect
to their biases toward certain social groups (Napier & Luguri 2016: 146-152). On
the other hand, it seems that if liberals and conservatives are induced to think in
abstract terms and to evaluate some contemporary political issues, polarization
increases when partisan identity is salient, while it decreases when a common
identity is salient (Napier & Luguri 2016: 153-155). �ese results are in line with
other �ndings according to which when a common identity is salient, it decreases
the degree to which people from one party regard people from other parties under
a bad light (Levendusky 2018). However, when a common identity is emphasized,
it increases the level of hatred and disapproval toward people forced to leave their
home countries (Wojcieszak & Garre� 2018).

�erefore, mixing di�erent types of issues and questions might work as a re-
minder to participants that we all have some general values in common. As a
consequence, it might lower a�ective polarization on certain questions. And it
can have the opposite e�ect, depending on the issues involved. So, given the
highly context-sensitivity of the information expressed through the participants’
responses to the tools employed to measure polarization, although it may be more
costly and less a�ractive at �rst glance, our notion of polarization advices that it is
best to avoid mixing these questions in surveys designed to measure polarization.

Finally, we want to close this section by noting that some of the questions
included in the surveys aimed at measuring ideological polarization, or to mea-
sure what people believe about certain issues, can also measure not what people
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self-report about their mental states, but what they express, i.e., their commit-
ments especially linked to action, more so when they are compared with partici-
pants’ responses to other questions. In particular, participants sometimes express
their level of a�achment to certain core beliefs of a particular identity, i.e., rad-
icalism –what is measured by a�itude polarization. For instance, consider the
following situation. Between 2007 and 2011, the responses to some opinion’s sur-
veys in Spain about the Constitution and the territorial distribution signi�cantly
changed. �e preference for “A state with a single Central Government, without
autonomies”, associated with the extreme right of the ideological spectrum, went
from being supported by 8.6% of the population (CIS, study 2736, September 2007)
to 24.9% (CIS, study 2966, November 2012). As expected, one might conclude from
this that there was a shi� in people’s political beliefs. However, this conclusion
is weakened in light of the following observation. A 2016 survey, in addition to
the usual questions about support for this or that constitutional reform, reported
that almost 50% of respondents claim not to have read any part of the Constitu-
tion. 33.3% claimed to have read it partially, and only 15.5% said they had read it
in its entirety. Besides, and arguably inconsistently, according to the same study,
77.7% of respondents considered that there is no need to reform the Constitution
to give more self-government to Catalonia or to change the territorial model. In
this case, the rise of preferences for a state with a single Central Government
and rejecting to reform the Constitution to change the territorial model, when
most respondents have not read the Constitution, might simply express the rise
of radicalism, not extremism. It is not that people claim to believe one thing and
actually believe another, but that it is not clear that they believe anything; they
are simply expressing, through these responses, the kind of a�itudes especially
linked to action that are associated with giving great credence to the core beliefs
of the group they identify with.

8.5. A sketched design of polarization in attitudes

In this section, we brie�y o�er some recommendations that follow from our
notion of polarization, in order to device a design aimed at measuring a�ective
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polarization. Recall that our notion of polarization in a�itudes recommends that
polarization be measured taking into consideration that polarization is highly
context-sensitive, and by paying a�ention to what people express through their
evaluative judgments in speci�c situations, which express the a�ective a�itudes,
those a�itudes especially linked to action, that are closely connected with having
a certain level of radicalism.

In order to comply with the recommendations to measure polarization that
follow from the discussion of this dissertation (see section 8.1 and 8.2), many dif-
ferent methodologies can be followed. For instance, the methodology known as
‘discussion group’ can be employed, which consists of a group of individuals who
gather either formally or informally to discuss about a certain topic. �e discus-
sions are recorded, transcribed and analyzed qualitatively a�erwards. Or some
corpus linguistics methodologies can be used to analyze quantitatively and qual-
itatively the language used by groups of people previously identi�ed as sympa-
thetic to certain ideologies. Or the methodology of vigne�es can be employed. In
line with this third possibility, we propose as a possible design to describe short
narratives and speci�c situations capturing an active political topic at a given
time, and then ask participants to evaluate the narrative or situation. �rough
their responses, participants will presumably make evaluative judgments that ex-
press their level of con�dence in an ideological position about the particular topic,
and hence their level of radicalism.

In order to develop this sketched design, the �rst step would be to identify
the positions on certain topics that are salient for certain political identities at a
particular moment, i.e., the core beliefs of certain political parties and identities.
To do so, one option is to track the central political issues in a given society. �e
surveys of the Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas (CIS) is another source that
allows to know which are the hot political topics in Spain, because it incorporates
questions periodically repeated about it. �is step can be done in a di�erent and
automated way, for instance by making use of some digital humanities tools to
�nd out a set of topics associated with a particular political party or ideology. �e
Latent Dirichlet Analysis (LDA), for example, is one of the available digital tools of
Topic Models for text analysis that allows to make a representation of the topics of
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a corpus. In particular, LDA is a generative probabilistic model that assumes that
each topic is a mixture of a set of words, and then is used to determine the topics
behind a document, as well as the relevance of each one. �is tool can be used on
transcripts of parliamentary debates or similar texts, such as the Minutes of the
Sessions of the Spanish Parliament,4 and focus the search on the interventions
from a particular political party, or on several political Twi�er accounts. A�er
the analysis, we have to select some of the most relevant topics collected, e.g.,
immigration, monarchy, inclusive language, free speech, false reports, etc.

