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Introduction 
This paper presents a framework for the analysis of knowledge and belief systems, and of change in such 
systems, which has wide application. This framework is described here as Polysemous Social Theory.1 Thus far 
the theory has been applied to demoralization and related phenomena and, in a much less systematic way, 
to the specification of the uses and abuses of social science (Fevre, 2000; Fevre, 2003). Here, for the first 
time, some tentative moves are made to apply the theory to data that are more usually treated within the 
framework of social capital theory.  

The characteristics of demoralization are mentioned below (in the section on ‘Demoralization and 
Common Sense’) but there is no space within this paper for a critique, or even an account, of social capital 
theory and for this the reader must be referred to other sources (for example, Baron, Field, Schuller, 
2000). Instead the first half of the paper is taken up with an explanation of polysemous theory and the 
second half with an application of the theory to some newly generated empirical data which may shed 
further light on the consequences of demoralization.  

Whatever the application, polysemous theory recommends that our sense-making must be 
balanced because cultures need more than one way creating meaning (hence, polysemous) in order to make 
sense in a satisfactory way. Indeed, in western traditions, the production of culture has entailed the 
construction of four completely separate sense-making systems (with each system supported by a number 
of institutions). Each of these systems produces the same basic product - sense of the world around us - 
but it cuts that world in different ways because each system uses a different combination of subject and 
method to manufacture that sense.  

Balanced sense-making is prescribed because a rule or injunction is required to persuade societies 
in order to make us use their four systems properly. We are only too willing to fall prey to the fallacy that 
one system alone is required to make sense of the world and we must constantly be reminded that all four 
ways of making sense have a purpose and look to put them all to use wherever we can. We need complex 
explanation and must always employ all our resources lest we guarantee a drastic reduction in the quality 
of the sense we make (Berlin, 1969).  

These recommendations show that polysemous theory has some of the promise of authentic 
social theory. If it were simply a theory of how cultures were made it would be enough for the theory to 
tell us that more than one sense making can be used. We could then say that different mixes of sense-
making account for cultural differences over time and space. In other words we would have explanations 
for how things work – and for changes over time, and differences between societies – but we would have 
no prescriptions. We introduce the possibility of making things better – rather than simply finding out 
how things have got how they are – with this idea of balance and the injunction to use all four sense-
making systems. But balance on its own is not enough. We cannot follow the guidance that our sense-
making be balanced without further help and polysemous theory also recommends that our sense-making 
be appropriate and teaches us how to avoid making a category error (Ryle, 1954). In polysemous social theory 
a category error is made when we make the right kind of sense making in the wrong place.  

The theory recommends that our sense making is balanced and appropriate but in order to apply 
any of these recommendations to a concrete example we need further, secondary concepts. Without these 
concepts we can do little to put any of the ideas of polysemous theory, for example the idea of a category 
mistake, to use. This paper shows how secondary concepts like common sense, sentiment, and ersatz morality 
help us to apply the theory in order to improve our understanding of demoralization. In particular, the 
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distinction between an ersatz morality and an echt (real) one is the key to identifying a particular kind of 
category error which is implicit in demoralization.  

Theorists frequently find themselves in the position of distinguishing between good and bad 
morality on very shaky grounds (or no grounds at all). Many of them seek a better basis for making such a 
distinction by introducing the idea that some guidelines to action only pretend to be moralities. Terms like 
‘quasi-morality’ and ‘pseudo-morality’ are fairly common but the most progress has been made by Stivers 
(1994, 2002) who prefers the term ‘ersatz-morality’ and this paper builds on his work. An explanation of 
the application of the theory to demoralization – which further illustrates the usefulness of such secondary 
concepts – follows later in the paper. The next section explains the basic framework of polysemous theory 
which is common to all its applications.2 It is important to bear in mind throughout that a range of 
different and/or additional secondary concepts may need to be developed before polysemous theory can 
be applied to other problems.  
 
A Polysemous Theory of Knowledge and Belief Systems 
Polysemous theory is founded on the assumption that there is more than one way of generating meaning 
but that each of these sense-makings is equivalent in that they allow us to reason and generate advice on 
the best course of action. In each way of making sense there is a close relationship between what is and 
what should be and it is the effort to bring these into conformity that underpins the advice we give 
ourselves.  Each sense making differs first in the things it understands to exist, including those which exist 
but are not yet explained: what one is enlightened by another will see as a source of myth. Moreover, each 
sense making is equivalent in that it must apply a method for establishing truth but the variation lies in the 
nature of the method that is chosen in each case. Then, on the basis of a choice of subject and method of 
explanation, a sense making will elaborate chains of causes and effects which constitute explanation and 
understanding. The problem with this position is of course relativism.  

If we accept that all truth is immanent to a way of making sense, we will not be able to take 
recourse to a superior sense-making that allows us to judge one better than the other. The idea that when 
we ask for truth we will have to specify the kind of truth we mean accords well with the varieties of 
relativism with which have become so familiar.  For example if we simply say different cultures have 
different mixes and balances of sense making – one has more religion while in another science is more 
important – we are in perfectly accord with cultural relativism. It is hardly a cause for celebration if all that 
polysemous theory can do is give greater intellectual respectability to relativism but before we seek a way 
out of this corner it is worth reminding ourselves of what we lose by remaining in it. The necessary 
concomitant of the absence of a superior truth is maximum incomprehension between sense-makings. 
They can only be sensibly used independently and produce an impoverished level of understanding which 
is very far from balanced. There is no possibility of intercourse between sense makings and the level of 
understanding we get from each on its own necessarily tends to reductionism, triviality and mistakes.  

Wisdom cannot be achieved with one form of sense-making alone but it is this eclecticism that 
we loose by staying in the relativist blind-alley. We must practice all our forms of sense-making if we are 
to generate full and satisfying explanations of everything that interests us, and rounded guidance for our 
actions. But how can we apply a polysemous approach when sense-makings are sealed, antipathetic and 
apparently un-mixable? If our theory is going to make progress beyond relativism it will need to find a way 
to cope with this impasse. The solution lies in the basic framework of polysemous theory which is derived 
by asking what each sense-making is for. This question permits us to escape the constraints of 
hermetically-sealed sense makings but to answer it we have to return to the way the Greeks imposed sense 
and order when they founded Western thought and culture.  

