
HAL Id: hal-04689017
https://hal.science/hal-04689017v1

Submitted on 2 Dec 2024

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access archive
for the deposit and dissemination of scientific re-
search documents, whether they are published or not.
The documentsmay come from teaching and research
institutions in France or abroad, or from public or pri-
vate research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaireHAL, est des-
tinée au dépôt et à la diffusion de documents scien-
tifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non, émanant
des établissements d’enseignement et de recherche
français ou étrangers, des laboratoires publics ou
privés.

Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY 4.0 - Attribution - International License

The Mute Zone of Social Representations and the Effects of
(Un)Masking: Review and Prospects

Patrick Rateau, Grégory Lo Monaco

To cite this version:
Patrick Rateau, Grégory LoMonaco. TheMute Zone of Social Representations and the Effects of (Un)Masking:
Review and Prospects. RUDN Journal of Psychology and Pedagogics, 2021, 18 (2), pp.375-390. ⟨10.22363/2313-
1683-2021-18-2-375-390⟩. ⟨hal-04689017⟩

https://hal.science/hal-04689017v1
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr


 

RUDN Journal of Psychology and Pedagogics 
2021  Vol. 18  No. 2  375–390 

Вестник РУДН. Серия: Психология и педагогика 
http://journals.rudn.ru/ 

psychology�pedagogics 

 

МНОГООБРАЗИЕ ПРОЯВЛЕНИЯ СОЦИАЛЬНЫХ ПРЕДСТАВЛЕНИЙ                           375 

 
DOI 10.22363/2313-1683-2021-18-2-375-390 
UDC 316.6 

 
 

Theoretical article 
 

The Mute Zone of Social Representations  
and the Effects of (Un)Masking: Review and Prospects1 

 
Patrick Rateau1 ✉, Grégory Lo Monaco2  

 
1Paul Valéry University Montpellier 3, 

1 Rue du Professeur Henri Serres, Montpellier, 34080, French Republic 
2Aix-Marseille University, 

52 Avenue Escadrille Normandie-Niemen, Marseille, 13013, French Republic 
✉ patrick.rateau@univ-montp3.fr 

 
Abstract. Twenty years ago, Guimelli and Deschamps (2000) hypothesised the exis- 

tence of the mute zone of social representations. According to the authors, certain parts of 
the social representations of objects, described as “sensitive”, were not expressed under nor-
mal survey conditions. This fundamental question was curiously addressed very late in litera-
ture on social representations, but has been having significant success within the community 
of researchers working in this field since then. This seminal work, which offered a methodo-
logical perspective capable of highlighting such unspoken facts, paved the way for studies 
that proposed several theoretical interpretations and new techniques for exploring this ‘mute 
zone’. The challenge was twofold: to identify the processes involved and to invent the appro-
priate tools to express the counter-normative contents potentially attached to certain objects of 
representation. This article proposes to take stock of these 20 years of research and to antici-
pate new avenues oriented on the one hand on the study of the socio-cognitive processes in-
volved in the mute zone phenomenon, and on the other hand on the proposal of new theoreti-
cal and methodological articulations with other concepts dealing with similar issues. 

Key words: mute zone, social representations, (un)masking, social comparison, beha- 
viour, power, methodology 
 
 

Introduction 

Would you always tell anyone what you really think about anything?  
Of course not – that is why this question has been widely debated in the Humani-
ties and Social Sciences, as it questions the validity of the answers collected when 
human individuals are asked about their opinions on certain objects. It mainly co-
vers three facets: the first relates to the ‘always’ and refers to the effects of  
the context in which the answers are obtained (for example, the differences be-
tween a situation of anonymity and a situation of visibility). The second (the ‘an-
yone’) concerns the interviewer's influence on the person they are interviewing, 
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such as status, gender or ethnicity. The third (the ‘anything’) refers to the effect of 
the object about which opinions are sought, with some objects being more ‘sensi-
tive’ than others regarding the norms and values that are attached to those. In ad-
dition to the theoretical issues involved, they also question researchers regarding 
the need to develop collection techniques that can best approximate the ‘true’ 
opinions of the respondents. 