�e second step would be to devise a short narrative counting a story, or to
describe a particular situation in which someone says or does something, that
represents a particular position on the selected topic. �e representation of the
position on that topic can be achieved through di�erent and complementary ways.
For instance, the narrative or the description of a situation could contain a set of
words and expressions mostly associated with the discourse of a particular polit-
ical party or ideology. In the case of the population forced to leave their home
countries, for example, some of the expressions commonly used by right-wing
parties are ‘illegal’, ‘invasion’, ‘danger’, ‘border assault’, etc. So, if we want to
elaborate a narrative or situation that captures the core beliefs of a certain right-
wing political ideology on this topic, the narrative or description could include
these words. But besides, the story of the narrative itself can also represent the
position on the topic. For instance, the narrative might be about a public institu-
tion allocating funds to help disadvantaged people regardless of their nationality
or allocating resources to rescue people who endanger their lives to escape misery
in their home countries. Or it could be about a public institution that prioritizes
people’s nationality when providing certain social aids, etc.

Finally, the last step would be to design certain questions through which par-
ticipants express their evaluative judgments on the particular narrative or situa-
tion. �ese questions might include terms, expressions and verbs commonly used

4�is tool has been recently employed by some scholars from the University of Granada as a
previous step for a project aimed at tracking the correlation between the presence of situations of
crossed disagreement and the rise of polarization. �is project has found a very strong correlation
between both things.
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to evaluate, ‘Do you feel rejection / sympathy. . . ?’, ‘Is it right / wrong. . . ?’, ‘Would
you recommend / warn…?’. ‘Would you prefer…?’, etc. But the important thing
is to make sure that the question indeed demands an evaluation of a speci�c sit-
uation that implies the expression of respondents’ perspective on that topic, the
expression of a�ective a�itudes, and this will depend on the particular vigne�e
and the particular question in a particular moment. Let us see some raw and
possible examples.

Vignette 1
�is possible vigne�e is devised to measure the level of con�dence in certain

beliefs, which can be seen as possible core beliefs of certain right-wing ideologies
at a particular time. �ese core beliefs are that there must be unrestricted freedom
of expression, and that the population forced to leave their home countries should
be deported to their countries of origin.

Vignette 1.1.: Hueruelia is a small Spanish city. As a citizen of
Hueruelia, you can say whatever you want whenever you want with-
out anyone sanctioning you. In addition, illegal people without Span-
ish nationality are not allowed to enter and are persecuted and de-
ported.

We have introduced the label ‘illegal people’ in the vigne�e because, presum-
ably, it will trigger more sympathy or aversion toward these ideas. �en, a�er
reading such a vigne�e, participants would have to respond some questions that
require them to make an evaluative judgment about Hueruelia. For example, one
question might be something like this: If a beloved relative had to move to another
city to live for a long time, would you recommend (or warn) him/her to move to
Hueruelia? Rank your response from 0 (Not at all) to 7 (Absolutely). Other pos-
sible question: Would you recommend a friend to change his or her job if he or
she had to move to Hueruelia for work? Rank your response from 0 (Not at all)
to 7 (Absolutely). Arguably, through their responses, participants would express
their a�ective a�itudes, which would give us information about their level of con-
�dence (or rejection) in the beliefs behind the vigne�e. If someone says that she
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would strongly recommend to her beloved relative to move to Hueruelia, then she
would be expressing the kind of a�ective a�itude closely linked to having a high
level of con�dence in these beliefs, and then a high level of con�dence in the core
beliefs of certain right-wing ideologies, even if she does not explicitly self-ascribe
those beliefs or does not claim to have warm feelings toward the political ideol-
ogy that has those beliefs as core ones. In this sense, this vigne�e would serve to
measure polarization in a�itudes in an early stage, taking into account the philo-
sophical assumptions of our notion (see section 8.1). Consider the following two
alternatives of this vigne�e.

Vignette 1.2.: Hueruelia is a small Spanish city. Despite the fact that
in Hueruelia you can’t say whatever you want whenever you want,
entry is restricted to illegal people without Spanish nationality, who
are persecuted and deported.

Vignette 1.3.: Hueruelia is a small Spanish city. Despite the fact that
Hueruelia does not restrict the entry of illegal people without Spanish
nationality, you can say whatever you want whenever you want.

In these two versions of the vigne�e, we have changed the relative weight
of each topic. In the city described in the vigne�e 1.2. there is no unrestricted
freedom of expression, and in the vigne�e 1.3. the population forced to leave
their home countries are welcome and are not persecuted nor deported to their
countries of origin. In both vigne�es, both issues are posed as a cost. �en, the re-
sponses between both vigne�es would give us information to discriminate which
of these two beliefs the participants have a higher level of con�dence in. If some-
one would recommend more strongly the city described in vigne�e 1.2. rather
than the city described in 1.3., then she would be expressing greater sympathy
for the belief that the population forced to leave their home countries should be
deported to their countries of origin than for the other belief. If each of these
beliefs were a core belief of two di�erent ideologies, then the participant would
be expressing more a�achment toward the ideology that has, as a core belief, the
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idea that the population forced to leave their home countries should be deported
to their countries of origin. Recall that participant’s responses do not necessarily
show what the participant actually believes; their responses might simply express
certain a�ective a�itudes closely connected with certain level of credibility in the
core beliefs of an ideology, and therefore express certain level of a�achment to-
ward certain ideology.