The Greeks made distinctions in the things that they thought had to be explained and the first of 
these distinctions was between human and non-human things. This binary distinction superseded all prior 
more complex distinctions but by combining various binary distinctions the Greeks could construct far 
better explanations of complex reality. Together with an ontological distinction between the subjects of 
explanation, the Greeks made an epistemological distinction between the methods used to make sense. 
The methods required to find out how something happened were not the same as those required to find 
out why something happened.  The first case requires methods which lead to knowledge but in the second 
it is belief rather than knowledge that is needed. The two basic Greek distinctions which gave a 
differentiated ontology and epistemology could be combined to produce categories for the four ways of 
making sense mentioned above. Combining these two distinctions gives four possible combinations of 
subject and method:  
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 Non-Human Human 
Knowledge 1 3 
Belief 2 4 
 
If it is obvious that cells 1 and 2 can be inhabited by science and religion, respectively, it is less obvious 
what systems for making sense could evolve in cells 3 and 4. This brings to our attention one of the 
crucial weaknesses of existing theory, including the theory of Pitirim Sorokin (1957).  

Sorokin labelled contemporary culture ‘sensate’ to show us it was an amalgam of all those forms 
of reason which relied upon material evidence and only assigned value to what could be demonstrated to 
exist. In Sorokin’s scheme the scientific approach to sense-making was effectively conflated with any other 
approach which set store by evidence and would not be satisfied by the rewards of faith. It is this mistake 
which causes us problems when we seek to assign sense-makings to cells three and four. The introduction 
of the idea of ‘common sense’ into the discussion helps us to begin to separate out ways of thinking that 
Sorokin conflated in one category.  

Here the term ‘common sense’ is not meant to refer to the stock of lay knowledge about practice 
which privileges utility and derides abstract theory. This is how the term (occasionally) appears in the 
demoralization literature but, when it does, it fails to give additional purchase on the phenomena being 
theorized because it tells us so little about the ideas that make up common sense. The common usage of 
the term ‘common sense’ can afford to be agnostic about its content and can as easily encompass diffused 
religious beliefs as elements of scientific knowledge. Such a usage is not at all helpful to us here and, while 
retaining the useful emphasis on knowledge that is held in common, we must redefine common sense for 
our own purposes. 

If we say common sense means that we rely solely on reason, that we act towards others only on 
the basis of knowledge and never on the basis of belief, we have not strayed far from Sorokin. If we also 
require that common sense be distinguished from science3 then much of the thought and meaning behind 
‘sensate culture’ is better described as common sense:  

‘Its criteria of value are the fitness of a given object, of the way of handling it, and of specific 
forms of extrovert activity to satisfy mainly sensual needs … it chooses and emphasizes 
predominantly the sensate, empirical, material values … they are never absolute, but are always 
relativistic … the sensate code has little to do with any transcendental or supersensory values, and 
either mocks at such values, ignores them, or mentions them only to repudiate them and to 
bolster up its own principles.’ (Sorokin, 1957:34-5) 

These are the basic elements of a definition of common sense that is more suited to our present purposes 
and they have almost nothing to do with the science that Sorokin nonetheless insists is an 
indistinguishable part of sensate culture.   

As used in polysemous social theory common sense relies upon reason, but, unlike science, it also 
relies upon human experience and, especially, on the evidence of our senses. The form of knowledge that 
matters most to common sense is knowledge about human nature and the way in which interaction 
between people and with the environment can be shaped in accordance with that nature. Common sense 
claims to know the authentic human behaviour for any situation. This knowledge is derived from, and 
confirmed by, our senses and the spread of common sense brings with it the affirmation of sensations as 
the foundations of much human action. 

A sense-making system for cell 4 was also present, although in slightly confused and undeveloped 
form, in Sorokin. One example of such a system is ‘sentiment’ (Fevre, 2000). Sentiment makes sense of 
the world by referring to the way people’s hearts are affected by what happens to them and other people. 
Thus the subjects of sentiment’s sense making can only be believed in but never demonstrated to exist. In 
this way of seeing the world the effect on the human spirit is as real a motivation as the pursuit of 
sensation is for common sense. Sentiment does not care that there is no proof of love (for example) and, 
in spite of there being evidence of its existence, love figures as an important part of explanations for 
human behaviour and guidelines to action. We need to note that this is not a question of substituting 
reason for emotion, but rather of (certain) emotions figuring as the leading actors in reasoned 
explanations. Sentiment is not an alternative to rationality but a kind of rationality fit for a different reality 
in which people’s feelings not only do matter but are considered the key considerations in the 
construction of guidelines to behaviour. Such guidelines are often described as morals.  
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In case clarification is needed, the reference to ‘people’s feelings’ is meant to bring to mind 
specific sentimental categories constructed in concrete historical cultures. It is certainly not meant to make 
us think of the momentary annoyance we will feel the next time someone asks an impertinent question 
about an expenses claim. We experience emotions as ‘pre-action’ (Hochschild, 1983:56) in every kind of 
social situation. The mathematician who solves a complex problem which has defeated her for years feels 
emotional. The politician who sees a important piece of legislation diluted because of the need for political 
compromise feels emotional. But feeling emotion does not mean that emotions have become relevant 
sense-making categories for the solution of mathematical problems or the art of politics. In sentiment, by 
way of contrast, feelings are believed to be relevant sense-making categories, for example, feelings are used 
to explain behaviour and feelings are considered a proper end of behaviour. This is the kind of sense-
making which goes on in cell 4 and it gives us a new, and different, universe of advice about how to live 
our lives. In this reality we can and should do things for love (for example) rather than for pleasure.  

Sentiment is a historically- and culturally-specific system constructed to make sense in cell 4 and 
there is nothing to stop more than one type of sense being constructed in any one of these cells at any 
time, even within the same culture. Cell 3, for example, is home to social science and social statistics as 
well as common sense. It is even more obvious that there is nothing to stop a succession of different types 
of sense being made in any one cell as time passes. Thus it is not always necessary that cell 2 is occupied 
by ‘religion’ and still less is it necessarily occupied by any familiar brand of religion such as Christianity. 
The cells of the 2 x 2 table refer to logical possibilities for human thought and action which were brought 
into existence when the two original distinctions which established a differentiated ontology and 
epistemology were combined. They do not predetermine the sense making that will go on in each cell or, 
indeed, whether sense will be successfully made in each cell. In Western culture, cell 1 in the table 
remained more-or-less unoccupied for several centuries before Newtonian science developed.  
 When we turn to the question of finding out what different sense makings are for, the first point 
to bear in mind is that both the problem and its solution are peculiar to the Western thought that inherits 
a tradition of binary distinctions and a particular treatment of epistemology and ontology that is not 
necessarily shared with other cultures. The second point to bear in mind is that, as sociologists have been 
arguing for a long time, it is not a question of finding out the sense in each cell, it is rather a question of 
making sense there. If any things are to be created to occupy the four cells of the table this will depend 
upon the social construction of knowledge and belief systems in the course of social life. This 
construction will entail co-operation, competition and conflict and it will occur while many other aims 
than sense-making are being pursued.  
 Social groups and social institutions have a major part to play in the creation of sense – and of 
errors, deliberate and otherwise – in all four cells of the 2 x 2 table. It is as well to make clear at this stage 
that we are not suggesting that any group or institution can, at least for any length of time, be totally 
concerned with one kind of sense making. This does not mean, however, that a group or institution 
cannot privilege one kind of sense making and even be dedicated to it its pursuit. Thus the medieval 
church may have had practitioners who preached common sense as well as religious doctrine but their 
institution was dedicated to the spread of a particular sense making into any and all areas of explanation 
(Febvre, 1982), including those where it was precious little use.  

