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The Nature of Belief Systems

in Mass Publics

sy PHILIP E. CONVERSE

BELIEF SYSTEMS have never surrendered ¢asily to empirical study or quanti-
fication. Indeed, they have often served as primary exhibits for the doctrine
that what is important to study cannot be measured and that what can be
measured is not important to study. In an earlier period, the behaviorist
decree that subjective states lie beyond the realm of proper measurement
gave Mannheim a justification for turning his back on measurement, for
he had an unqualified interest in discussing belief systems.! Even as Mann-
heim was writing, however, behaviorism was undergoing stiff chalienges, and
early studies of attitudes were attaining a degree of measurement reliability
_ that had been deemed impossible. This fragment of history, along with
e many others, serves to remind us that no intellectual position is likely to

- become obsolete quite so rapidly as one that takes current empirical capa-
i bility as the limit of the possible in a more absolute sense. Nevertheless,
. while rapid strides in the measurement of “subjective states” have been
achieved in recent decades, few would claim that the millennium has arrived
- B or that Mannheim could now find all of the tools that were lacking to him forty

i years ago.

This article makes no pretense of surpassing such limitations. At the same
time, our substantive concern forces upon us an unusual concern with measure-
ment strategies, not simply because we propose to deal with belief systems or
ideologies, but also bécause of the specific questions that we shall raise about
them. Qur focus in this article is upon differences in the nature of belief
systems held on the one hand by elite political actors and, on the other, by the
masses that appear to be “numbered” within the spheres of influence of
these belief systems. It is our thesis that there are important and predictable
differences in ideational worlds as we progress downward through such “belief
strata” and that these differences, while obvious at one level, are casily over-
looked and not infrequently miscalculated. The fact that these ideational
worlds differ in character poses problems of adequate representation and
measurement.

The vertical ordering of actors and beliefs that we wish to plumb bears
some loose resemblance to the vertical line that might be pursued downward
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through an organization or political movement from the narrow cone of top
leadership, through increasing numbers of subordinate oflicials, and on through
untitled activists to the large base formally represented in membership rolls.
It is this large base that Michels noted, from observations of political gather-
ings. was rarely “there”, and analogues to its physical absence do not arise
accidentaily in dealing with beliel systems. On ‘the other hand. there is no
perfect or necessary “fit” between the two orderings, and this fact in itsell has
some interest.

That we intend to consider the 1otal mass of people “numbered™ within the
spheres of influence ol beliel systems suggests both a democratic bias and a
possible confusion between numbers and power or between numbers and the
outcomes of events that power determines. We are aware thal attention Lo
numbers, more or less customary in democratic thought, is very ncarly irrele-
vant in many political settings. Generally, the logic of numbers collides head
on with the logic of power, as the traditional power pyramid, expressing an
inverse relation between power and numbsars, communicates so well. “Power”
and “numbers” intersect at only one notable potnt, and that point is repre-
sented by the familiar axiom that numbers are one resource of power. The
weight of this resource varies in a systematic and obvious way according to
the political context. In a frankly designed and stable oligarchy, it is assumed
to have no weight at all. In such a setting, the numbers of people associated
with particular belief systems, if known at ali, becomes important only in
periods of crisis or challenge to the existing power structure. Democratic
theory greatly increases the weight accorded to numbers in the daily power
calculus. This increase still does not mean that numbers are of overriding
importance; in the normal course of events it is the perceprion of numbers by
democratic elites, so far as they differ from “actual” numbers, that is the
more important factor. However this may be, claims to numbers are of some
modest continuing importance in democratic systems for the legitimacy they
confer upon .demands; and, much more sporadically, claims to numbers be-
come important in nondemocratic systems as threats of potential coercion.

I.. Some Clarification of Terms

A term like' “ideology™ has been thoroughly muddied by diverse uses.* We,

shall depend instead upon the term “belief system,” although there is an
obvious overlap between the two. We define a belief system as a configuration
of ideas and attitudes in which the elements are bound together by some form
of constraint or functional interdependence.® In the static case, “constraint”
may be taken to mean the success we would have in predicting, given initial
knowledge that an individual holds a specified attitude, that he holds certain
further ideas and attitudes. We depend implicitly upon such notions of con-
straint in judging, for example, that, if a person is opposed to the expansion of
social security, he is probably a conservative and is probably opposed as
well to any nationalization of private industries, federal aid to education,
sharply progressive income taxation, and so forth, Most discussions of ideo-
logies make relatively elaborate assumptions about such constraints. Con-
straint must be treated, of course, as a matter of degree, and this degree can
be measured quite readily, at least as an average among individuals.*
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In the dynamic case, “constraint” or “interdependence” refers to the prob-
ability that a change in the perceived status (truth, desirability, and so forth)
of one idea-element would psychologically require, from the point of view of
the actor, some compensating change(s) in the status of idea-elements elge-
where in the configuration. The most obvious form of such constraint
(although in some ways the most trivial) is exemplified by a structure of pro-
positions in logic, in which a change in the truth-value of one proposition
necessitates changes in truth-value elsewhere within the set of related
propositions. Psychologically, of course, there may be equally strong con-
straint among idea-clements that would not be apparent to logical analysis at
all, as we shall sce.