�ese vigne�es are just very general and crude examples that, with further de-
velopment, could work to measure polarization in a�itudes. Ideally, the vigne�es
should be developed enough so that the questions require as li�le re�ection as
possible on what one believes, and then the answers should try to capture the re-
spondents’ commitments to the position represented in the vigne�e. Apart from
the development of vigne�es with similar characteristics to the ones we have pro-
posed, one of the things that follows from this thesis is that, in order to measure
polarization more accurately and at an early stage, further a�ention should be
paid to indirect analyses such as corpus analysis, liar’s games, etc.

8.6. Conclusion

Let us return to the Harper’s le�er’s case. Now we can say that to the ex-
tent that resistance to changes in mentality aimed at redistributing social power
–presented under the form of resistance not to such fair changes, but to an al-
leged coercion and limitation of our freedom of expression– is one of the central
workhorses of a political identity, it can be stated that at least some of the signa-
tories of Harper’s le�er are, or were, polarized in a�itudes. �ey belong to highly
privileged nodes of our socio-normative space, where their previous ability to say
o�ensive things without reprisal was not a consequence of free speech, but simply
of their unfair privilege. In fact, it is not only that freedom of speech remains intact
if socially powerful people are penalized for making publicly o�ensive statements,
but that actual freedom of speech increases, insofar as the o�ensive actions, verbal
and nonverbal, taken by the powerful are themselves a barrier to socially disad-
vantaged people being able to make use of their freedom of expression. Recently,
the University of North Carolina in the United States rescinded an o�er to Tenure
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to Hannah-Jones because of the backlash of conservatives concerned about her
involvement in �e Times Magazine’s 1916 project, which examined the legacy
of slavery in America. As Ta-Nehisi Coates recently said on UNC-TV about this
case, this is an instance of a general ”cancel policy”. Cancelation as public policy
is what many of those who now complains about ”the dictatorship of political cor-
rectness” and the ”cancel culture” have been doing since long time ago. Harper’s
le�er seems to contribute to this kind of cancelation as a policy carried out by
socially privileged people. Advocating that freedom of expression is being un-
dermined because certain powerful people receive social sanctions a�er making
o�ensive statements, thereby ignoring all the evidence against this position, is a
way of expressing radicalism, i.e., polarization in a�itudes. In other words, it is
a way of expressing the a�ective a�itudes connected with having a high level of
con�dence in the core beliefs of certain ideology.

As we have said, polarization in a�itudes is the concept of polarization that
we have proposed as a result of reassessing the concept of a�ective polarization.
�is proposed concept conceives polarization mainly as di�erent versions of rad-
icalism, where the main point is to have a high level of con�dence in the core
beliefs of one’s political group, which leads to be impervious to the reasons and
arguments provided by the opposite political side. �e tools commonly employed
to measure a�ective polarization are e�ective in measuring the degree of impervi-
ousness because they involve evaluative language, and through them respondents
frequently express their perspective, i.e., their level of a�achment to certain topics
and political ideologies. We have proposed that, in order to measure polarization
in a�itudes, the employed tools have to be designed to measure the a�itudes that
people express, rather than those they self-report. In particular, people’s com-
mitments have to be measured in an indirect way, for example by asking them
to evaluate a particular situation, i.e., to judge a speci�c situation that represents
a particular position on a certain topic. �is concept of polarization satis�es the
�ve requirements we have put forward for a suitable concept of polarization and
is free from the objections to the concept of a�ective polarization.
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Chapter 9

Summary and Final Notes on
Depolarization

In this dissertation, we have proposed a reassessment of the concept of af-
fective polarization. We have argued that the di�erence between the concepts of
ideological polarization and a�ective polarization does not lie in that the former
has to do with political beliefs while the la�er deals with people’s feelings to-
ward in-group and out-group people, as it is commonly assumed in the literature.
Rather, the di�erence lies in that a�ective polarization has to do with the degree

of belief, while ideological polarization has to do with belief contents. In particu-
lar, a�ective polarization has to do with the level of con�dence in the core beliefs
of the political group that people identify with, while ideological polarization is
conceived in terms of the distance and other parameters related to the location
of certain belief contents in an ideological spectrum. According to this diagno-
sis, people are a�ectively polarized when they have a high level of con�dence
in certain beliefs, leading them to become impervious to others, i.e., to disregard
the arguments that come from the other side, regardless of whether their beliefs
are located at the center or near of an extreme of the ideological spectrum. �e
credence in certain beliefs is an a�ective a�itude, an a�itude especially linked to
certain courses of action. To di�erentiate our reassessment of the concept of af-
fective polarization from the way it is commonly conceived, we have called our
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proposal ‘polarization in a�itudes’.
Polarization in a�itudes is characterized by taking into account the highly

context-dependent nature of polarization and by rejecting the �rst-person au-
thority thesis. �e topics that are central to certain political identities are highly
sensible to the particularities of di�erent societies, and can also vary from time
to time within the same society. For example, one topic might be central to right-
wing political identities in Spain but not in the United Kingdom, and might be a
core belief of certain identities in 2019 but not in 2021. Moreover, the concept of
polarization in a�itudes satis�es the �ve desiderata proposed in this dissertation
for a suitable concept of polarization, namely: DANGEROUSNESS, EVIDENCE,
RATIONALITY, DISANALOGY and INTERVENTION, only with the help of the
philosophical assumptions introduced in chapters 6 and 7. First, the high level
of con�dence in the core beliefs of a certain political identity, in a particular mo-
ment, permits to explain the link between the rise of polarization and the decrease
of democratic quality. Second, this high level of con�dence in certain beliefs, i.e.,
radicalism, is quite consistent with the best available evidence on how we polar-
ize. �ird, the understanding of polarization behind this concept puts the focus on
structural elements of our informational environment rather than on individual
factors, avoiding the irrationality story of polarization. Fourth, our approach to
mental state a�ributions and the evaluative use of language enables us to accom-
modate the disanalogy between self-reporting a mental state and the expression
of the mental state in which one actually is, and then to avoid the concerns related
to the �rst-person authority thesis. Finally, our diagnosis enables us to intervene
as soon as possible by devising novel ways of measuring polarization to detect it
at an early stage.