One sense making prevails over another and comes to dominate a culture for all the reasons that 
historians, and latterly sociologists, have discussed rather than because it is necessarily better in any way. 
For example, the pursuit of power by individuals and the institutions they create is quite likely to ensure 
that sense making will stray beyond its appropriate field.  Material influences also contribute to the social 
construction of sense making (which can also affect material conditions) and technological change, or 
change in a political system, can help to make it more or less likely that mistakes will be made in the way 
knowledge and belief systems are elaborated.   

Because sense-making is a social activity, mistakes – both genuine mistakes and deliberate errors 
which amount to deception – will be made. When we make category mistakes we make sense using the 
combination or subject and method appropriate for one cell of the 2 x 2 table in another cell. There are 
two kinds of category mistake: individuals make such mistakes when they get confused about which sense 
making to apply; and large groups and whole societies make category mistakes in the course of making 
(new) sense. 

It can be quite difficult to avoid making such a mistake because most human thought and action 
occurs in mixed fields where we are not tasked with choosing the right way of making sense so much as 
choosing the right mix of sense making. The reasons why this might create particular problems are 
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explored at length elsewhere (Fevre, 2000) but it will suffice to say simply that people generally seem to 
prefer simple solutions to more complex ones. This preference leads to the kind of category mistake that 
individuals make. It also makes us open to manipulation by others who can profit in some way by 
encouraging us to make such category mistakes (see pp. below on economic morality).4   

In the next section we will discuss the idea that an excess of common sense lies behind the 
phenomena of demoralization. This is an example of  the first sort of mistake (that groups and whole 
societies make) but many other examples might have come to mind. For instance the Reformation was an 
enormous act of creative destruction in the field of sense making and therefore provided a marvellous 
opportunity for new category errors. When people began to make sense again in the wake of the 
devastation wrought by the Reformation they made mistakes like the seventeenth-century witchcraft of 
New England and Scotland. This was a new category mistake rather than a survival of an ancient religion 
and the mistake was to think that matters of ill-fortune might find their cause and remedy in the cell of 
human belief. Keith Thomas (1971) showed that early Protestantism made a very similar category mistake 
when it proclaimed God (in the cell of nature belief) to be responsible for misfortune. Thomas shows 
how Protestantism then went to war with witchcraft, its direct competitor. A century later both 
explanations of ill-fortune were in retreat and explanations derived largely from common sense were being 
put in place instead. The results of this sense-making included insurance schemes, fire-fighting technology 
and brick houses.  

What are the more modern equivalents to witchcraft and fundamentalism? Of course we have our 
own fundamentalisms and related phenomena like nationalism, the mistaken idea that love for your 
‘country’ should be the foundation of politics (Anderson, 1991). Nationalism would have us mistake a 
field in which common sense is appropriate for one in which sentiment should be applied. Indeed 
nationalism is somewhat similar to fundamentalism in that sense making which is inappropriate to politics 
intrudes into  the political sphere. A reverse category mistake is made when common sense undermines 
our capacity for belief. In matters of belief common sense is as much use to us as a belief in witchcraft 
ever was when the rick caught fire or the cow’s milk dried up. Common sense in the wrong place deprives 
us of the guidance we need and this applies equally when it intrudes into human-belief as when it intrudes 
into non-human belief. We now turn to an extended discussion of how common sense knowledge can 
become a kind of witchcraft – with unfortunate consequences for us all.  
 
Demoralization and Common Sense  
By demoralization we mean to refer, just as Durkheim did in the preface to the second edition of The 
Division of Labour in Society, to the processes that lead both to anomie and to the loss of happiness that 
accompanies anomie. We will not, however, attempt to provide contemporary evidence of anomie and for 
this the reader is referred to Fevre (2000) or numerous other sources such as Mestrovic (1993, 1997) and 
Stivers (1994,). In all of these sources it is suggested that, although we might live in a time in which debate 
over morality and ethics sometimes seems to be ubiquitous, this is definitely not to be considered proof 
that we continue to let morality guide our behaviour. 

The idea of blaming demoralization on a type of sense-making is familiar, particularly in the 
formula that morality and happiness can be threatened by reason (Bauman, 1991, 1993; MacIntyre, 1985) 
but difficulties tend to arise when social theorists seek to blame all our troubles on reason. Moreover, we 
run into particular difficulties when we try to counter-pose reason to emotions and build our theories on 
the assumption that emotions can provide the foundations for the morality that reason has destroyed. In 
dealing with all of these difficulties We will suggest that reason need never be antithetical to morality if we 
mean by reason only the activity of making sense of things (as in the brief discussion of sentiment above – 
p.   ). In order to find reason hostile to morality we have to be a great deal more specific about the kind of 
reason involved. Although this need for specificity is sometimes recognised by social theorists, none of 
the available specifications such as ‘instrumental reason’ are satisfactory (Gorz 1989). We need the new 
typology of sense-making provided by polysemous social theory to provide us with the framework for 
analysing changing knowledge and belief systems that was mentioned above. Of course this new typology 
is dependent upon the idea that there is nothing intrinsically wrong with any form of reason per se, but that 
problems may occur when sense is made in the wrong place.   

Polysemous theory presents a way of reconciling Bauman, MacIntrye and other theorist (such as 
Charles Taylor) with their critics. The insight we need to draw from their arguments is not that emotion 
should triumph over reason but that values cannot be provided by the kind of reason that is now 
hegemonic. This is why Bauman makes so much of the distinction between ethics and morality.5 Bauman 
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and other writers may call the culpable kind of rationality the reason because it is so hegemonic and so 
disparaging about alternative ways of making sense but of course this can lead to misunderstandings. 
Within the polysemous framework we can reframe the problem in this way: the point that these writers 
really want to make is that they have had enough of the thinking – including the social science and 
philosophy – that goes on in one corner of our polysemous universe. We (the social thinkers) have put 
our money on this kind of reason and it has proved a bad bet (Bauman, 1993:67-8). We need to return to 
classical social theory but in the classical period there were readily-available values to draw upon 
(Harrington 2002 suggests these values originated in theology) whereas now such values are in very short 
supply. This is the only sense in which writers like Bauman and MacIntyre can blame reason for our 
plight.  