We might characterize either the idea-clements themselves or entire belief
systems in terms of many other dimensions. Only two will interest us here.
First, the idea-elements within a belief system vary in a property we shall call
centrality, according to the role that they play in the belief system as a whole,
That is, when new information changes the status of one idea-element in a
belief system, by postulate some other change must occur as well, There
are usually, however, several possible changes in status elsewhere in the sys-
tem, any one of which would compensate for the initial change, Let us
imagine, for example, that a person strongly favors a particular policy; is
very favorably inclined toward a given political party; and recognizes with
gratification that the party’s stand and his own are congruent. (If he were
unaware of the party’s stand on the issue, these elements could not in any
direct sense be constrained within the same belief system.) Let us further
imagine that the party then changes its position to the opposing side of the
issue. Once the information about the change reaching the actor has become
50 unequivocal that he can no longer deny that the change has occurred, he
has several further choices. Two of the more important ones involve either

- a change in attitude toward the party or a change in position on the issue.

In such an instance, the element more likely to change is defined as less
central to the belief system than the element that, so to speak, has its
stability ensured by the change in the first element ®

In informal discussions of belief systems, frequent assumptions are made
about the relative -centrality ‘of various idea-elements. For example, idea-
elements that are logically “ends” are supposed to be more central to the
system than are “means.” It is important to remain aware, however, that idea-
clements can. change their relative centrality in an individual’s belief-system
over time. Perhaps the most hackneyed illustration of this point is that of the
miser, to whom money has become an end rather than a means.

Whole belief systemis may also be compared in a rough way with respect to
the range of objects that are referents for the ideas and attitudes in the system.
Some belief systems, while they may be internally quite complex and may
involve large numbers of cognitive elements, are rather narrow in-range:
Belief systems concerning “proper” baptism rituals or the effects of changes in
weather on health may serve as cases in point. Such other belief systems as,
for example, one that links control of the means of production with the social
functions of religion and a doctrine of acsthctlcs all in one more or less neat
package have extreme ranges.

By and large, our attention will be focussed upon belief systems that have
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relatively wide ranges, and that aflow some centrality to political objects, for i
they can be presumed to have some relevance to political behavior. This focus | l
brings us close to what are broadly called ideologies, and we shall use the f |
term for aesthetic relief where it seems most appropriate. The term originated "! ,
in a narrower context, however, and is still often reserved for subsets of '
belief systems or parts of such systems that the user suspects are insincere; i
that he wishes to claim have certain functions for social groupings; or that i
have some special social source or some notable breadth of social diffusion.® ;
Since we are concerned here about only one of these limitations—the question .
of social diffusion—and since we wish to deal with it by hypothesis rather |
than by definition, a narrow construction of the term is never intended. i

I1. Sources of Constraint on Idea-Elements

e i e et et g e s
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It seems clear that, however logically coherent a belief system may seem
to the holder, the sources of constraint are much less logical in the classical
sense than they are psychological—and less psychological than social. This
point is of sufficient importance to dwell upon.

Logical Sources of Constraint B

Within very narrow portions of belief systems, certain constraints may be “l
purely logical. For example, government revenues, government expenditures,
and budget balance are three idea-elements that suggest some purely logical :
constraints. One cannot believe that government expenditures should be in- -
creased, that government revenues should be decreased, and that a more &
favorable balance of the budget should be achieved all at the same time. Of f:"-“ ]
course, the presence of such objectively logical constraints does not ensure i
that subjective constraints will be felt by the actor. They will be felt only if RiE
these idea-elements are brought together in the same belief system, and there
is no guarantee that they need be. Indeed, it is true that, among adult Ameri-
can citizens, those who favor the expansion of government welfare services
tend to be those who are more insistent upon reducing taxes “even if it means
putting off some important things that need to be done.™”

Where such purely logical constraint is concerned, McGuire has reported
a fascinating experiment in which propositions from a few syllogisms of the
Barbara type were scattered thinly across a long questionnaire applied to a
student population. The fact that logical contingencies bound certain ques-
tions together was never brought to the attention of the students by the investi-
gator. Yet one week later the questionnaire was applied again, and changes
of response to the syllogistic propositions reduced significantly the measurable
level of logical inconsistency. The conclusion was that merely “activating”
these objectively related ideas in some rough temporal contiguity was suffi-
cient to sensitize the holders to inconsistency and therefore to occasion re-
adjustment of their beliefs.®

On a broader canvas, such findings suggest that simple “thinking about” a
domain of idea-clements serves both to weld a broader range of such elements
into a functioning belief system and to eliminate strictly logical inconsis-
tencies defined from an objective point of view. Since there can be no doubt
that educated elites in general, and political elites in particular, “think about”
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clements involved in political belicf systems with a frequency far preates thag
that characteristic of mass publics, we could conservatively expect that strict
logical inconsistencies (objectively definable) would be far more prevalent in a
broad public.