In addition to taking into consideration the central topics for certain ideologi-
cal identities, in that particular moment, among which polarization is going to be
measured, we have made three recommendations in order to measure polariza-
tion. First, people’s mental states must be measured in an indirect way, a�ending
not to what people say about their own states of mind, but to the mental states
that they express to be in through what they say and do. In particular, the rele-
vant mental states to measure polarization in a�itudes are those especially linked
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to action, those that give information about what can be expected from people
that express those a�itudes, and that are closely connected with having certain
level of radicalism. Second, our tools to measure polarization must involve eval-
uative uses of language, because through them we tend to express our practical
commitments, i.e., to express our mental states, our world-picture, our a�itudes
connected with our level of radicalism. Finally, participants’ responses must be as
speci�c as possible, i.e., their answers should be judgments of a speci�c situation,
and not claims about general issues. Of course, some of these recommendations
serve not only to measure polarization in a�itudes, but also ideological polariza-
tion. �at is, if we want to know the belief content of a group of people rather than
their degree of belief, we need to measure the mental states that people express
to be in, and not those people self-report.

Our concept of polarization in a�itudes rests to a large extent on our discus-
sion of, and more speci�cally on our approach to, two philosophical assumptions.
�ese assumptions are the �rst-person authority thesis and the sharp distinction
between belief-like and desire-like mental states. We have rejected both. On the
one hand, we have argued that having a mental state of the type of beliefs and
desires is to have certain conceptual commitments linked to certain course of ac-
tion and, in that sense, there is not a sharp distinction between belief-like and
desire-like mental states in relation with their motivational component. On the
other hand, we have argued that in many cases, especially in those that involve
complex issues as in the case of political polarization, there is a deep gulf between
the mental states in which we say we are in, and those we actually are in, and that
we express through the evaluative use of language and certain behavior. In this
sense, there is no �rst-person authority. �e dispositional view of mental ascrip-
tions, inspired by some of Wi�genstein’s insights, introduced in chapter 6, and
the semantic theory introduced in chapter 7, allow us to reassess the concept of
a�ective polarization as we have done in chapter 8.

To close this dissertation, we summarize what we have done in each chapter
in section 9.1, discuss a li�le bit two theoretical tools sometimes used as weapons
to foster polarization, that is, the phenomenon of crossed disagreements and the
phenomenon of recurring debates (section 9.2), and review certain strategies to
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depolarize in section 9.3.

9.1. Results

In this section, we summarize the conclusions we have achieved in each chap-
ter of this dissertation. In chapter 2, we have introduced a state of the art of the
concept of political polarization in terms of political beliefs. To do so, we have
payed especial a�ention to di�erent concepts of polarization that can be distin-
guished in the literature. In particular, we have di�erentiated between three cate-
gories: forms, types and understandings of polarization. All forms of polarization
are conceptually compatible with each other and with all types of polarization. All
types of polarization can be conceived in terms of all understandings of polariza-
tion, except the type of polarization “ideological polarization” that is essentially
characterized by the understanding of polarization that conceives it in terms of
belief

In chapter 3, we have introduced the concept of a�ective polarization, com-
monly conceived as one not having to do with beliefs, but with people’s feel-
ings. �e aim of this chapter was twofold. First, we discussed some limitations
of the concepts of ideological and a�ective polarization, as they are commonly
understood in the literature. Second, we made explicit two challengeable philo-
sophical assumptions behind both concepts of polarization: the �rst-person au-
thority thesis and the sharp distinction between belief-like and desire-like mental
states regarding their link to action. Taken together, these limitations placed both
concepts in a bad position. A�er that, we introduced a group of conditions, �ve
desiderata, that we think a concept of polarization must meet in order to be an
operational one. Finally, we suggested that both concepts of polarization, as they
are commonly understood, cannot meet such desiderata, and brie�y outlined how
our concept of a�ective polarization reassessed, i.e., polarization in a�itudes, can
meet those desiderata.

In chapter 4, we have examined the best available evidence concerning how
we get polarized. �e main goal of this chapter was to review the body of evi-
dence that a suitable concept of polarization, an operational one, must be com-
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patible with. In particular, we have payed especial a�ention to analyze whether
this body of evidence is more compatible with one or another understanding of
polarization of those introduced in chapter 2. We have shown that radicalism, the
understanding of polarization that conceives it in terms of degree of belief, is bet-
ter positioned than the understanding of polarization in terms of belief content
to accommodate the evidence. In this sense, we have suggested that the suitable
notion of polarization should be conceived in terms of radicalism rather than in
terms of belief content. Besides, we have made an argument regarding the ratio-
nal story of the rise of polarization: taken together, all the evidence concerning
how we get polarized is compatible with the idea that polarization is the result of
a rational process.