Common sense (as defined earlier) is identified as the specific form of sense-making implicated in 
demoralization. The spread of common sense has been largely responsible for the loss of religious faith, 
public distrust of science and the disappearance of a particular kind of personal morality that was 
increasingly undermined as the twentieth century grew old. As has just been pointed out, there is nothing 
wrong with common sense per se, the problem occurs when we apply this kind of sense-making in the 
wrong place. We remember from the previous section that common sense was one of those things that 
occupied cell 3 (along with social science): it is concerned with sense making in the category of human 
belief but common sense has overflowed into all three 
other cells with all sorts of effects including demoralization: 

 
Earlier in this paper there was a discussion of the mutual incomprehension between sense-

makings and the way this lead to reductionism. For example, the idea that there is nothing special about 
being human only makes sense inside science and for non-scientific purposes the level of understanding 
that science can produce is highly reductionist and often both trivial and mundane (Midgley, 2001).  As 
Wolpert (1993) explained, science considers the things common sense explains to be non-sense. Each 
sense-making specifies all that is worth explaining and each can then aspire to explain ‘everything’. So 
science can explain everything about love and sex in terms of genes and neurotransmitters whereas other 
forms of sense-making would think this reductionism had left out of account all that needed to be 
explained.  All forms of sense-making practice this reductionism because they perceive the world in the 
way that makes it susceptible to their form of explanation. So what happens when common sense spreads 
into cells where it does not belong, for example into the cell where science is meant to hold sway? 

As the earlier quotation from Sorokin indicates, common sense derides action which is founded 
in any other kind of thinking, especially the emotional kind, but common sense is also fundamentally 
sceptical of science because of science’s disdain for the idea that there is anything special about humanity 
since being human is the special subject of common sense. We should note in passing that this does not 
mean that common sense is an obstacle to technological change.  It is explained elsewhere (Fevre, 2000) 
that quite a lot of technological progress can be made on the basis of knowing the best way for humans to 
do things and until relatively recently it would have been wrong to ascribe much technological progress to 
science. It is quite understandable why Sorokin should have muddled up the effects of science and 
common sense, indeed contemporary theorists continue to make the same mistake. The figure above 
showed how common sense has spread to all cells of the 2 x 2 table, including the cell where science is the 
appropriate sense making. Common sense has perhaps not caused as much damage to science as it has to 
religion and sentiment but there is ample evidence of the recent intrusion of common sense scepticism 
into scientific decision-making (Durodié, 2002). Of course common sense is immensely useful to us in 
areas where science cannot help us – running our financial affairs for example – but common sense is 
reductionist (and trivializes) when it intrudes into science. The best proof of this is the thoroughly flawed 
way in which common sense appreciates risk.  
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Outside science we find further evidence of the damaging effects of common sense imperialism. 
While it is now rare to find secularization being explained as a simple consequence of the adoption of a 
scientific worldview, there is general neglect of the role of common sense in the decline of religion 
amongst ordinary people in the West. Common sense requires proof of God’s existence which our five 
senses cannot supply and it is this simple logic - rather than the logic of science which so many people 
find hard to grasp - which underpins secularization. On the other hand, demoralization has been the result 
of the adoption of common sense as a guide to our actions in areas where we were once reliant on our 
emotions as well as on religious feelings. Indeed, the decline of religion, like the rise of science, is not quite 
so central to demoralization as we might imagine, especially where our personal relationships are 
concerned. In more recent times it is the inroads made by common sense into sentiment, that way of 
making sense which takes seriously our feelings rather than our sensations, that have driven 
demoralization on. Common sense derogates the sentimentality that gives a key role to belief in human 
relationships, and underpins personal morality, just as it marginalizes religious faith. 

As discussed earlier in this paper, the cornerstone of common sense knowledge is that we all 
experience the same sensations (discomfort, pleasure) and that the pursuit or avoidance of these 
sensations explains the sensible parts of our behaviour. This knowledge is valuable in the right place but 
leads to damaging reductionism (and demoralization) elsewhere. It is important at this point to remember 
that sentiment and common sense are both types of reason but that their differences lie in the concepts 
they reason with. Thus the distinguishing characteristic of common sense is not that people are slaves to 
their appetites (or still less their instincts) but that sensations are promoted over feelings when reasoning. In 
the case of sentiment the opposite is true and our inability to privilege feelings in the way sentiment 
requires is one of the hallmarks of demoralization.  

In the later stages of demoralization the fact that we now rely so heavily on common sense when 
reasoning means that our emotions are more accessible but amount to less than they ever did because they 
are not considered legitimate bases for our reasoning. They have become useless sentiment which can 
simply be ‘expressed’ but never acted upon. In this ‘postemotional’ world (Mestrovic, 1997) we think of the 
expression of our feelings as a form of mental health routine: we require each other to demonstrate our 
emotions as loudly and as publicly as possible but this demonstration comprises the only significance our 
emotions should have for us. In effect we have chosen to celebrate the evacuation of feelings accumulated, 
in a more or less random way, as a result of previous events. If we were really making sense using 
sentiment the possible effect of our actions on our own feelings, and the feelings of others, would be 
considered prior to taking action.  

As explained above, making sense in cell 4 of the 2 x 2 table does not require sense-making that 
arouses emotions but sense-making that takes passions seriously – as the subjects and objects of thought 
processes, as legitimate reasons for action. We do things for these reasons ourselves, and we understand 
them to be the reasons why others behave as they do, instead of pushing these reasons aside and 
substituting the ‘real’ common sense reasons. Such substitution always entails reductionism and the 
production of impoverished understanding. We presently find it so hard to think love might be a 
reasonable basis for action and if we do not consider love a reason -  if we do not, in other words, think 
love makes sense - then love becomes a fluffy item of ephemera, with no connection to anything that 
matters, as described in post-emotionalism (Mestrovic, 1997). If we were, instead, to make sense with 
passions that we believe matter (if we take passions as serious subjects when reasoning, in other words) we 
would literally have other things to think about than the pursuit of pleasure and profit.  

 The victory of common sense over sentiment is perhaps not yet quite as complete as we are 
suggesting but common sense is certainly established as the standard by which we are required to explain 
ourselves. It has achieved sufficient hegemony to cause us all sorts of problems. To repeat, (this 
application of) polysemous theory suggests there is nothing wrong with any sort of rationality, including 
the common sense version of it, per se. The problems start to arise when common sense is applied in the 
wrong place. Such mistakes happen all the time in the normal course of events but the hegemony of 
common sense which results in demoralization necessarily entails the application of common sense in a 
great many places where it would have been better to make sense in another way. Polysemous theory 
allows us to show that alternative ways of making sense would have been more appropriate.  