Furthermore, if a legislator is noted for his insistence upon budget-
balancing and tax-cutting, we can predict with a fair degree of success that he
will also tend to oppose expansion of government welfare activities. If, how-
ever, a voter becomes numbered within his sphere of influence by virtue of
having cast a vote for him directly out of enthusiasm for his tax-cutting
policies, we cannot predict that the voter is opposed as well to expansion of
government welfare services. Indeed, if an empirical prediction is possible,
it may run in an opposing direction, although the level of constraint is so feeble
that any comment is trivial. Yet we know that many historical observations
rest direcily upon the assumption that constraint among idea-clements
visible at an elite level is mircored by the same lines of constraint in the
belief systems of their less visible “supporters.” It is our argument that this
assumption not only can be, but is very likely to be, fallacious.

Psychological Sources of Constraint

Whatever may be learned through the use of strict logic as a type of
constraint, it seems obvious that few belief systems of any range at all depend
for their constraint upon logic in this classical sense. Perhaps, with a great
deal of labor, parts of a relatively tight belief system like that fashioned by
Karl Marx could be made to resemble a structure of logical propositions. It
goes without saying, however, that many sophisticated people have been
swept away by the “iron logic” of Marxism without any such recasting. There
is a broad gulf between strict logic and the quasi-logic of cogent argument.
And where the elements in the belief system of a population represent
looser cultural accurnulations, the question of logical consistency is even less
appropriate. If one visits a Shaker community, for example, cone finds a
group of people with a clear-cut and distinctive belief system that requires
among other things plain dress, centrality of religious concerns, celibacy for
all members, communal assumptions about work and property, antagonism
to political participation in the broader state, and a general aura of retirement
from the secular world. The visitor whose sense of constraint has been drawn
from belief configurations of such other retiring sects as the Amish is entirely
surprised to discover that the Shakers havg no abhorrence of technological
progress but indeed greatly prize it. In their heyday, a remarkable amount of
group energy appears to have been reserved for “research and development”
of labor-saving devices, and among the inventions they produced was a
prototype of the washing machine. Similar surprise has been registered at
idea-elements brought together by such movements as Perénism and Italian
Fascism by observers schooled to expect other combinations. Indeed, were
one to survey a limited set of ideas on which many belief systems have
registered opposite postures, it would be interesting to see how many per-
mutations of positions have been held at one time or another by someone
somewhere,

Such diversity is testimony to an absence of any strict logical constraints
among such idea-elements, if any be nceded. What is important is that the '
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elites familiar with the total shapes of these belief systems have expericnced g
them as logically constrained clusters of ideas, within which one part neces- i
sarily {ollows from another. Often such constraint is quasi-logically argued I
on the basis of an appeal to some superordinate value or posture toward man |
and society, involving premises about the nature of social justice, social
change, “natural law,” and the like. Thus a few crowning postures—like B!
premises about survival of the fittest in the spirit of social Darwinism—serve
as a sort of glue to bind together many more specific attitudes and beliefs, and :
these postures are of prime centrality in the belief system as a whole. !

b
|
.ﬁ
5.

Social Sources of Constraint

The social sources of constraint are twofold and are familiar from an l
extensive literature in the past century. In the first place, were we to survey
the combinations of idea-elements that have occurred historically (in the IJ
fashion suggested above), we should undoubtedly find that certain postures i
tend to co-occur and that this co-occurrence has obvious roots in the con- i
figuration of interests and information that characterize particular niches in 4
the social structure. For example, if we were informed that dissension was i'fﬂ _
rising within the Roman Catholic Church over innovations designed to bring g‘i
the priest more intimately into the /milicu of the modern worker, we could
predict with a high degree of success that such a movement would have the ;
bulk of its support among the bas-clergé and would encounter indifference or {1
hostility at the higher status levels of the hierarchy. | E

‘Of course, such predictions are in no sense free from error, and surprises
are numerous. The middleclass temperance movement in America, for
example, which now seems “logically” allied with the small-town Republi- o
can right, had important alliances some eighty years ago with the urban :
social left, on grounds equally well argued from temperance doctrines.® None- o kI
theless, there are some highly reliable correlations of this sort, and these i
correlations can be linked with social structure in the most direct way. ) ER
Developmentally, they have status similar to the classic example of the ST
spurious correlation—two terms that are correlated because of a common . H ’ :

:
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link to some third and prior variable. In the case of the belief system, argu- il i
ments are developed to lend some more positive rationale to the fact of
constraint: The idea-elements go together not simply because both are in the W
interest of the person holding a particular status but for more abstract and ,L1

|

quasi-logical reasons developed from a coherent world view as well. It is |

this type of constraint that is closest to the classic meaning of the term i F

“ideclogy.” - -ﬁf ,
The second source of social constraint lies in two simple facts about the | ';

creation and diffusion of belief systems. First, the shaping of belief systems _ .

of any range into apparently logical wholes that are credible to large numbers } |