In social psychology, these questions have been at the heart of the study of 
stereotypes and prejudices. Several methodological options have been considered 
in this context in order to get individuals to express attitudes that cannot be ex-
pressed in usual conditions of collection: indirect measures (Fazio et al., 1986), 
the bogus pipeline technique (Jones, Sigall, 1971), the randomised response tech-
nique (Warner, 1965; Himmelfarb, Lickteig, 1982), the experimenter effect tech-
nique (Anderson, Silver, Abramson, 1988; Campbell, 1981; Davis, 1997; Fazio et 
al., 1995); Finkel, Guterbock, Borg, 1991; Gilbert, Hixon, 1991; Schuman, Con-
verse, 1971; Stangor et al., 2002; Sudman, Bradburn, 1974) or implicit measures 
(Fazio, Olson, 2003), the most famous of which is the Implicit Association Test 
(IAT; Greenwald, Banaji, 1995). A synthesis about these aspects has been propo- 
sed by Albarracin, Johnson and Zanna (2005). It is only recently that research 
dealing specifically with social representations has found interest in this question 
through the study of what Guimelli and Deschamps (Deschamps, Guimelli, 2002, 
2004) referred to as the ‘mute zone’ of social representations. This term refers to 
the idea that several elements of the representational field could be ‘masked’ by 
individuals with regards to certain objects, and thus made mute as they are not 
expressed in a usual context of collection of opinions. This phenomenon had al-
ready been observed by Moscovici (1961) in his seminal research on the represen-
tation of psychoanalysis: some of the elements of psychoanalytic theory were not 
mentioned by individuals. This was notably the case for the notion of ‘libido’. 
According to the author, this absence was explained by the action of an ambient 
value system marked by prohibitions concerning sexuality. In the same sense, 
Jodelet (1989) had noticed that certain dimensions of the representation of mental 
illness, related to the belief in its contagiousness, were not always verbalised by 
individuals. According to the author, this was due to their archaic and anxiety-
provoking character. These examples suggest that if social representations are 
globally constructed in conformity with the norms and values of social groups, 
they can also sometimes integrate beliefs contrary to these norms and values, 
which then become verbally hidden by individuals. 

Therefore, with Guimelli and Deschamps, we can hypothesise that by redu- 
cing the normative pressure to which the subjects questioned about psychoanaly-
sis or mental illness were subjected, they could have expressed this type of belief. 
Several methods were imagined to lift this normative pressure. 

Methodological approaches 

Three types of procedures have been considered in order to lead individuals 
to ‘unmask’ some of their opinions regarding ‘sensitive’ objects: manipulation of 
the public vs. private context of responses, normative decontextualization and sub- 
stitution technique.  
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Private and public context 

The manipulation of a context of expression that is anonymous and private 
or, on the contrary, visible and public, has been used for a long time outside the re- 
search on social representations (e.g., Klein et al., 2003; Klein, Livingston, Snyder, 
2005), but it has also been applied to objects that are closely related to the ques-
tions addressed by the work on the mute zone. The aim of manipulating the pri-
vate versus public context is indeed to cause inhibition or, on the contrary, to fa-
cilitate the expression of socially undesirable content (Piermattéo et al., 2014).  
In this regard, one can highlight the work done on the expression of prejudice against 
African-Americans (Stangor et al., 2002), or the work done on whether or not to 
report driving behaviour under the influence of alcohol (Lajunen, Summala, 2003). 
From this perspective, the differences highlighted between the private and public 
contexts of expression reveal a strategy for managing self-impression (e.g., Goffman, 
1959; Kuran, 1995; Lajunen, Summala, 2003). Thus, following the example of 
research conducted by Hidalgo (2012), Lajunen and Summala (2003) and Stangor 
et al. (2002), the work conducted by Piermattéo et al. (2014) confirms the rele-
vance of manipulating such a context in order to reveal counter-normative aspects 
associated with the objects studied. These aspects are always expressed more in a 
public context of expression than in a private context. Moreover, the results ob-
served by Piermattéo et al. (2014) prove to be quite consistent with those observed 
by Guimelli and Deschamps (2000) concerning gypsies using another methodo-
logical option: the substitution technique. 