In chapter 5, we have explored whether descriptivist views on mental ascrip-
tions can provide the adequate philosophical framework for a suitable concept of
polarization. We have argued that most of descriptivist positions cannot satisfy
the desideratum DISANALOGY, and have held that those descriptivist positions
that don’t endorse �rst-person authority and therefore seem to be able to satisfy
DISANALOGY, cannot accommodate certain relevant evidence, more speci�cally
our intuitions as competent speakers triggered by di�erent cases of belief self-
ascriptions where, sometimes, the speaker does exhibit authority. Besides, these
positions cannot explain those cases where, through a mental self-ascription, the
speaker does not describe a particular state of a�airs that could be or not the case
but also expresses something else: she expresses certain information of what can
be expected from her, she expresses some of her a�itudes beyond the belief self-
ascribed. �us, these positions seemed to be bad positioned to meet EVIDENCE.

In chapter 6, we have provided a pragmatist and nondescriptivist approach to
mental ascriptions, based on some of Wi�genstein’s insights, which is compatible
with the desiderata proposed for a suitable concept of polarization. In particular,
one key idea of this position is that there is possibility of error regarding men-
tal ascriptions. �is approach opened two possibility of errors. First, someone
might self-ascribe a belief or another mental state and not being in that mental
state. Second, someone might self-ascribe a belief or another mental state and,
through it, express some di�erent a�itudes beyond that particular belief. More
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speci�cally, one might express certain a�itudes closely linked to action, the kind
of information conceptually connected with what can be expected from her. �e
view o�ered in this chapter can explain why these cases are possible: the mean-
ing expressed through our claims is highly context-dependent and is underpinned
by the norms governing our social practices. �is view enables us to satisfy the
desiderata DISANALOGY and EVIDENCE, and puts us on the right path to meet
the other ones.

In chapter 7, we have complemented the view introduced in chapter 6 but
from a di�erent and important angle. In particular, we have argued that, through
the evaluative use of language, we usually express our commitments, our a�itudes
especially linked to certain courses of action, and not just those commitments or
mental states that we self-report to have. We started by introducing, from an intu-
itive perspective, the distinction between the descriptive and the evaluative. �en,
we introduced expressivism, a semantic theory that accommodates this di�erence
particularly well. Crucially, we have argued that not every sort of expressivism
can do the work here: only those expressivisms compatible with the view intro-
duced in chapter 6, that is, those expressivisms that don’t entail an internalist
approach to certain mental states and assume the possibility of error in ascribing
mental states, can explain why through the evaluative use of language one can
express her a�itudes, her level of radicalism.

In chapter 8, we completed the argument of this dissertation: we o�ered our
notion of polarization in a�itudes as a result of a reassessment of the notion of
a�ective polarization, and explained how it meets the proposed desiderata for a
suitable concept of polarization. Our notion crucially depends on the philosophi-
cal tools introduced in chapters 6 and 7. �is notion allows us to explain why some
recent studies aimed at measuring polarization might not be measuring what they
try to measure, and enables us to o�er speci�c recommendations to measure and
capture certain processes of polarization that, otherwise, pass unnoticed. Besides,
we have discussed the di�erence between our notion of polarization and some of
the a�itudes usually discussed, from the �eld of epistemology, in relation with
the rise of polarization.
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9.2. Weaponized phenomena: Crossed disagreements
and recurrent debates

As introduced in section 4.5, crossed disagreements are situations where two
parts disagree on a certain topic and both display signs of conceiving the dis-
agreement in signi�cantly di�erent terms, for instance one part conceives it as a
factual discussion and the other as a normative one. Situations of this kind, espe-
cially when take place in public contexts, are potentially pernicious to democracy
because they increase the size and density of the pool of arguments each side is ex-
posed to, and as a consequence the audience ends up reinforcing their initial posi-
tions, becoming more polarized than at the beginning. Crossed disagreements are
potentially dangerous when systematically appear in public debates with certain
objectives, in particular to advance certain political agendas. But it is important
to note that they are not necessarily pernicious: a crossed disagreement might
be used as a strategy of resistance, for instance by moving a discussion which is
factual to a normative domain and then being able to discuss something that had
been initially assumed and that was a pernicious assumption.

One way this phenomenon is sometimes used to advance certain political
agendas in public debates is through a subtle process. It can be argued that cer-
tain public �gures with a privileged background, such as Donald Trump and Boris
Johnson, cultivate a public persona, of someone who is reckless and irresponsi-
ble, for whom the conditions of being member of a disenfranchised identity group
apply, at least for the eyes of their supporters: they systematically receive less
credibility than other public �gures because they belong to the group of peo-
ple who say what they think and are persecuted by “political correctness”. �is
constructed image of someone unreliable, perceived as an injustice by their sup-
porters, is systematically used to take advantage of public debates to generate
situations of crossed disagreements, and then obtain political bene�ts from it (see
Almagro et al. forthcoming).

Another phenomenon that sometimes is used, consciously or unconsciously,
as a weapon to increase the level of polarization, and that is to some extent sim-
ilar to crossed disagreements, can be called recurrent debates. �is phenomenon
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consists of bringing back debates on the nature or pertinence of well-established
democratic values or newly recognized rights in a recurrent manner with the aim
of casting doubts about the facts supporting them and, in the end, eroding their
status as full-blown rights or values (Almagro & Heras-Escribano ms). �is phe-
nomenon, then, can be seen as the strategy of taking descriptive statements sup-
porting certain rights or values and making them look like evaluative statements
in an unjusti�ed and covert way, simply by pu�ing them up for debate in a re-

current manner. �is way, it will look like a particular right, value or principle is
never fully recognized or granted in its entirety if a certain amount of the popula-
tion is constantly casting doubts about it. �is is used as a strategy for polarizing
given the repetitive nature of the phenomenon, that contributes to increase the
pool of arguments that people are exposed to, and not taking seriously di�erent
societal groups to which certain rights have been recognized, which undermines
their status as full-blown citizens. �us, this erodes the genuine deliberative na-
ture of democracy. It also happens that certain people even try to camou�age,
consciously or unconsciously, this undermining strategy under the right to free-
dom of expression, and when they are singled out for undermining the rights of
certain groups they complain that freedom of expression has been restricted, as
was the case with Harper’s le�er.

