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ABSTRACT

This article examines the methodological and sociological challenges of measuring public
opinion in Iranian universities under wartime emergency conditions. Whereas conventional
accounts reduce the difficulty of opinion measurement during crises to technical problems
of sampling bias, declining response rates, and fear effects, this article argues that wartime
emergency produces a deeper crisis in the interpretation and representation of public
opinion itself. Under conditions shaped by uncertainty, political pressure, heightened
emotion, and platform-mediated communication, public opinion is no longer available as a
stable, transparent object of direct measurement; instead, communicative behavior is
structured by self-monitoring, symbolic conformity, emotional contagion, strategic silence,
and a shifting collective mood. Iranian universities are conceptualized as a distinctive
sociological case, functioning simultaneously as elite intellectual spaces, politically
sensitive institutions, platformized communicative environments, and sites of emotional
solidarity—qualities that generate communicative and affective data that are unusually
dense yet interpretively unstable. Drawing on a critical reading and theoretical synthesis of
the literature on public opinion, the sociology of emotion, and platform studies, the article
shows that the central problem is not the scarcity or distortion of data but the instability of
meaning under emergency conditions. Its central claim is that wartime public opinion
should be understood as a socially produced, affectively conditioned field of representation
rather than a pre-existing reality awaiting discovery. The article concludes by offering a
sociological reinterpretation of public opinion research in contemporary emergency
societies.
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INTRODUCTION

The proliferation of wars and other emergency conditions in recent years has placed
the problem of measuring public opinion at the center of attention for social scientists
more than ever before. In such circumstances, understanding citizens' attitudes,
emotions, and judgments carries heightened importance for policymakers,
administrators, and researchers, yet at the same time the very possibility of validly
measuring public opinion faces serious challenges. Existing research on public
opinion during war, crisis, and other emergency conditions shows that the problem is
not limited to the technical difficulties of survey implementation, respondent access,
or statistical sampling; rather, emergency conditions themselves transform the social
context within which public opinion is formed and expressed (Erlich, 2025; Rickard
et al., 2025; Kutsenko, 2025). In such situations, patterns of speech and silence, trust
and distrust, fear, emotional expression, and symbolic interaction are all
reconfigured.

The central question, therefore, is no longer merely whether survey data quality
declines, but whether public opinion under emergency conditions remains the same
social object recognized under ordinary conditions, or whether it undergoes a deeper
transformation. Despite the growing importance of this problem, the literature has
predominantly addressed the challenge of measuring public opinion in crisis
conditions through technical and operational categories such as declining response
rates, response bias, restricted sample access, communication disruption, and survey
implementation difficulties (Groves et al., 2009; Erlich, 2025; Rickard et al., 2025).
While such considerations are essential for improving research quality, they rarely
engage the more fundamental question of whether public opinion itself remains
identifiable and measurable as a conventional social object under emergency
conditions.

This article addresses that gap by reformulating the problem as a sociological and
epistemological one, situated specifically within the case of Iranian universities,
which occupy a distinctive and layered institutional position combining elite
intellectual life, political sensitivity, platformized communication, and collective
emotional production (Farasatkhah, 2018, 2021; Ahmadi et al., 2019).

PURPOSE

The purpose of this article is to move the analysis of public-opinion measurement in
emergency conditions beyond the conventional focus on technical survey limitations
and to reformulate it as a sociological and epistemological problem. Specifically, the
article seeks to examine how the wartime emergency condition within Iranian
universities transforms the very process through which public opinion is formed,
expressed, silenced, and represented—rather than treating emergency merely as a
distorting factor acting upon pre-existing and directly measurable attitudes. In doing



so, the article aims to develop a conceptual framework capable of guiding future
empirical research on public opinion in Iranian academic settings during periods of
national crisis.

METHODOLOGY

This is a theoretical study conducted through conceptual analysis and theoretical
synthesis rather than empirical fieldwork. The data consist of theoretical texts and
prior empirical studies, and the analytical procedure proceeds through comparison,
interpretation, and reconstruction of existing concepts and arguments drawn from
several theoretical traditions: the sociology of public opinion, the sociology of the
university, the sociology of emotion, platform studies, and survey methodology
(Groves et al., 2009; Bourdieu, 1979, 1991; Ahmed, 2004; Papacharisi, 2015; van
Dijck et al., 2018). The objective is not to test hypotheses empirically or to generate
new field data, but to construct a conceptual framework for understanding the
sociological and epistemological limits of measuring public opinion during wartime
emergency, with specific attention to the institutional case of Iranian universities.