The substitution technique 

This method of exploration of the mute zone is inspired by the identification 
paradigm initiated by Jellison and Green (1981). It consists of not soliciting the 
expression of participants by their own name, but on behalf of someone else to 
whom the participants are asked to substitute themselves in order to respond. 
Thus, Guimelli and Deschamps (2000) show that individuals more frequently as-
sociate the terms ‘dirty’ and ‘thieves’ with Gypsies when they have to answer ‘as 
the French would do in general’ than when they express themselves personally. 
Similarly, the authors (Deschamps, Guimelli, 2004) show that participants are 
more likely to agree with the idea that ‘insecurity’ is linked to the suburbs, young 
people and/or foreigners, when they express themselves ‘as the French/Swiss 
would do in general’ (two populations were interviewed in this study, one French 
and the other Swiss), than when they are asked to respond on their own behalf. 
This technique has been the subject of several researches involving very diverse 
objects such as ‘the North Africans’ (Abric, 2003), ‘the Muslims’ (Flament, Guimelli, 
Abric, 2006), ‘the working woman’ (Flament, Guimelli, Abric, 2006), or ‘alcohol’ 
(Lo Monaco et al., 2009). All confirm the patterns of results initially highlighted 
by Guimelli and Deschamps (2000). 

Normative decontextualisation 

This method consists of manipulating the interviewer’s presentation (Abric, 
2003). Flament et al. (2006) show that when individuals are led to express their 
representation of ‘Islam’, they express more agreement with the idea that this reli-
gion goes against the democratic values of France when faced with an interviewer 
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introducing herself with a French name (‘Céline’) than when faced with an inter-
viewer introducing herself with a name of Maghreb origin (‘Yamina’). At the same 
time, individuals express their adherence to socially desirable beliefs when they 
feel that it is useful, even if they do not necessarily subscribe to them. For exam-
ple, again in the study conducted by Flament et al. (2006), an individual shows 
more agreement with the idea that Islam is a religion of tolerance when confronted 
with an interviewer introduced as ‘Yamina’ than when confronted with an inter-
viewer introduced as ‘Céline’. This type of procedure therefore facilitates the ex-
pression of certain socially stigmatised opinions when individuals are faced with 
the ‘right’ person, i.e. one who should not or hardly judge negatively the sender 
for their opinions. This explains why it has been used in several searches invol- 
ving various objects. Thus, with regards to the representation of alcohol, there are 
clear differences between a situation where participants think they are responding 
to the academic solicitation of a student versus an association for the prevention of 
alcoholism among young people (Lo Monaco et al., 2009; Lo Monaco, Guimelli, 
2011). In the same vein, responding to an interviewer belonging to the gypsy 
community (versus the French community) very strongly attenuates the socio-
representational elements expressed with regards to Gypsies (Piermattéo et al., 2014). 

The (de)legitimisation of counter-normative beliefs 

Research conducted by Guimelli, Deschamps and Lo Monaco (2010) has 
highlighted the relevance of using the legitimisation process (Kelman, 1958, 
2001) to study the mute zone of social representations. This research is part of  
the lawsuit brought against the weekly newspaper Charlie Hebdo regarding  
the publication of Muhammad cartoons, initially published by the Danish daily 
magazine Jylland Posten and taken up by the daily newspaper France Soir.  
The authors predicted that the legitimacy of a judicial decision could make it pos-
sible to unmask certain counter-normative beliefs. Students were questioned about 
the social representation of Muslims in two times: before and after the decision of 
Justice, which relaxed the satirical weekly newspaper. The media immediately 
seized the issue and celebrated the victory of freedom of expression. Thus, in France, 
a wave of information approving such a decision surfaced. 