Both mechanisms can be seen as weapons to foster polarization in a�itudes
to the extent that both contribute to rise the level of con�dence in the core beliefs
of their respective groups.

9.3. Depolarization

Finally, we want to close this work by saying something very brie�y about the
issue of depolarization. Admi�edly, even though depolarization is an important
topic related to the one of political polarization, it is not the subject of this work,
and for that reason the comments we are going to make about it are very limited.

David Adler has recently found that, contrary to what is commonly assumed
in the literature about political polarization, pernicious a�itudes toward democ-
racy are more strongly held not by those who self-identify with a political identity
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close to the political extremes, but by those who self-identify as centrists (Adler
2018). �is �nding coheres with our diagnosis in this dissertation: the type of po-
larization that endangers democracy does not have necessarily to do with having
certain belief contents or positions located near of the extremes of an ideologi-
cal spectrum, but with the level of con�dence in the core beliefs of the political
identity that people identify with, no ma�er where these beliefs are located in
the political spectrum. Perceiving oneself as centrist, or even apolitical, is also
an ideological and political identity, and thus one can be also polarized even if
one self-identify as apolitical or centrist. So, depolarization should be aimed at
decreasing some people’s level of con�dence in certain beliefs.

What are the strategies available to carry out this undertaking? What should
these intervention strategies look like? As we have seen in chapter 4, ge�ing
exposed to the other side’s arguments can polarize (see also Mutz 2006 for a re-
view). Communication across lines of di�erence can pose potential dangers, in
particular it can increase our level of con�dence in our prior beliefs. Besides, it
has been argued that both priming partisan ambivalence and promoting apoliti-
cal mechanisms for maintaining a good self-imagen among polarized people fail
in depolarizing (Levendusky 2018). In other words, asking polarized people, with
the aim to depolarize, to re�ect, for instance, on what they dislike about their own
political group and like about the opponent political group, and to re�ect on their
nonpolitical virtues, does not really decrease their level of polarization. �at is,
trying to bring positions closer in this way does not seem to work.

Moreover, trying to show people on the other side that they are wrong on
factual issues is neither very e�ective. In fact, this usually has the opposite e�ect:
it makes the other person become more polarized, or at least leaves her political
preferences unaltered. �at is, at best, fact-checking only allows the other side to
become more accurate in their factual argumentation, remaining their initial po-
litical preferences for the most part intact (Porter et al. 2019). �en, the successful
strategies designed to depolarize have to take all this into consideration.

As we have argued along this dissertation, the level of credibility in the core
beliefs of the political group that we identify with is tied to certain practices, that
is, it is closely linked to the things we do and the things that can be reasonably
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expected from us. �ere is a normative link between our level of con�dence in the
core beliefs of our group, the things we believe, say and do. So, the intervention
strategy should be directed at modifying our practices, i.e., it must be structural.
As Appiah points out, “And when it comes to change, what moves people is of-
ten not an argument from a principle, not a long discussion about values, but
just a gradually acquired new way of seeing things” (Appiah 2007: 152). Besides,
the required interventions have to be designed to cover a wide variety of social
scenarios. On the one hand, the interventions aimed at depolarizing can be di-
rected at changing the architecture of our digital environment, in particular the
dynamics that foster polarization. On the other hand, the intervention should also
address phenomena such as crossed disagreements and recurring debates, as well
as the use of certain language in public domains (see section 9.2). And, of course,
these strategies can be complemented with other more individual interventions,
as, for instance, the policy related to our revision responsibility (see section 8.3.2).
In what follows, we will brie�y review some proposed strategies of intervention
to depolarize.

Regarding the individual interventions, the �ndings of a recent study con-
ducted by Abeywickrama and Laham show that when people is asked to advocate
for their own opinions, those who experience low con�dence during their a�empt
to argue in favor of their position are more likely to depolarize (Abeywickrama
& Laham 2020). It seems that when people realize that they have not so strong
reasons as they thought to support their position, they adopt a more receptive
a�itude. �is �nding is in line with the phenomenon of illusion of explanatory
depth, introduced in section 3.4.1: when we discover that we know less about
something than we thought, we tend to decrease our level of con�dence on it.
So, these �ndings suggest that rather than trying to convince the other part that
your position is the correct one and they are wrong, a more e�ective strategy in
order to decrease of the level of con�dence of someone might be to try to force
them to advocate for their position. But, again, this strategy will be more or less
successful depending on the context.

In relation to our current online system, which seems to be mainly designed
to capture our a�ention rather than to promote deliberation and autonomous
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choices, and thus contributes to the rise of polarization, some authors (Lorenz-
Spreen et al. 2020) have recently proposed to use the behavioral sciences. In par-
ticular, certain technological cues to indicate the epistemic quality of online con-
tents, the factors underlying algorithmic decisions, and the degree of consensus
in online debates, and harness these cues to design two types of behavioral inter-
ventions –nudging (see Sunstein 2008) and boosting (see Kozyreva et al. 2020)– to
redesign online environments for informed and autonomous choice, and therefore
depolarize. Nudging and boosting are two strategies for intervention that have
been proven to be e�ective in di�erent domains (Arno & �omas 2020; Kurvers
et al. 2016; Lusardi & Mitchell 2014). �e nudging strategy proposed consists in
altering the online environment so as to draw users’ a�ention to these cues, and
the boosting strategy consists in teaching people to search information a�ending
to the relevant cues. But which are these cues?