E

of people is an act of creative synthesis characteristic of only a miniscule
proportion of any population. Second, to the extent that multiple idea-
clements of a belief system are socially diffused from such creative sources,

“natural” wholes, for they are presented in such terms (“If you believe this,

they tend to be diffused in “packages,” which consumers come to see as I
! ¢ t : h i |
then you will also believe that, for it follows in such-and-such ways™). Not Th ¥
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that the more avid consumer never supplies personal innovations on the
fringes—he is very likely to suppress an idea-eilement here, to elaborate one
there, or even to demur at an occasional point. But any set of relatively
intelligent consumers who are initially sympathetic to the crowning posture
turns out to show more consensus on specific implications of the posture as a
result of social diffusion of “what goes with what” than it would if each
member were required to work out the implications individually without
socially provided cues.

Such constraint through diffusion is important, for it implies a dependence
upon the transmission of information. If information is not successfully trans-
mitted, there will be little constraint save that arising from the first social
source. Where transmission of information is at stake, it becomes important
to distinguish between two classes of information. Simply put, these two levels
are what goes with what and why. Such levels of information logically stand
in a scalar relationship to one another, in the sense that one can hardly
arrive at an understanding of why two ideas go together without being aware
that they are supposed to go together. On the other hand, it is easy to know
that two ideas go together without knowing why. For example, we can
expect that a very large majority of the American public would somehow
have absorbed the notion that “Communists are atheists.,” What is important
is that this perceived correlation would for most people represent nothing
more than a fact of existence, with the same status as the fact that oranges
are orange and most apples are red. If we were to go and explore with these
people their grasp of the “why” of the relationship, we would be surprised
if more than a quarter of the population even attempted responses (setting
aside such inevitable replies as *“those Communists are for everything
wicked™), and, among the responses received, we could be sure that the
majority would be incoherent or irrclevant.

The first Ievel of information, then, is simple and straightforward. The
second involves much more complex and abstract information, very close to
what Downs has called the “contextual knowledge” relevant to a body of
information.'® A well informed person who has received sufficient information
about a system of beliefs to understand the “whys™ involved in several of the
constraints between idea-clements is in a- better position to make good
guesses about the nature of othet constraints; he can deduce with fair success,

‘for example, how a true believer will respond to certain situations. Our first

interest in distinguishing between these types of information, however, flows
from our interest in the relative success of information transmission. The
general premise is that the first type of information will be diffused much
more readily than the second because it is less complex.

It is well established that differences in information held in a cross-section
population are simply staggering, running from vast treasuries of well organ-
ized information among elites interested in the particular subject to frag-
ments that could virtually be measured as a few “bits” in the technical sense.
These differerices are a static tribute to the extreme imperfections in the
transmission of information “downward” through the system: Very little in-
formation “trickles down™ very far. Of course, the ordering of individuals on -
this vertical information scale is largely due to differences in education, but it
is strongly modified as well by different specialized interests and tastes that”
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individuals have acquired over time (one for politics, another for religious
activity, another for fishing, and so forth).

Consequences of Declining Information for Belief Systems

It is our primary thesis that, as one moves from elite sources of belief
systems downwards on such an information scale, several important things
occur. First, the contextual grasp of “standard” political beliel systems fades
out very rapidly, almost before one has passed beyond the 10% of the
American population that in the 19505 had completed standard college train-
ing.!! Increasingly, simpler forms of information about “what goes with what”
{or even information about the simple identity of objects} turn up missing.
The net result, as one moves downward, is that constraint declines across the
universe of idea-elements, and that the range of relevant belief systems be-
comes narrower and narrower. Instead of a few wide-ranging belief systems
that organize large amounts of specific information, one would expect to find
a proliferation of clusters of ideas among which little constraint is felt, even,
quite often, in instances of sheer logical constraint.??

At the same time, moving from top to bottom of this information dimension,
the character of the objects that are central in a belief system undergoes
systematic change. These_abjects shift _L[gm the remote, generic, and abstract
to the increasingly simple, concrete, or r_“close_to_home.> . Where potential
polmcal objects are concerned. this progression tends to be from abstract,

“ideological” principles to the more gbviously recognizable social. gmupmgs or
charismatic leaders and finally to such ob]ccts of immediate experience as
family, job, and immediate associates.