As part of the ordinary process of sense making and cultural renewal, common sense has 
trespassed where it does not belong. As explained elsewhere, ‘the demoralization that makes us so 
miserable does not arise from the inherent difficulty of making sense in the right way but from the 
difficulty of making a culture that will accomplish this for us’ (Fevre, 2000:156). By establishing that 
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common sense has been extended beyond its proper place – the cell labelled human-knowledge – we have 
shown that common sense becomes a problem when it is applied in the wrong place. In the following section 
we will explore the idea that such a category error underpins the phenomena that have given rise to the 
widespread concern about vanishing social capital in the Western democracies (Fevre, 2000) with some 
empirical data.  

 
Demoralization and Social Capital  
We wish to begin to explore the possibility that the theory of demoralization presented above is a better 
explanation than anything currently on offer for the decline in social capital discussed by Putnam  (1993, 
1995) and others (see, for example, Hall 1999) In effect we are suggesting that rising levels of common 
sense, and falling levels of sentiment, accompany and in part explain, falling levels of social capital.  

Social capital is conventionally described in terms of social norms (like trust and reciprocity) and 
social networks. If our suppositions are correct, this formulation is woefully inadequate because it hardly 
begins to get at either the moral or the sense-making elements of demoralization which are uncovered by 
polysemous social theory. In social capital theory norms may come and go and in some applications, 
notably the work of Fukuyama (1999), this is nothing to be concerned about since, along with networks 
and other aspects of our natural sociability, they will spontaneously regenerate as needed. The idea of 
demoralization does not treat norms in such a cavalier way. In fact it rejects the language of norms as 
inappropriate. For example, Fevre (2003) rejects the use of the terms ‘norm’ and ‘normative’ because  

‘a norm need have no moral loading but is simply what we do round here (compare to 
Margaret Archer, 2000 on ‘normative man’). It is probably no coincidence that 
unreconstructed sociology which is enthralled by economic rationality favours ‘norms’ 
and ‘culture’ to describe the phenomena I am alluding to here. It refuses to be caught 
seriously talking about morality as a determinant of human behaviour whereas I want to 
emphasise the real or pretended moral tone of these guidelines to action.’ (Fevre, 
2003:26) 

If we are able to reform the notion of social capital to incorporate the theory of demoralization, the idea 
of declining social capital could turn out to be another example of common sense being applied in the 
wrong place. In later papers we will be exploring the possibility that studying social capital gives empirical 
evidence of further category errors and of modern equivalents to witchcraft.  

In order to investigate the relationship between social capital and demoralization we require either 
time series data or some equivalent way of investigating the relationship between the two phenomena. The 
evidence reported here cross-section rather than time series data. It is derived from a recent (2002-2003) 
survey of 1329 individuals who are members of voluntary organisations representing women, disabled 
people, black and other ethnic minorities, and gays, lesbians and bisexuals.6 The organisations are all based 
in Wales, or have a strong presence there, and all have been in some way involved in attempts to increase 
democratic participation in decision-making in the new devolved layer of governance, the National 
Assembly for Wales. As with UK government initiatives more generally, the Assembly has predicated 
many of its policies and structures on ideas about the beneficial effects of social capital into its policy-
making. It has tried to build meso-level social capital (i.e. amongst elites and between the organisations of 
civil society) as a conscious attempt to increase participation and improve decision making. It has even 
sponsored and funded organisations such as the Lesbian, Gay Bisexual Forum and the All Wales Ethnic 
Minority Association.  

This is the first paper in a series and it is appropriate that our initial suggestions are highly 
tentative and nothing in what follows should be treated as an unqualified research finding. We believe that 
in future papers we will be able to reach less tentative conclusions about the lessons our very rich data 
teach about the inverse relationship between evidence of demoralization and social capital.  For the 
present we should point out that early analysis of measures of trust and reciprocity – which were derived 
from those used in all the standard instruments designed to investigate social capital – show no clear 
pattern between respondents’ views and their patterns of activism. This contrasts strongly with our early 
analysis of the measures of sentimental sense-making and morality which we introduced into our survey. 
We begin our exploration with some basic frequencies: 
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Table One Reasons for Participation in One Organization 
 
I am involved with the organization that sent me this questionnaire because… 
I feel that by participating in its activities I can make a difference to a social issue  834 
To help provide a service to others  656 
I participate more for social reasons (i.e. to meet and socialize with people)  618 
I do so to gain a skill   281 
I do so for political reasons  235 
I do so to help friends  227 
I do so to help other family members  105 
I do so for religious reasons  91 
 
 
Table Two Reasons for Participation in All Organizations 
 
Why do you generally get involved in the activities of the groups and organizations that 
you belong to? 
I generally want to help or be of service to other people  878 
I feel that I have some kind of ‘duty’ as a citizen to participate and do something 
useful with my time  

844 

I get involved mainly for social reasons  536 
I do it because the organization(s) to which I belong helps with issues that directly 
affect me  

535 

I feel that it makes me, in some way, a ‘better person’  528 
Because I want to promote the rights of women  481 
I want to influence the views of politicians and decision-makers  410 
Because I want to promote the rights of disabled people  359 
I participate for religious or spiritual reasons  317 
Because I want to promote the rights of people from ‘ethnic minority’ backgrounds  229 
Because I have experienced prejudice or felt ignored because of who I am  219 
For me it is a political activity  189 
Because I want to promote the rights of lesbian, gay and bisexual people  177 
I do it because the organization(s) to which I belong helps a friend or relative of 
mine  

165 

 
The  responses tabulated in Tables One and Two illustrate just the degree of commitment to moral ends – 
self-sacrifice, duty to others – that you would expect amongst those who participate in the activities of 
voluntary organisations, and which may be much lower in the rest of the population. We will explore 
comparisons with surveys of other populations in later papers.  For the moment, we need simply to bear 
in mind that such the members of organisations such as the ones that took part in our survey make up 
about seven per cent of the population of the UK according to the Citizens’ Audit of 20,000 people. They 
probably make up a very small percentage of any population in the Western democracies and, we 
tentatively suggest, they are amongst the least demoralized. It is amongst these people that we will find, if 
it is to be found anywhere, evidence of the retention of some alternative guides to action other than 
common sense. If there is a functioning reservoir of sentiment anywhere in the West it is amongst these 
men and women.  
 Is there any evidence, within this tiny minority, of activism being negatively associated with 
demoralization? We can start to investigate this possibility by cross-tabulating the data summarized in 
Table One with a question about frequency of participation in the activities of the organization which sent 
them our questionnaire7. Only statistically significant results are listed. The percentage of all respondents 
who said that during the last month they spent five or more hours a month on activities associated with 
the organization that sent them the questionnaire was 39.4%. Where it is particularly interesting we have 
also include the figure for activities associated with all the organizations belonged to. The relevant 
percentage of all respondents here was 69.5 %.  
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Those respondents with the highest frequency of activism were more likely to say they 
participated in order to help others, friends and family. They were also much more likely to say they did it 
to gain a skill. For all other reasons the most active were no more likely to respond than the sample as a 
whole. The most active were significantly less likely than the sample as a whole to cite political reasons for 
their participation.   
 