As part of the study and following an inter-subject design, the authors asked 
participants to complete a questionnaire using the substitution technique. Some of 
the participants had to answer on their own behalf, under standard survey condi-
tions (‘normal’ instruction), while others had to answer the questionnaire as 
the French in general (‘substitution’ instruction). Some of the participants were 
interviewed prior to the Justice decision and release of the discharge, while some 
were interviewed after the decision. During the second phase of data collection, 
the authors also asked participants if they were aware of the Court’s decision. 

In accordance with the hypotheses formulated by the authors, before the de-
cision of Justice and therefore at the first stage of the research, we observed  
the results usually obtained through the manipulation of the instruction of expres-
sion. Indeed, when participants are under the ‘substitution’ instruction, they show 
more agreement with the counter-normative aspects related to the social represen-
tations of Muslims (unmasking) than participants under the ‘normal’ instruction 
(masking). However, after the announcement of the Court's decision and Charlie 
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Hebdo's acquittal, the results reveal a cancellation of this difference, and therefore 
show a convergence of responses towards an agreement with the counter-
normative aspects of representation. This result shows that the official position 
taken by the courts leads to the legitimisation of the counter-normative beliefs of 
representation and, consequently, their unmasking. It corresponds to the results 
observed by Kelman in the spring of 1954 when he was pursuing his investiga-
tions on social influence in relation to the desegregation of public schools. 

Further analysis of the data also showed that these results were even more 
pronounced when they took into account the participants' awareness of the Court's 
decision after the trial. In fact, only informed subjects express their agreement 
with a counter-normative item, thus unmasking their beliefs in ‘normal’ instruc-
tions. These results are in favour of taking into account the institutional legitimi-
sation of beliefs within the framework of the study of the mute zone of social rep-
resentations. 

While all of these studies demonstrate the existence of mute zones about 
various representational fields, the question of the socio-cognitive processes in-
volved in this phenomenon has given rise to several hypotheses (Flament, Mil-
land, 2010). 

Theoretical interpretations 

For some authors (Abric, 2003; Guimelli, Deschamps, 2004; Flament, Mil-
land, 2010; Milland, Flament, 2010), the results observed in the paradigmatic 
framework of the mute zone relate to the effect of normative pressure that repress-
es a socially proscribed discourse or encourages a socially prescribed discourse. 
Substitution instruction, normative decontextualisation or private context would 
make it possible to lift this normative pressure. In other words, expressing oneself 
in the place of others, for example, would make it possible to reduce the level of 
involvement of the individual who would find themselves somehow freed from 
the weight of normative pressure. This would lead them to express more counter-
normative opinions and less pro-normative ones. 

This interpretation is supported by several studies on ‘subtle or veiled rac-
ism’, whose expression is much less brutal than that of blatant racism (Pettigrew, 
Meertens, 1995). In the same vein, Pérez and Mugny (1993) and several authors 
around them (see Falomir-Pichastor et al., 2004), have developed a series of stu- 
dies that explore, within the framework of social influence processes, the action of 
a ‘non-discrimination norm’, which leads to self-censorship of xenophobic, racist, 
homophobic, sexist and other stigmatising discourses. The substitution instruc-
tion, the decontextualisation or the private context would thus lift this interdictory 
norm that weighs on the expression of one’s own answers. 