FINDINGS

The conceptual analysis identifies five interrelated methodological problems that
destabilize conventional public-opinion measurement under wartime emergency.
First, response instability: attitudes fluctuate rapidly in temporal and emotional terms
as actors continuously reinterpret risk, legitimacy, and collective expectation within
a structurally uncertain environment (Beck, 1992). Second, intensified self-
monitoring: actors internalize mechanisms of surveillance and continuously manage
impressions, so that a survey response may reflect an actor's strategic position within
a social network rather than an authentic underlying belief (Foucault, 1977; Goffman,
1959). Third, increasing silence: rather than functioning as missing data, silence
becomes a socially distributed and meaningful communicative act; opinions may
disappear from visible discourse not because they cease to exist but because their
expression has become symbolically risky, producing an illusory impression of
consensus that in fact conceals communicative repression (Noelle-Neumann, 1993).
Fourth, the effect of individual fear on the response process: emotions organize
collective orientations toward danger and belonging, and symbolic power operates
less through direct coercion than through legitimacy and misrecognition, such that
respondents often answer in accordance with perceived symbolic legitimacy rather
than inner conviction (Ahmed, 2004; Bourdieu, 1991). Fifth, the distorting influence
of platform-generated data: digital platforms produce an unprecedented volume of
communicative data, yet this data is shaped by algorithmic amplification, visibility
incentives, and performative engagement rather than by spontaneous or deliberative
expression of opinion (Papacharisi, 2015; Zuboff, 2019).

When applied to the specific case of Iranian universities, these five mechanisms
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converge with four overlapping institutional features: an elite, reflexive intellectual
space; a platformized communicative environment saturated with digital emotional
circulation; an institution under sustained political pressure in which communicative
caution has become a daily norm; and a site of emotional solidarity production in
which collective anxiety and symbolic alignment intensify rapidly at moments of
crisis (Bourdieu, 1988; Farasatkhah, 2018, 2021; Ahmadi et al., 2019). Together,
these features generate opinion data that are simultaneously exceptionally rich in
communicative and emotional content and profoundly fragile in interpretive terms.

CONCLUSION

The article concludes that public-opinion research in Iranian universities during
wartime emergency cannot be reduced to a conventional methodological problem of
sampling precision, response rates, or access to reliable data. These technical
difficulties are real and consequential, but they do not, by themselves, explain the
deeper sociological instability that emergency conditions generate. The central crisis
is interpretive rather than merely technical: war does not simply restrict researchers'
access to data; it reorganizes the social conditions under which meaning, emotion,
expression, silence, and symbolic alignment are produced in the first place.

Accordingly, public opinion during wartime should be reconceptualized as a
socially produced, affectively conditioned, and continuously shifting field of
representation, rather than a stable, pre-existing object that merely awaits more
precise measurement instruments. This reconceptualization carries significance
beyond the Iranian case, given that contemporary societies increasingly confront
overlapping emergency conditions—war, sanctions, digital acceleration, and political
polarization—that render the classical image of public opinion as a stable,
measurable social fact progressively less tenable.

NOVELTY

The article's central innovation lies in reframing the measurement of wartime public
opinion as a problem of sociological representation rather than survey technique, and
in identifying Iranian universities as a uniquely layered sociological site—
simultaneously combining intellectual reflexivity, platformized communication,
political sensitivity, and emotional solidarity—for observing this transformation. By
integrating the sociology of emotion, platform studies, and interpretive sociology
within a single analytical framework, the article moves beyond treating silence,
ambiguity, and affective performance as measurement noise and instead positions
them as substantive sociological data in their own right.

Research limitations: As a theoretical and conceptual study, the article does not
draw on original empirical or survey data collected within Iranian universities; its
claims therefore require future empirical validation through field research conducted



in Iranian academic settings during periods of emergency and heightened political
tension.

Practical implications: The findings suggest that researchers and institutions
should treat silence, ambiguity, irony, and affective performance as meaningful
sociological data rather than as measurement noise, and should adjust survey design,
timing, question framing, and interpretation strategies accordingly when conducting
opinion research in emergency or politically sensitive contexts.

Social implications: By clarifying how fear, self-monitoring, and platform
dynamics shape the visibility of opinion, the article draws attention to the risk of
misreading strategic conformity or communicative repression as genuine social
consensus—an issue with direct relevance for policymakers, university
administrators, media actors, and researchers who must interpret campus climates
and public sentiment during periods of national crisis.

Originality/value: This article offers an original theoretical synthesis linking the
sociology of emation, platform studies, and interpretive sociology to the specific
institutional case of Iranian universities during wartime emergency—a combination
not previously developed in the existing literature—and thereby provides a novel
conceptual foundation for future empirical research on public opinion in
contemporary emergency societies.
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