Most of these changes have been hinted at in one form or another in a
variety of sources. For example, “limited horizons,” “foreshortened time per-
spectives,” and “concrete thinking” have been singled out as notable charac-
teristics of the ideational world of the poorly educated. Such observations
have impressed even those investigators who are dealing with subject matter
rather close to the individual’s immediate world: his family budgeting, what
he thinks of people more wealthy than he, his attitudes toward leisure time,
work regulations, and the like. But most of the stuff of politics—particularly
that played on a national or mtemauonal stage—is, in the nature of things,
remote and abstract. Where politics is concerned, therefore, such Jideational
changes begin to occur rap:dly below the extremely thin stratum: ofthe
clectorate that ever has occasion to make public pronouncements on polmcal
affairs. In other words, the changes in belief systems of which we speak are
not a pathology limited to a thin and disoriented bottom layer of the
lumpenproletariat; they are immediately relevant in understanding the
bulk of mass political behavior,

It is this latter -fact which seems to be consistently misunderstood by the
sophisticated analysts who comment in one vein or another on the meaning
of mass politics. There are some rather obvious “optical illusions™ that are
bound to operate here. A member of that tiny elite that comments publicly
about mliticahmmts(_’_'f_EMMQWpuhﬁm)spends
n‘@ﬂn?hme Mg in_informal communication about politics with others in the
wflgg group, He rarcly encounters a_conversation in which_ his assump-
tions 6f sharcd contextual grasp of political-ideas are challenged. Intellectu-
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; ally he has learned that the level of information in the mass public is fow,
¥ - ibut he may dismiss this knowledge as_true of only 10 to 20% of the volers,

{who affect the course of mass political events in insignificant ways if at all.»
_ ‘lt is Iargcly from his informal communications that he learns how “public
i opinion” is changing and what the change signifies, and he generalizes facilely
R + from these observations to the bulk of the broader public.*

HI. Active Use of Ideological Dimensions of Judgment

Economy and constraint are companion concepts, for the more highly con-
strained a system of multiple clements, the ‘more economically it may be
described and understood. From the point of view of the aclor, the idea
organization that leads 1o constraint permits him to locate and make sense of
a wider range of information from a particular domain than he would find
possible without such organization. One judgmental dimension or “yardstick™
that has been highly serviceable for simplifying and organizing events in most
Western politics for the past century has been the liberal-conservative con-
tinnum, on which parties, political leaders, legislation, court decisions, and a
number of other primary objects of politics could be more—or less—ade-
quately located.*®
i The efficiency of such a yardstick in the evaluation of events is quite
N obvious. Under certain appropriate circumstances, the single word “conser-

. vative” used to describe a piece of proposed legislation can convey a tre-
mendous amount of more specific information about the bill—who probably
proposed it and toward what ends, who is likely to resist it, its chances of
passage, its long-term social consequences, and, most important, how the
actor himself should expect to evaluate it if he were to expend further energy
to look into its details. The circumstances under which such tremendous
amounts of information are conveyed by the single word are, however, two-

. fold. First, the actor must bring a good deal of meaning to the term, which is
: to say that he must understand the constraints surrounding it. The more
impoverished his understanding of the term, the less information it conveys.
In the limiting case—if he does not know at all what the term means-—it
conveys no information at all. Second, the system of beliefs and actors
referred ‘to must in fact be relanvely constrained: “To the degree that con-
straint is lacking, uneertamty is less reduced by the label, and less mformauon
is conveyed.

" The psychological economies provided by such yardsticks for actors are
paralleled by economies for analysts and theoreticians who wish to describe
events in the system parsimoniously. Indeed, the search for adequate over-
arching dimensions on which large arrays of events may be simply under-
stood is a critical part of synthetic description. Such syntheses are more or
less satisfactory, once again, according to the degree of constraint operative
among terms in the system being described.

The economies inherent in the liberal-conservative continuum were exploited
in traditional fashion in the early 1950s to describe political changes in the
United States as a swing toward conservatism or a “revolt of the moderates.”
At one level, this description was unquestionably apt. That is, a man whose
belief system was relatively conservative (Dwight D. Eisenhower) had sup-
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planted in the White House a man whose belief system was relatively liberal i
(Harry Truman). Furthermore, for a brief period at least, the composition of
Congress was more heavily Republican as well, and this shift meant on l
balance a greater proportion of relatively conservative legislators. Since the k
administration and Congress were the elites responsible for the development !
and execution of policies, the flavor of governmenta} action did indeed take a !
turn in a conservative direction. These observations are proper description. :
The causes underlying these changes in leadership, however, obviously lay i
with the mass public, which had changed its voting patterns sufficiently to g
bring the Republican elites into power. And this change in mass voting was
frequently interpreted as a shift in public mood from liberal to conservative,
a mass desire for a period of respite and consolidation after the rapid liberal ‘
innovations of the 1930s and 1940s. Such an account presumes, once again, i
that constraints visible at an elite level are mirrored in the mass public and g
that a person choosing to vote Republican after a decade or two of Demo- Y
cratic voting saw himself in some sense or other as giving up a more liberal t
choice in favor of a more conservative one.
On the basis of some familiarity with attitudinal materials drawn from i
cross-section samples of the electorate,'® this assumption seems thoroughly E |
implausible. It suggests in the first instance a neatness of organization in H
perceived political worlds, which, while accurate enough for elites, is a poor
fit for the perceptions of the common public. Second, the yardstick that such
an account takes for granted—the liberal-conservative continuum-—is a rather
elegant high-order abstraction, and such abstractions are not typical concep-
tual tools for the “man in the street.” Fortunately, our interview protocols
collected from this period permitted us to examine this hypothesis more
closely, for they include not only “structured” attitude materials (which merely
require the respondent to choose between prefabricated alternatives) but also
lengthy “open-ended” materials, which provided us with the respondent’s cur-
rent evaluations of the political scene in his own words. They therefore pro-
vide some indication of the evaluative dimensions that tend to be spon-
taneously applied to politics by such a national sample. We knew that
respondents who were highly educated or strongly involved in politics would i 1
fall naturally into the. verbal shorthand of “too conservative,” “more. radical,” i o
and the like in these evaluations. Our initial analytic question had to do With 1 deiedamalib i o
the prevalence of such usage. 1 '
It soon became apparent, howcver. that such rcspondents were in a vcry i
small minority, as their unusual education or involvement would suggest. At
this point, we broadened the inquiry to an assessment of the evaluative dimen-
sions of policy significance (relating to pohucal issues, rather than to the way
a candidate dresses, smiles, or behaves in his private life) that seemed to
be employed in liew of such efficient yardsticks as the liberal-conservative
continuum. The interviews themselves suggested several strata of classification, :
which were hicrarchically ordered as “levels of conceptualization™ on the F
basis of a priori judgments about the breadth of contextual grasp of the '
|
!
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political system that each seemed to represent.