However, an alternative explanation has been suggested by Flament and 
Rouquette (2003) regarding the substitution instruction effect: the possible trans-
parency of a social representation. For the authors, the French participants know 
what most French people think about Gypsies, Islam or the reasons for insecurity. 
When they are asked to express themselves in the place of the French population, 
they then try to show clear-sightedness. This is shown in a study well known in 
the field of racist stereotypes. Devine (1989) used a scale designed to measure 
prejudice against the African-American population (considered reliable, at least in 
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the United States and at this time), and divided a group of students (Americans of 
white ethnicity) according to their level of prejudice (strong or weak). She asked 
all participants to write down their knowledge of cultural stereotypes about Afri-
can-Americans and not their personal beliefs: ‘How do you think people see black 
people?’ The answers show that, no matter how strong their prejudices are,  
the stereotype is known to all subjects. This closely resembles the results observed 
by Guimelli and Deschamps (2000) about gypsies: as a standard rule, the 26% of 
subjects who declare themselves to be ‘thieves’ may be more xenophobic than  
the others (although this form of questioning is not conceived to study racism). 
But the substitute instruction, which is the exact equivalent of the one used by 
Devine, reveals that 64% of respondents are aware of the stereotype that accuses 
gypsies of being thieves. 

The question of this transparency caused by the use of the substitution in-
struction has been tested experimentally by Guegan, Moliner and Vidal (2013). 
Based on work on computer-mediated communications, the authors cross-referenced 
the context of expression (i.e., standard vs. substitution) with the data collection 
method (i.e., paper/pencil vs. online questionnaire) regarding the social represen-
tation of the Roms. If the collection method affects the responses in standard in-
structions with a greater expression of counter-normative aspects online than in  
a paper/pencil situation, the authors observe a stability of the counter-normative 
responses in substitution condition regardless of the modality of the collection 
method (i.e., paper/pencil vs. online). The results observed in substitution instruc-
tion thus show that the valence scores (i.e., positivity/negativity of responses) are 
statistically equivalent in the on-line and paper/pencil conditions. According to 
the authors, the stability of the responses produced in substitution instruction re-
veals the intervention of a process of transparency. In addition, measures of ad-
herence/differentiation to the responses expressed, carried out under both standard 
and substitution measures, reinforce this interpretation. Indeed, while the online 
context should make it easier for participants to admit to adhering to the opinions 
that they supposedly just unmasked, the authors observe, in substitution,  
that the adherence scores for the reference group's opinion do not differ between 
the two collection methods (online vs. paper/pencil). 

Finally, a third hypothesis has been put forward to account for the effect of 
the substitution instruction: the intervention of an implicit process of self/others 
comparison (Chokier, Moliner, 2006; Chokier, Rateau, 2009). By attributing more 
socially valued opinions to themselves and more socially devalued opinions to others, 
individuals would seek to maintain a positive self-assessment (Tesser, 1988) and 
expose themselves to either false consensus bias (Marks, Miller, 1987; Mullen et 
al., 1985; Ross, Green, House, 1977) or false uniqueness bias (for a review see 
Chambers, 2008) depending on the desirability or undesirability of the opinions 
involved. Thus, when participants express themselves about undesirable opinions 
or behaviours, they would tend to overestimate the frequency of these opinions or 
behaviours in the population (i.e., false consensus effect). The opposite effect oc-
curs with regards to socially desirable opinions or behaviours: individuals tend to 
underestimate their frequency in the population (i.e., false uniqueness effect),  
thus echoing Codol’s (1984. P. 317) point of view: ‘the more an item is consi- 
dered normative by a given subject, the more that subject tends to declare that this 
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item characterises them more than the others’ (see also Hardoin, Codol, 1984). 
This hypothesis makes it possible to understand why the effect of substitution in-
structions is observed both for objects involving counter-normative responses 
(i.e., ‘sensitive’ objects) and for socially valued objects (e.g., objects related to 
environmental issues, cf. Chesterman, 2015; Rateau, Chesterman, 2017).  

Flament, Guimelli and Abric (2006) will finally summarise the phenomenon 
by indicating that individuals always select the expressible aspects of representa-
tion according to the normative stake they perceive in the situation they find 
themselves in. In the end, whatever the processes at stake, the context in which 
the expression takes place leads the individual to summon what is, in relation to 
the object, socially valued and socially devalued.  