�ese authors distinguish between endogenous and exogenous cues. Endoge-
nous cues refer to the content itself, like the plot or the actors and their rela-
tions (Lorenz-Spreen et al. 2020: 2). Modern search engines use natural language-
processing tools that analyze content, and can accomplish this objective. How-
ever, it is not yet su�ciently sophisticated and presents considerable problems in
order to being able to indicate the epistemic quality of a content (Lorenz-Spreen
et al. 2020: 2). Exogenous cues, on the other hand, refer to the context of the in-
formation, and an example would be the Google’s PageRank algorithm. Authors
focus on exogenous cues and in how they can be harnessed to facilitate inter-
vention. As an example of endogenous clues that might highlight the epistemic
quality of individual articles serve the following: a newspaper article’s sources
and citations, reference to established concepts and empirical evidence, and ob-
jectivity of the language.

�us, an example of nudging intervention would be to change the choice ar-
chitecture online by adding certain information, collected by the previous clues,
such as highlighting when the content comes from anonymous sources, contex-
tualizing the number of likes and shares by expressing them against the absolute
frequency of total readers, showing the average reading time, etc. On the other
hand, an example of boosting intervention would be to increase the possibility of
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customizing users’ news feed, in which each item is transparently accompanied
by the relevant information about its epistemic quality, or to foster the compe-
tence for distinguish between high and low quality sources with fast-and-frugal
decision trees, where the user is guided to scrutinize relevant cues to select epis-
temically good information (Lorenz-Spreen et al. 2020: 5).

In relation to phenomena fostering polarization that take place in public con-
texts, such as crossed disagreements, a possible intervention would be, for exam-
ple, to implement policies of intervention that do not only take into consideration
the available time to each part, but also monitoring the speeches that, consciously
or unconsciously, are aimed at generating a crossed disagreement. In that sense,
the person in charge of moderating a debate could not only stop an intervention
when time is running out, but also make explicit those movements that are taking
place in a more subtle way with the aim to reframe the debate.

Regarding the phenomenon of recurrent debates, where factual statements
that, in virtue of their being factual deserve the status of being assumptions, is
presented, in a recurrent and covert manner, as a non-factual claim, undermining
thus its deserved character of assumption, a possible intervention would be to
avoid entering into the alleged debate. �at is, as a move aimed to cancel the
invitation to question the factual nature of a claim, a policy would be to avoid
consider that claim as one for which there is an ongoing debate. In other words,
instead of try to argue why the other part is wrong, a be�er option would be
to avoid entering the debate, because otherwise we run the risk of generating a
crossed disagreement, or giving the impression that the issue is indeed an open
question.

To the extent that these phenomena are related to the rise of polarization,
to intervene in them can count as a way to depolarize, because we reduce the
contexts where, as a consequence of discussing and judging together, we get po-
larized. But a lot of work is still needed: we have to devise new intervention
strategies to improve our current divided condition.



Conclusiones

En esta sección, resumimos las conclusiones a las que hemos llegado en cada
capı́tulo de esta tesis doctoral. En el capı́tulo 2, hemos introducido el estado de la
cuestión del concepto de polarización polı́tica en términos de creencias polı́ticas.
Para ello, hemos prestado especial atención a los diferentes conceptos de pola-
rización que se pueden distinguir en la literatura. En particular, hemos diferen-
ciado tres categorı́as: formas, tipos y concepciones de la polarización. Todas las
formas de polarización son conceptualmente compatibles entre sı́ y con los tipos
de polarización. Todos los tipos de polarización, por su parte, pueden concebirse
bajo cualquiera de las dos concepciones de polarización que hemos distinguido,
excepto el tipo de polarización “polarización ideológica”, que se caracteriza esen-
cialmente por la concepción de la polarización que la concibe en términos de con-
tenido de creencias y, por de�nición, no puede concebirse por tanto en términos
de radicalismo.

En el capı́tulo 3, hemos introducido el concepto de polarización afectiva, comúnmen-
te concebido como el tipo de polarización que tiene que ver no con las creencias,
sino con los sentimientos de una población. El objetivo de este capı́tulo fue doble.
En primer lugar, discutimos algunas limitaciones de los conceptos de polarización
ideológica y afectiva, tal y como se entienden habitualmente en la literatura. En
segundo lugar, hemos hecho explı́citos dos asunciones �losó�cas cuestionables de
ambos conceptos de polarización: la tesis de la autoridad de la primera persona
y la distinción radical con respecto a su vı́nculo con la acción entre los estados
mentales similares a las creencias y aquellos similares a los deseos. En conjunto,
estas limitaciones dejan a ambos conceptos en una mala posición. A continuación,
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introdujimos un grupo de condiciones, cinco desiderata, que pensamos que debe
cumplir un concepto de polarización para ser operativo. Por último, sugerimos
que ambos conceptos de polarización, tal y como se entienden comúnmente en
la literatura, no pueden cumplir esos desiderata, y esbozamos brevemente cómo
nuestro concepto de polarización afectiva reevaluada, es decir, la polarización en
actitudes, puede cumplir esos desiderata.