Table Three Reasons for Participation in One Organization And Frequency of Participation 
 
I am involved with the organization that sent me this questionnaire 
because… 

Percentage active for  
5 or more hours  
per month in this  
organization (all 
organizations) 

I feel that by participating in its activities I can make a difference to a 
social issue  

N.S. 

To help provide a service to others  49.4 (72.2) 
I participate more for social reasons (i.e. to meet and socialize with 
people)  

N.S. 

I do so to gain a skill   57.6 (64.3) 
I do so for political reasons  25.6 (71.2) 
I do so to help friends  48.8 
I do so to help other family members  46.6 
I do so for religious reasons  N.S. 
 
Table Three shows that some of the same results for the organization that sent them the questionnaire 
were repeated when respondents were asked about the other organizations they were be members of, but 
not all (e.g. gaining a skill was less commonly cited by those who were most active across all organizations 
than amongst the sample as a whole).  

The answers which were tabulated in Table Two can also be cross-tabulated with measures of the 
frequency of activism (the sample wide measures are therefore still 39.4 %. and 69.5. Table Four shows 
the more active people in the sample were significantly more likely to say they participated because they 
felt it made them a ‘better person’, because they generally wanted to help or be of service to other people, 
or because they wanted to promote the rights of disabled people. The less active respondents were much 
more likely to cite their reasons as general political, promoting the rights of women,  promoting the rights 
of lesbian, gay and bisexual people, religious or spiritual reasons (although (b) is 79) and their experience 
of prejudice. 
 
Table Four  Reasons for Participation in All Organizations And Frequency of Participation 
 
Why do you generally get involved in the activities of the groups and 
organizations that you belong to? 

Percentage active for  
5 or more hours  
per month in this  
organization (all 
organizations) 

I feel that it makes me, in some way, a ‘better person’ 45.2. (73.3) 
I feel that I have some kind of ‘duty’ as a citizen to participate and do 
something useful with my time 

N.S. 

For me it is a political activity 31.9 (72.0) 
I generally want to help or be of service to other people 43.9 
I do it because the organization(s) to which I belong helps a friend or 
relative of mine 

N.S. 

Because I want to promote the rights of women  36.8 
Because I want to promote the rights of disabled people  44.6 
Because I want to promote the rights of people from ‘ethnic 
minority’ backgrounds  

N.S. 



 11

Because I want to promote the rights of lesbian, gay and bisexual 
people  

29.9 (64.3) 

I do it because the organization(s) to which I belong helps with 
issues that directly affect me  

N.S. 

I participate for religious or spiritual reasons 32.2 (79.0) 
Because I have experienced prejudice or felt ignored because of who 
I am  

36.7 (64.2) 

 
The hours devoted to activism in the previous month is not the only way of measuring whether people are 
more or less active. We also wanted to know what they actually did when they participated and we think 
these questions allows us to look at the relationship between demoralization and the quality or intensity of 
activity.  

Table Five is based on a question that asked about respondents whether they helped their 
organisation with paperwork, organizing events, fund-raising, socializing and by discussing issues.  We 
have not bothered to identify statistical significance in the table but the very obvious patterns that are 
visible here are clearly stronger than anything that is likely to have arisen by chance. The most obvious 
pattern is that the respondents who said they participated more for social reasons (i.e. to meet and 
socialize with people) were much more likely to take part in all of these activities than the sample as a 
whole. People who participated to gain a skill had a similar pattern but one that was much less 
pronounced. Respondents who participated to help family members or friends and a (very little bit) 
religious reasons had higher quality participation under some but not all of the headings. Fund-raising, for 
example, was common to all of them. There was only one reason for activity that was associated with 
lower quality activism across the board and this was the political option. Thus the pattern observed for 
frequency recurs but there is a difference. Social reasons did not figure in higher frequency activism but 
they are enormously influential in respect of higher quality activism. We will take a moment to explain 
what we think might be going on here. 

We think that saying you participate for social reasons is a strong indication of one aspect of 
social capital which is identified by the literature: social networks.  We have several strong indicators for 
this. First, there is a statistically strong relationship amongst our data between saying you are involved for 
social reasons and saying that you became involved in the organization through friend or relative. There is 
also a statistically significant relationship between saying you are involved for social reasons and saying 
that you have personal friends who are in positions of responsibility in the organization.  This pattern is 
also directly related to another measure of the quality of participation because there is a statistically 
significant relationship between saying you are involved for social reasons and saying that you discuss 
matters with people who are in positions of responsibility in the organization. 

Unsurprisingly, there is an extremely strong correlation between being involved for social reasons 
and saying you have friends in the organization. More surprisingly, there is also a statistically significant 
relationship between being involved for social reasons and having neighbours and relatives in the 
organization (79.9 % of those who were involved for social reasons had people in the organization as 
neighbours and 75.6 % had relatives).  Interestingly, there is a negative correlation between being involved 
for social reasons and having work colleagues in the organization – a measure of the absence of social 
capital perhaps? Most importantly, for our understanding of social networks,  there is a strong correlation 
between knowing other members before joining and being involved for social reasons.  In other words, 
this kind of social capital is a precursor to joining the organization. In future we will consider alternative 
explanations as to why networks are related to higher quality activism but not higher frequency activism. 
 
Table Five Reasons for Participation in One Organization And Quality of Participation 
 
I am involved with the 
organization that sent me this 
questionnaire because… 

What activities do you do when you attend meetings of the 
organization that sent you this questionnaire? 

 Help with 
paperwork  

Organizing Events Fund-
raising 

Socializing Discussing 
Issues 

I feel that by participating in its 
activities I can make a difference 
to a social issue (834) 

34.3 46.6 36.5 53.3 75.9 
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to a social issue (834) 
I participate more for social 
reasons (i.e. to meet and socialize 
with people) (618) 

42.7 61.0 51.3 84.6 78.7 

To help provide a service to 
others (656) 

33.2 41.7 35.3 46.5 73.1 

I do so to help other family 
members (105) 

34.3 39.0 46.7 58.1 76.2 

I do so to help friends (227) 37.9 51.8 52.7 65.0 77.9 
I do so to gain a skill (281) 43.4 54.1 47.7 65.8 77.6 
I do so for religious reasons (91) 35.2 47.3 47.3 67.0 70.3 
I do so for political reasons (235) 26.8 34.5 25.1 40.4 70.2 
Total 32.1 43.0 34.5 54.2 69.0 
 
As with frequency of activism we can also repeat the analysis using the replies to the question about 
respondents’ reasons for participation in all the organizations they belong to. Table Six shows that the 
strongest predispositions to higher quality activism were feeling that participation made you a ‘better 
person’ and, even more strongly still, being involved for social reasons. The only other positive 
correlations (but less strong and not across the board) were feeling a ‘duty’ to participate, doing it because 
the organization(s) helped a friend or relative of mine, promoting the rights of women, and religious or 
spiritual reasons.  