Whether it is a question of formulating what is inexpressible in a standard 
condition, of expressing a certain transparency about undesirable opinions,  
or a question of expressing what allows the individual to value themself in rela-
tion to others, it is imperative that the individual knows what is valued or not va- 
lued and that they convoke this knowledge in order to provide their answer.  
In other words, if the different techniques used, depending on the case, increase 
counter-normative responses and reduce pro-normative responses, it is above all 
because they highlight what is normatively prescribed and proscribed, they acti-
vate what is socially desirable and undesirable – in short, they determine a form of 
recall of what is pro-normative and counter-normative according to the object. 

Research perspectives 

The issue of behavioural measurement 

Few studies have mobilised behavioural measures within the framework of 
the study of social masking and the mute zone of social representations. To our 
knowledge, only one study has been carried out (Guimelli et al., 2012; Hidalgo, 
2012) in the context of a gambling situation (‘prisoner's dilemma’). This study 
showed that participating students frequently gambled their first move more com-
petitively than cooperatively when they thought they were playing with a gypsy 
partner rather than when they thought they were interacting with a student partner. 

As pointed out by Guimelli and Lo Monaco (2016), this work illustrates  
the interest that should be taken in behavioural measures when one is interested in 
the unsaid aspects of social thought. Clearly, behavioural measures avoid many of 
the inconveniences intrinsic to declarative measurement. We therefore believe that 
it is necessary to go further within the exploration of these measures in order to 
overcome the inherent limitations of social desirability effects. Therefore, it seems 
opportune to come back to the work done on the social representations of the gyp-
sy community by modifying the measures carried out. The work conducted on this 
representation consisted of asking participants to associate the first words that 
came to their mind when the term ‘gypsies’ was evoked. As a reminder, whether 
by using the substitution technique (Guimelli, Deschamps, 2000) or by varying 
the anonymity versus the visibility of the participants (Piermattéo et al., 2014), 
empirical studies have revealed that the term ‘thief’ did not appear spontaneously. 
Describing gypsies as ‘thieves’ supposes to assign them dishonest intent and 
demonstrate all the distrust they are victim of. Moreover, far from being merely 
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descriptive, some terms, the word ‘thief’ being probably one of them, have a pre-
scriptive dimension (Flament, 1994). Thus, to say that gypsies are thieves presup-
poses the activation of a behavioural prescription such as: ‘gypsies are thieves,  
so it is necessary to beware of them’. If such descriptive cognition of a population 
is accompanied by a prescriptive dimension of behaviours, it is then possible to glimpse 
a path conducive to behavioural measurement. It therefore remains to imagine  
an experimental situation activating this prescription. Distrust refers to vigilance 
and protective behaviour. Whenever someone we don't trust is standing next to us, 
we tend, for example, to move our belongings closer to us. This type of behaviour 
is regularly observed in closed spaces such as public transport. It goes without 
saying that these attributions of intentions are strongly determined by our system 
of thought, as shown by the results highlighted by Allport and Postman (1947) 
within the framework of the relay communication paradigm. The transformations 
of the message observed in this experiment show the intervention of a body of 
knowledge relating to the African-American population in the United States. Be-
cause of their orientation function (Abric, 1976, 1994; Doise, 1973), social repre-
sentations can be considered as playing a role in the anticipation of behaviours. 
Consequently, the adoption of protective behaviours on the part of participants 
actually confronted with gypsies would potentially show that the latter’s beha- 
viours are determined by representational aspects that are not, however, spontane-
ously declared. 

Mute zone, social power and disinhibition 

In 2003, Keltner, Gruenfeld and Anderson (2003) reported on a model that 
predicts a tendency for ‘high power’ individuals to disinhibition and a tendency 
for ‘low power’ individuals to inhibition. Disinhibition is part of the social conse-
quences of power and is a modality of approach behaviour. It makes it possible to 
break free from social norms. Thus, the priming of a high level of power leads to a 
stronger expression of prejudices and an increase in adherence to legitimising ide-
ologies (De Oliveira, Dambrun, Guimond, 2008; De Oliveira, Guimond, Dam-
brun, 2012). Other studies show that those who are primed with ‘high power’ use 
stereotypes to qualify those primed with ‘low power’, while the reverse occurs 
significantly less (Vescio et al., 2009). 