In the first or top level were placed those respondents who did indeed rely |
in some active way on a relatively abstract and far-reaching conceptual dimen- R :
sion as a yardstick against which political objects and their shifting policy L [ L
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significance over time were evaluated. We did not require that this dimension
be the liberal-conservative continuum itself, but it was almost the only dimen-
sion of the sort that occurred empirically. In a second stratum were placed
those respondents who mentioned such a dimension in a peripheral way but
did not appear to place much evaluative dependence upon it or who used
such concepts in a fashion that raised doubt about the breadth of their
understanding of the meaning of the term. The first stratum was loosely
labeled “ideologue™ and the second *“‘near-ideologue.”

In the third level were placed respondents who failed to rely upon any
such over-arching dimensions yet evaluated parties and candidates in terms of
their expected favorable or unfavorable treatment of different social group-
ings in the population. The Democratic Party might be disliked because
“it’s trying to help the Negroes too much,” or the Republican Party might be
endorsed because farm prices would be better with the Republicans in
office. The morte sophisticated of these group-interest responses reflected an
awareness of conflict in interest between “big business” or “rich people,”
on the one hand, and “labor” or the “working man,” on the other, and parties
and candidates were located accordingly.

It is often asked why these latter respondents are not considered full
“ideologues,” for their perceptions run to the more tangible core of what has
traditionally been viewed as ideological conflict. It is quite true that such a
syndrome is closer to the upper levels of conceptualization than are any of
the other types to be described. As we originally foresaw, however, there turn
out to be rather marked differences, not only in social origin and flavor of
judgmental processes but in overt political reactions as well, between people
of this type and those in the upper levels. These people have a clear image
of politics as an arena of group interests and, provided that they have been
properly advised on where their own group interests lie, they are relatively
likely to follow such advice. Unless an issue directly concerns their grouping
in an obviously rewarding or punishing way, however, they lack the con-
textual grasp of the system to recognize how they should respond to it
without being.told by elites who hold their confidence. Furthermore, their
interest in -politics is not sufficiently strong that they pay much attention to
such communications. If a communication gets through and they absorb it,
they are most willing to behaveé “ideologically” in ways that will further the

. interests of their group. If they fail to receive such communication, which is

most unusual, knowledge of their group memberships may be of littie help
in predicting their responses. This syndrome we came to call “ideology by
proxy.”

‘The difference between such narrow group interest and the broader per-
ceptions of the ideologue may be clarified by an' extreme case. One re-
spondent whom we encountered classified himself as a strong Socialist. He
was a Socialist because he knew that Socialists stood four-square for the
working man against the rich, and he was a working man, When asked, how-
cver, whether or not the federal government in Washington “should leave
things like electric power and housing for private businessmen to handle,”
he felt strongly that private enterprise should have its way, and responses
to ‘other structured issue questions were simply uncorrelated with standard
socialist doctrine. It seems quite clear that, if our question had pointed out’
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explicitly to this man that “'good Socialists” would demand government inter- ]
vention over private enterprise or that such a posture had raditionally been i
viewed as benefiting the working man, his answer would have been different. j
But since he had something less than a college education and was not l
generally interested enough in politics to struggle through such niceties, he !
simply lacked the contextual grasp of the political system or of his chosen ﬂ _
“ideology™ to know what the appropriate response might be. This case I
illustrates well what we mean by constraint between idea-clements and how v
such constraint depends upon a store of relevant information. For this man, 3
“Socialists,” “‘the working man.,” “non-Socialists” and “the rich” with their ‘
appropriate valences formed a tightly constrained belief system. But, for lack H
of information, the belief system more or less began and ended there. It i
strikes us as valid to distinguish such a beliel system from that of the
doctrinaire socialist. We, as sophisticated observers, could only class this iy
man as a full “ideologue™ by assuming that he shares with us the complex K
undergirding of information that his concrete group perceptions call up in our i 43
own minds. In this instance, a very little probing makes clear that this assump- il
tion of shared information is once again false. i §
The fourth level was, to some degree, a residual category, intended to in- I b
clude those respondents who invoked some policy considerations in their 1 5
evaluations yet employed none of the references meriting location in any il ‘
i
H
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of the first three levels. Two main modes of policy evaluation were charac- i
teristic of this level. The first we came to think of as a “nature of the times” i i
response, since parties or candidates were praised or blamed primarily be- i
cause of their temporal association in the past with broad societal states of W H
war or peace, prosperity or depression. There was no hint in these responses i §E I
that any groupings in the society suffered differentially from disaster or i AU
profited excessively in more pleasant times: These fortunes or mis- L H
fortunes were those that one party or the other had decided (in some cases, i
apparently, on whim) to visit upon the nation as a whole. The second type i
"included those respondents whose only approach to an issue reference in- L‘I
volved some single narrow policy for which they felt personal gratitude or i
indignation toward a party or candidate (like social security or a conservation :
program). In these responses, there was no indication that the speakers saw |
programs ‘as tepresentative -of the broader policy ‘postures of the- parties: /