There were negative correlations for participation as a political activity, wanting to  promote the 
rights of people from ‘ethnic minority’ backgrounds, experiencing prejudice. But these relationships are 
nothing compared to the strong negative correlation across the board with promoting the rights of 
lesbian, gay and bisexual people. Participants who responded to this option appear to experience 
participation of a very different quality to others, they response is even significantly lower on ‘discussing 
issues’, something which hardly happens in any other category. At this point its worth pointing out that 
these findings do not necessarily relate to the characteristics of individuals anymore than they are 
necessarily a function of the sort of organisations they belong to. Our detailed data will permit us to 
investigate the questions of individual versus organisational effects at a later date.  
 
Table Six Reasons for Participation in All Organizations And Quality of Participation 
 
Why do you generally get 
involved in the activities of the 
groups and organizations that you 
belong to? 

What activities do you do when you attend meetings of the 
organization that sent you this questionnaire? 

 Help with 
paperwork  

Organizing 
Events 

Fund-
raising 

Socializing Discussing 
Issues 

I feel that it makes me, in some 
way, a ‘better person’ (528) 

38.1 52.9 44.8 66.2 74.6 

I feel that I have some kind of 
‘duty’ as a citizen to participate 
and do something useful with my 
time (844) 

37.0 50.8 40.1 59.1 74.2 

For me it is a political activity 
(189) 

31.2 41.3 28.6 43.9 71.4 

I generally want to help or be of 
service to other people (878) 

33.7 46.0 37.8 54.2 74.1 

I do it because the organization(s) 
to which I belong helps a friend 
or relative of mine (165) 

36.4 46.7 48.5 63.0 72.7 

Because I want to promote the 
rights of women (481) 

38.3 53.8 36.8 56.5 80.2 

Because I want to promote the 
rights of disabled people (359) 

34.3 43.7 37.9 51.3 75.8 
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rights of disabled people (359) 
Because I want to promote the 
rights of people from ‘ethnic 
minority’ backgrounds (229) 

26.2 37.6 23.6 41.0 78.2 

Because I want to promote the 
rights of lesbian, gay 
and bisexual people (177) 

16.9 20.3 11.3 26.6 59.9 

I do it because the organization(s) 
to which I belong helps with 
issues that directly affect me (535) 

33.6 43.7 35.7 53.8 75.1 

I participate for religious or 
spiritual reasons (317) 

34.7 50.9 43.7 68.0 74.1 

Because I have experienced 
prejudice or felt ignored 
because of who I am (219) 

24.7 27.4 18.7 33.8 65.3 

I get involved mainly for social 
reasons (536) 

43.3 59.6 50.9 80.5 76.8 

I want to influence the views of 
politicians and 
decision-makers (410) 

33.4 42.0 32.7 46.1 77.8 

Total 
32.1 43.0 34.5 54.2 69.0 

 
We have one final measure of quality of participation with which we can correlate the reasons that 
respondents gave us for their activism: the forms of communication used between members and their 
organization. Table Seven shows that those who participated for social reasons had a higher rate of 
involvement in group discussions and were much less likely to use email (in fact they were as 
unaccustomed to using it as those who participated for religious reason). Those who participated for 
political reasons were more likely to answer questionnaires and use email. The factor that appeared to lift 
activism across the board was doing it to get a skill but there were more patchy effects from doing it to 
help family or friends.  
 
Table Seven Reasons for Participation in One Organization And Communication with 
Organization 
 
I am involved with the organization 
that sent me this questionnaire 
because… 

How do you make your views known in the organization that 
sent you this questionnaire? 
 

 Informal group 
discussions 

Conferences/ 
meetings 

Questionnaire 
responses 

E-
mail 

I feel that by participating in its 
activities I can make a difference to a 
social issue  

58.9 70.6 40.0 20.0 

I participate more for social reasons 
(i.e. to meet and socialize with 
people) 

69.3 67.3 30.6 6.7 

To help provide a service to others  57.0 68.7 41.4 21.1 
I do so to help other family members 60.0 67.6 47.6 21.9 
I do so to help friends 61.9 73.5 45.6 19.5 
I do so to gain a skill 70.1 74.7 42.7 21.0 
I do so for religious reasons 60.4 68.1 30.8 6.6 
I do so for political reasons 52.8 66.8 46.8 30.2 
Total 55.7 62.5 33.8 15.6 
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Table Eight (for activism in all organisations) confirms and adds detail to Table Seven. Seeing your 
activism as political meant a much higher use of email (and now questionnaire responses). All the various 
rights and prejudice questions produced high email rates with social and religious participation email rates 
remaining very low. For the rest the patterns were more subtle. ‘Because I want to promote the rights of 
women’ produced higher scores for discussion and meetings. ‘Because I want to promote the rights of 
disabled people’ and ‘Because I want to promote the rights of people from “ethnic minority” 
backgrounds’ produced higher scores for meetings and questionnaire responses.  ‘Because I want to 
promote the rights of lesbian, gay and bisexual people’ still produced lower activism than the sample as a 
whole in respect of discussions but produced higher responses for questionnaires and email. This was also 
the pattern for ‘Because I have experienced prejudice or felt ignored because of who I am’. To complete 
the picture, ‘I do it because the organization(s) to which I belong helps with issues that directly affect me’ 
produced a higher than average response for questionnaire use and ‘I want to influence the views of 
politicians and decision-makers’ was correlated with greater use of meetings and questionnaires. 
 
Table Eight Reasons for Participation in All Organizations And Communication with 
Organization  
 
Why do you generally get involved in 
the activities of the groups and 
organizations that you belong to? 

How do you make your views known in the organization 
that sent you this questionnaire? 