These results are similar to those highlighted by Degraeve (2015) partly de-
voted to the study of the effects of power (high vs. low) in a situation of anonymi-
ty vs. visibility (private vs. public context of expression). The author shows that 
participants primed with high power report significantly lower social desirability 
scores than participants primed with low power. Indeed, ‘high power’ primed in-
dividuals tend to make more negative judgments about a target in a private con-
text than ‘low power’ primed individuals, but make more positive judgments in  
a public context. Degraeve (2015) followed the path of social responsibility acti-
vated in the public context among the ‘high power’ primed individuals but the re-
sults only partially validated his hypotheses. Taken as a whole and in a context of 
deprivation of expression, the data show a tendency towards disinhibition and are 
encouraging for further investigation of masking and unmasking effects. 

Given these different aspects, it seems possible to use this variable in the study 
of masking and unmasking. In our opinion, it is from the work carried out by 
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Swingle (1970) that it is possible to glimpse some interesting ways of operational-
isation. Within the framework of paradigms such as ‘experimental games’, Swin-
gle (1970) proposes a manipulation of power by manipulating compensation ma-
trices provided to participants. It consists in manipulating the remuneration which 
determines a level of power at stake in the relationship between the two players. 
This power induction pathway would remove the major limitations inherent in 
power activation methods. However, it may be argued that the experimental gam-
bling situation requires a significant number of trials. Nevertheless, the goal here 
is not to observe cooperative or competitive behaviours, but to induce a different 
level of power between players. In addition, just like the ‘role-playing’ type of 
priming methods (e.g., Anderson, Berdahl, 2002; Dubois, Rucker, Galinsky, 2010; 
Galinsky, Gruenfeld, Magee, 2003; Maner et al., 2007; Maner, Mead, 2010; 
Overbeck, Park, 2001; Richeson, Ambady, 2003), quite common in the context of 
power priming, the advantage lies in the fact that only one handover is necessary 
in order to place one individual in a situation of high power and the other in a situa-
tion of low power, which is not the case for example with autobiographical recall 
(Galinsky, Gruenfeld, Magee, 2003). While this priming method produces satis-
factory results, it is then possible to carry out measurements on a given social 
group (Degraeve, 2015) and to systematically explore the effects of power on masking 
and unmasking strategies in relation to positions on counter-normative aspects. 

Substitution paradigm and attitudinal and behavioural adjustment 

As noted above, one of the major effects of the substitution instruction is 
that it activates in the participant what is normatively prescribed and proscribed 
for the object in question. The question then arose as to whether this pro- or coun-
ter-normative activation might have an effect on participants’ subsequent behav-
iour regarding the object. Much work has indeed shown the role that the activation 
of pro- or counter-normative norms can play on behaviour. This is notably the case 
with Cialdini's work on normative focus (Cialdini et al., 1990, 1991; Kallgren et al., 
2000; Reno et al., 1993), which shows that when a given situation activates a pre-
scriptive norm, the individual tends to conform to it at a behavioural level. It could 
therefore be hypothesised that the activation of a prescriptive norm, induced by 
the substitution instruction, would be able to provoke a phenomenon of ‘beha- 
vioural adjustment’. In other words, it was expected that, following a substitutive 
response, the individual would adjust their behaviour to what is socially desirable. 
This is shown by a series of studies conducted on environmental objects (Ches-
terman, Rateau, 2012a, 2012b; Chesterman, 2015, Rateau, Chesterman, 2017). 
For example, participants invited to respond to an environmental attitude scale 
provide much more negative responses when answering on behalf of the French in 
general than when answering on their own behalf. Subsequently, these same par-
ticipants report being more involved in pro-environmental behaviours than others, 
whether it be declaring a greater desire to adopt eco-responsible behaviours, in-
stalling dry toilets in their homes, respecting seismic standards in the construction 
of their homes, or investing in a shared garden project. This effect goes beyond 
behavioural intent alone to guide actual behaviour. For example, individuals who 
have responded to an environmental attitude scale with a substitution instruction 
are subsequently more likely than others to sign petitions in favour of pro-
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environmental actions and to effectively participate in a clean-up event. In other 
words, denigrating others on an environmental dimension seems to activate a pre-
scriptive pro-environmental norm to which participants subsequently adjust their 
behaviour. Other work is currently underway on this issue, which opens up prom-
ising paths for research and application. 