'The fifth level included those respondents whose evaluations of the politi-
cal scene had no shred of policy significanceé whatever. Some of these re-
spoases were from people who felt loyal to one party or the other but con-
fessed that they had no idea what the party stood for. Others devoted their
attentioni to personal qualities of the candidates, indicating disinterest in
parties more generally. Still others confessed that they paid too little atten-
tion to. either the parties or the current candidates to be able to say anything
about them "’

The ranking of the levels performed on a priori grounds was corroborated
by further analyses, which demonstrated that independent measures of politi-
cal information, education, and political involvement all showed sharp and
monotonic declines as one passsed downward through the levels in the order
suggested. Furthermore, these correlations were strong enough so that each

maintained some residual life when the other two items were controlled, des-
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pite the strong underlying relationship between education, information, and
involvement.

The distribution of the American clectorate within these levels of con-
ceptualization is summarized in Table [. The array is instructive as a port-

TABLE § — Distribution of a Total Cross-Scction Sample of the American Electorate and
of 1956 Volers, by Levels of Congceptualization

Propariion of  Praportion

roral samiple of voters
I. ldeologues 215 KA
[1. Necar-ideologues 9 12
[1l. Group intcrest 42 45
1V. Nature of the times 24 22
V. No issue content 221 174
100% 100%

rait of a mass electorate, to be laid against the common elite assumption that
all or a significant majority of the public conceptualizes the main lines of
politics after the manner of the most highly educated. Where the specific
hypothesis of the “revolt of the moderates™ in the early 1950s is concerned,
the distribution does not seem on the face of it to lend much support to the
key assumption. This disconfirmation may be examined further, however.
Since the resurgence of the Republicans in the Eisenhower period
depended primarily upon crossing of party lines by people who normally
considered themselves Democrats, we were able to isolate these people to
see from what levels of conceptualization they had been recruited. We found
that such key defections had occurred among Democrats in the two bottom
levels at a rate very significantly greater than the comparable rate in the
group-interest or more ideological levels. In other words, the stirrings in the
mass electorate that had led to a change in administration and in “ruling
ideology” were primarily the handiwork of the very people for whom assump-
tions of any liberal-conservative - dimensions of judgment were most far-
fetched. B T R S X RIS
Furthermore, within those strata where the characteristics of .coriceptualiza-
tion even permitted the hypothesis to be evaluated in its own terms, it was
directly disproved. For example, the more sophisticated of the group-interest
Democrats were quite aware that Eisenhower would be a more pro-business
president than Stevenson. Those of this group who did defect to Eisen-
hower did not, however, do so because they were tired of a labor-oriented
administration and wanted a business-oriented one for a change. Quite to
the contrary, in the degree that they defected they did so in spite of rather
than because of such quasi-ideological perceptions. That is, their attitudes
toward the respective interests of these groups remained essentially constant,
and they expressed misgivings about an Eisenhower vote on precisely thesc
grounds. But any such worries were, under the circumstances, outweighed
by admiration for Eisenhower's war record, his honesty, his good family life,
and (in 1952) his potential for resolving the nagging problem of the Korean
War. Among respondents at higher levels (ideologues and near-ideologues),
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there was comparable aitraction to Eisenhower at a personal level, but these
people seemed more careful 1o hew to ideological considerations, and rates
of Democratic defection in these levels were lower still. In short, then, the
supposition of changing ideological moods in the mass public as a means of
understanding the exchange of partisan elites in 1952 seems to have had litile
relevance to whal was actually going on at the mass level. And once again,
the sources of the optical illusion are self-evident. While it may be
taken for granted among well educaled and politically involved people that
a shilt. from a Democratic preference to a Republican one probably represents
-a change in option from liberal to conservative, the assumption cannol be
extended very far intlo the electorate as a whole.