 

 Informal group 
discussions 

Conferences/ 
meetings 

Questionnaire 
responses 

E-
Mail 

I feel that it makes me, in some way, a 
‘better person’  

62.2 67.4 38.1 12.7 

I feel that I have some kind of ‘duty’ as 
a citizen to participate and do 
something useful with my time 

61.1 67.2 34.1 15.7 

For me it is a political activity  56.1 69.3 43.9 31.7 
I generally want to help or be of 
service to other people 

58.9 66.0 36.4 16.3 

I do it because the organization(s) to 
which I belong helps a friend or 
relative of mine 

58.2 64.2 43.0 18.8 

Because I want to promote the rights 
of women 

63.4 72.8 38.9 20.6 

Because I want to promote the rights 
of disabled 
people 

60.4 70.5 44.6 25.6 

Because I want to promote the rights 
of people from ‘ethnic minority’ 
backgrounds 

58.5 76.4 45.9 32.8 

Because I want to promote the rights 
of lesbian, gay and bisexual people 

36.2 63.3 54.8 36.2 

I do it because the organization(s) to 
which I belong helps with issues that 
directly affect me 

56.6 68.9 43.4 22.7 

I participate for religious or spiritual 
reasons 

62.3 64.9 37.0 8.5 

Because I have experienced prejudice 
or felt ignored 
because of who I am 

48.4 68.5 48.4 37.4 

I get involved mainly for social reasons 65.4 66.9 32.2 8.1 
I want to influence the views of 
politicians and 
decision-makers  

59.2 75.8 48.7 28.4 

Total 55.7 62.5 33.8 15.6 
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Conclusions 
Of course there are a great many objections that might be made to the idea that evidence of activism 
being associated with a desire to help others shows the importance of sentiment to civic society. For 
example, since the ‘others’ often include family members then there may be an element of common-sense 
and, indeed, naked self-interest in getting organizations to help you share the care of others. We will be 
able to consider such alternatives in much more detail in future analyses but at least we know that civic 
activism is not positively associated with rampant individualism and we strongly suspect that sentiment 
has something to do with it. For example, the sentimental morality of being a good person, and of helping 
and serving others, figured strongly whether we were looking at a single organisation or at the reasons 
given for participating in the range of organisations of which our respondents were members. We also 
sggest that there is a good chance that common sense is detrimental to civic activism because the presence 
of the kind of sense making which is quite appropriate for the political sphere seems to be associated with 
a lower frequency of activism. In all of the frequency tests the rhetoric of politics and rights, and 
particularly identity politics, was associated with lower levels of activism. In addition the fairly weak 
association of activism with religious or spiritual reasons tentatively supports the importance of 
sentimental morality in a sphere where, in the absence of any research, we might assume religious 
motivation was more important.  
 In respect of the variety, or quality, of activism our data clearly point towards the importance of 
social networks. We will also be showing in future that networks get people involved in the organisations 
in the first place as well as giving them much more meaningful and varied participation once they are 
members. We will also show how networks correlate with measures which suggest people are getting 
much more out of their experience. But we have also seen that social networks are not significant factors 
in explaining frequency of participation. Nor are they the only factor affecting the quality of participation:  
the effect is weaker, but helping family and friends and (weaker still) religious motivation are all positive 
influences. Political motivation is a negative factor once more. This picture is reinforced when we look at 
participation in all organisations: social networks are lead the positive influences followed by the measures 
of sentimental morality: aspiring to be a better person, duty, helping friends and relatives. Once again, 
there is a suggestion of weak influence for religious motivation which apparently does not predispose to 
more activism but might give some people a richer experience of participation. The only political rights 
and identity factor which was positive was the wish to promote the rights of women. As before, all of the 
remaining political and identity measures were  negatively correlated with activism, sometimes 
breathtakingly so.   

Finally, we looked at data on the way organisations and their members communicated with each 
other. This was really another way of looking at the quality of participation. The political kind of 
participation (including identity politics) appeared to be very individualised. Respondents in this category 
seemed to participate by sitting at home in front of their PCs or filling in a questionnaire received by post 
(they may also make donations – our data on this will be reported in future papers). The respondents with 
high social networks and who took sentiment seriously enough to act on it did not bother much with 
email. They are out participating: meeting, discussing and influencing. We suggest that these two styles 
should not be considered as representing the same quality of participation. The politics/identity-based 
activism treats civil society and democratic participation as a spectator sport or, at best, a sphere for 
remote or virtual participation.  
 The big anomaly is that remains in the data discussed in this initial foray into the field is the 
importance of acquiring a skill to participation in civic society. Skill is very much a common sense 
construct  according to Fevre (2000) but it is positively associated with frequency of participation in one 
organisation although not with all organisations. Skill is a positive determinant of variety or quality of 
experience (and also of all of the four kinds of communication). These findings may be problematic for 
the theory of demoralization and strongly suggest that we need to disaggregate by organisations in future 
analysis.  

Any conclusions drawn at this stage must be treated as extremely tentative ones that immediately 
suggest many further lines of investigation. According to polysemous social theory, civic activism, like so 
much else, is a mixed field but we will be exploring in some detail the idea that activism has declined 
because common sense has pushed out sentiment more generally in society. The first section of this paper 
suggested that common sense was hegemonic but that its victory was not yet complete What little reserves 
of sentiment there still are that can be taken seriously enough to determine motivations, and hence 
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behaviour, will be concentrated amongst the groups which we were able to sample in our study. But even 
amongst these highly untypical groups there is evidence that spreading commons sense may be leading to 
a reduction in activism which is normally described in terms of declining social capital. Certainly there is 
evidence that social networks, one of the two component parts of social capital, are still important in 
determining patterns of activism, but when it comes to looking at declining ‘norms’, the other 
characteristic feature, demoralization, as analysed by polysemous theory, is a potentially powerful aid. The 
theory also allows us, and this may be crucial, to distinguish religion from sentiment. We saw in the 
empirical data that the effect of commitment to the values of religion was weaker than commitment to 
sentimental morality. We tentatively suggest that religious sense making and morality might not be the 
important factor we might have imagined it so far as active citizenship and a vibrant civic society is 
concerned.  
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1 It would be foolish to suggest than any social theory is entirely new. The work of Sorokin is mentioned below and, 
as in much social theory of this type, there are some clear overlaps with the ideas of post-Freudian psychoanalysis.  
2 For a much more detailed explanation see Fevre (2000). 
3  For rather different reasons, this was also the concern of Wolpert (1993) and Wolpert’s usage of the term common 
sense is quite close to the one developed here.   
4 As Furedi (      ) notes, while there may be a material interest at stake this never fully explains why a way of making 
sense becomes widely adopted. Full explanation requires that we understand why people were receptive to these 
ideas and it is here that polysemous social theory is able to make its contribution.  
5 Sayer (       ) prefers to do without this distinction. 
6 We gratefully acknowledge the funding of the UK Economic and Social Research Council (Award No. 
R000239410). 
7 During the last month approximately how much time in total did you spend on activities (a) associated with the 
organization that sent you this questionnaire? And (b) associated with all organizations that you belong to? 