In the same vein and more recently, a series of research studies using  
the substitution paradigm has been conducted on moral judgment (Trémolière, 
Rateau, submitted). The results show that individuals faced with a series of moral 
dilemmas under substitution instruction provide more utilitarian answers (i.e., it is 
moral to sacrifice the life of an innocent person if this sacrifice saves other lives) 
than those faced with standard instructions who are more deontic (i.e., it is not 
moral to sacrifice an innocent person, regardless of the positive consequences). 
These results, particularly robust as indicated by a meta-analysis applied to a set 
of six replications, indicate the existence of a deontic social norm to which indi-
viduals subscribe while they believe others do not conform to that norm. Howev-
er, the subsequent effects on the judgment of others, whether assessing another 
participant who allegedly provided deontic vs. utilitarian responses or choosing 
between two political candidates, one deontic and one utilitarian, are not apparent. 
Again, research must continue in order to refine our understanding of the process-
es and effects of substitution. 

Conclusion 

Taken as a whole, the elements relating to the assessment and research per-
spectives demonstrate the value of intensifying studies devoted to the expression 
of socially desirable and undesirable aspects of social representations. Clearly,  
at a time when opinions are expressed more and more rapidly and when digital 
social communications are at the heart of concerns, it is more than ever necessary 
to understand the mechanisms at play in the expression of these opinions whose 
determinants are of an ideological and socio-representational nature. However, 
understanding these mechanisms, and therefore the processes, presupposes mas-
tering the reliability of the responses produced or understanding the ways in 
which they are expressed. As such, whether at a theoretical or methodological 
level, research on the mute zone of social representations has an important politi-
cal and social significance: research makes it possible to grasp the subtleties of the 
expression of common sense and reveal the social conditions of this expression. 
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Аннотация. Двадцать лет назад Гимелли и Дешам (2000) выдвинули гипотезу  

о существовании скрытой зоны социальных представлений. По мнению этих ученых, 
некоторые части социальных представлений об объектах, описанных как «чувствитель-
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ные», не выявляются в обычных условиях исследования без дополнительных приемов. 
Этот фундаментальный вопрос на удивление поздно был поднят в литературе по соци-
альным представлениям, но с тех пор он привлекает все больше внимания исследовате-
лей, работающих в данной области. В своей основополагающей работе Гимелли и Де-
шам предложили методологическую перспективу, позволяющую выявлять такие «не-
высказанные факты» и проложившую путь для дальнейших исследований, в которых 
были выдвинуты несколько теоретических интерпретаций и новых методов изучения 
«скрытой зоны» социальных представлений. При этом исследователям было важно как 
определить лежащие в основе «маскировки» процессы, так и разработать соответству-
ющие инструменты для выявления контрнормативного содержания, потенциально свя-
занного с определенными объектами представления. В настоящей работе предлагается 
подвести итоги этих двадцатилетних изысканий и наметить новые направления иссле-
дований, ориентированных, с одной стороны, на изучение социально-когнитивных процес-
сов, связанных с феноменом скрытой зоны, а с другой – на поиск новых теоретических 
и методологических связей с другими концепциями, исследующими аналогичные вопросы. 

Ключевые слова: скрытая зона, социальные представления, (де)маскировка, со-
циальное сравнение, поведение, власть, методология 
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