En el capı́tulo 4, hemos examinado la mejor evidencia de la que disponemos
sobre cómo nos polarizamos. El objetivo principal de este capı́tulo fue revisar el
conjunto de evidencia con la que debe ser compatible un concepto adecuado y
operativo de polarización. En particular, hemos prestado especial atención a ana-
lizar si este conjunto de evidencia es más compatible con una u otra concepción
de polarización de las dos que introdujimos en el capı́tulo 2. Hemos mostrado que
el radicalismo, la concepción de la polarización que la entiende en términos de
grado de creencia, está mejor posicionada que la concepción de la polarización
que la entiende en términos de contenido de creencia para acomodar la eviden-
cia. Hemos sugerido que la noción adecuada de polarización deberı́a concebirse
en términos de radicalismo y no en términos de contenido de creencia. Además,
hemos presentado un argumento a favor de la explicación racional del aumento
de la polarización: en conjunto, toda la evidencia relativa a cómo nos polariza-
mos es compatible con la idea de que la polarización es el resultado de un proceso
racional.

En el capı́tulo 5, hemos explorado si las aproximaciones descriptivistas a las
adscripciones mentales pueden proporcionar el marco �losó�co adecuado para un
concepto apropiado de polarización. Hemos argumentado que la mayorı́a de las
posiciones descriptivistas no pueden satisfacer el desiderátum DISANALOGÍA, y
hemos sostenido que aquellas posiciones descriptivistas que no se comprometen
con la autoridad de la primera persona y que, por tanto, parecen poder satisfacer
la DISANALOGÍA, no pueden dar cabida sin embargo a cierta evidencia relevante,
más concretamente no pueden dar cuenta de nuestras intuiciones como hablan-
tes competentes ej diferentes casos de auto atribución de creencia en los que, en
ocasiones, el hablante sı́ exhibe autoridad. Además, estas posiciones no pueden
explicar aquellos casos en los que, a través de una auto atribución mental, el ha-
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blante no describe un estado de cosas particular que podrı́a ser o no el caso, sino
que (también) expresa algo más: expresa cierta información de lo que se puede
esperar de ella, expresa algunas de sus actitudes más allá de la creencia auto atri-
buida. Por lo tanto, estas posiciones parecen estar mal posicionadas para cumplir
con el desiderátum EVIDENCIA.

En el capı́tulo 6, hemos proporcionado un enfoque pragmatista y no descripti-
vista de las atribuciones mentales, basado en algunas de las ideas de Wi�genstein,
que es compatible con los desiderata propuestos para un concepto adecuado de
polarización. En particular, una idea clave de esta posición es que existe la posi-
bilidad de error respecto a las atribuciones mentales. Este enfoque abre dos po-
sibilidades de error. En primer lugar, alguien podrı́a auto atribuirse una creencia
u otro estado mental y no estar en ese estado mental. En segundo lugar, alguien
podrı́a auto atribuirse una creencia u otro estado mental y, a través de tal auto
atribución, expresar algunas actitudes diferentes a la creencia auto atribuida par-
ticular. Más concretamente, uno podrı́a expresar ciertas actitudes especialmente
vinculadas a la acción, el tipo de información conceptualmente relacionada con
lo que se puede esperar de quien hace la auto atribución. La aproximación que se
ofrece en este capı́tulo puede explicar por qué estos casos son posibles: el signi-
�cado expresado a través de nuestras a�rmaciones depende en gran medida del
contexto y se determina en virtud de las normas que rigen nuestras prácticas so-
ciales. Esta aproximación nos permite satisfacer los desiderata DISANALOGÍA y
EVIDENCIA, y nos pone en el camino correcto para satisfacer los demás.

En el capı́tulo 7, hemos complementado la aproximación introducida en el
capı́tulo 6, pero desde un ángulo diferente e importante para los propósitos de
esta tesis. En particular, hemos argumentado que, a través del uso evaluativo del
lenguaje, solemos expresar nuestros compromisos, nuestras actitudes especial-
mente vinculadas con ciertos cursos de acción, y no solo aquellos compromisos
o estados mentales que nos auto atribuimos. Comenzamos introduciendo, desde
un punto de vista intuitivo, la distinción entre lo descriptivo y lo evaluativo. A
continuación, hemos introducido el expresivismo, una teorı́a semántica que sirve
especialmente bien para dar cuenta de esta diferencia. De manera crucial, hemos
argumentado que no todo tipo de expresivismo puede hacer el trabajo aquı́: solo
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aquellos expresivismos compatibles con la aproximación introducida en el capı́tu-
lo 6, es decir, aquellos expresivismos que no implican una posición internalista de
ciertos estados mentales y que por tanto asumen la posibilidad de error en la atri-
bución de estados mentales, pueden explicar por qué a través del uso evaluativo
del lenguaje uno puede expresar sus actitudes, su nivel de radicalismo.

En el capı́tulo 8, hemos completado el argumento de esta tesis doctoral: he-
mos ofrecido nuestra noción de polarización en actitudes como resultado de una
reevaluación de la noción de polarización afectiva, y hemos explicado cómo esta
noción cumple los desiderata propuestos para un concepto adecuado de polariza-
ción. Nuestra noción depende crucialmente de las herramientas �losó�cas intro-
ducidas en los capı́tulos 6 y 7. Esta noción nos permite explicar por qué algunos
estudios recientes destinados a medir la polarización podrı́an no estar midiendo lo
que intentan medir, y nos permite ofrecer recomendaciones especı́�cas para medir
y capturar ciertos procesos de polarización que, de otro modo, pasan desapercibi-
dos. Además, hemos discutido la diferencia entre nuestra noción de polarización
y algunas de las actitudes habitualmente discutidas, desde la epistemologı́a, en
relación con el aumento de la polarización.
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(Ed.), Expressivisms, Knowledge and Truth (pp. 87–110). Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.
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