IV. Recognition of Ideological Dimensions of Judgment

Dimensions like the liberal-conservative continuum, as we have observed,
are extremely efficient frames for the organization of many political obser-
vations. Furthermore, they are used a great deal in the more ambitious treat-
ments of politics in the mass media, so that a person with a limited under-
standing of their meaning must find such discussions more obscure than en-
lightening. Aside from active cognitive use, therefore, the simple status of
public comprehension of these terms ts a matter of some interest.

{t is a commonplace in psychology that recognition, recall, and habitual
use of cognized objects or concepts are rather different. We are capable of
recognizing many mote objects (or concepts) if they are directly presented
to us than we could readily recall on the basis of more indirect cues; and
we are capable of recalling on the basis of such hints many more objects (or
concepts) than might be active or salient for us in a given context without
special prompting. In coding the levels of conceptualization from free-
answer material, our interest had been entirely focused upon concepts with
the last status (activation or salience). It had been our assumption that such
activation would be apparent in the responses of any person with a belief
system in which these organizing dimensions had high centrality. Neverthe-
less, we could be sure at the same time that if we presented the terms
“liberal” and “conservative” directly to our respondents, a much larger
number would recognize them and be able to attribute to them some kind
of meaning, We are interested both in the proportions of & normal sample
who would show some recognition and alse in the meaning that might be
supplied for the terms.

In a 1960 reinterview of the original sample whose 1956 responses had been
assigned to our levels of conceptualization, we therefore asked in the
context of the differences in “what the parties stand for,” “Would you say that
either one of the parties is more conservative or more liberel than the
other?” (It was the first time we had ever introduced these terms in our inter-
viewing of this sample.) If the answer was affirnative, we asked which party
seemed the more conservative and thenr, “What do you have in mind when
you say that the Republicans {Democrats) are more conservative than the
Democrats (Republicans)?” When the respondent said that he did not see
differences of this kind between the two parties, we were anxious to dis-
tinguish between those who were actually cynical about meaningful party
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differences and those who took this route to avoid admitting that they did
not know what the terms signified. We therefore went on to ask this group,
“Do you think that people generally consider the Democrats or the Republi-
cans more conservative, or wouldn’t you want to guess about that?” At this
point, we were willing to assume that if a person had no idea of the rather
standard assumptions, he probably had no idea of what the terms meant: and
indeed, those who did try 1o guess which party other people thought more
conservative made a very poor showing when we wen! on to ask them
(paralleling our “meaning” question for the first group), “What do people
have in mind when they say that the Republicans (Democrats) are more
conservative than the Democrats (Republicans)?” In responding to the
“meaning” questions, both groups were urged to answer as fully and clearly
as possible, and their comments were transcribed.

The responses were classified in a code inspired by the original work on
levels of conceptualization, although it was considerably more detailed. With-
in this code, top priority was given to explanations that called upon broad
philosophical differences. These explanations included mentions of such
things as posture foward change (acceptance of or resistance to new ideas,
speed or caution in responding to new problems, protection of or challenge to
the status quo, aggressive posture towards problems vs. a laissez-faire
approach, orientation toward the future or lack of it, and so forth); posture
toward the welfare state, socialism, free enterprise, or capitalism (including
mention of differential sensitivity to social problems, approaches to social-
welfare programs, governmental interference with private enterprise, and so

" forth); posture toward the expanding power of federal government (issues of

centralization, states’ rights, local autonomy, and paternalism);, and relation-
ship of the government to the individual (questions of individual dignity,
initiative, needs, rights, and so forth). While any mention of comparably
broad philosophical differences associated with the liberal-conservative dis-
tinction was categorized in this top level, these four were the most frequent
types of reference, as they had been for the full “ideologues” in the earlier
open-ended materials. .

Then, in turn, references to differences in attitude toward various inter-
est groupings in the. population; toward spending or. saving and fiscal policy
more generally, as well as to economic prosperity; toward various highly
specific issues like unemployment compensation, highway-building, and tariffs;
and toward postures in the. sphere of foreign policy were arrayed in a de-
scending order of priority, much as they had been for the classification into
levels of conceptualization. Since respondents had been given the oppor-
tunity to mention as many conservative-liberal distinctions as they wished,
coding priority was given to the mere “elevated” responses, and all the
data that we shall subsequently cite rests on the “best answer” given by each
respondent.® i

The simple distributional results were as follows. Roughly three respond-
ents in eight (37%)- could supply no meaning for the liberal-conservative
distinction, including 8% who attempted to say which party was the more
conservative but who gave up on the part of the sequence dealing with mean-
ing. (The weakest 29% will, in later tables, form our bottom stratum “V,”
while the 89, compose stratum “IV.”) Between those who could supply no
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meaning for the terms and those who clearly did, there was naturally an
intermediate group that answered all the questions but showed varying degrees
of uncertainty or confusion. The situation required that one of two polar
labels (conservative or liberal) be properly associated with one of two polar
clusters of connotations and with one of two partics. Once the respondent
had decided to explain what “more conservative” or “more liberal™ signified,
there were four possible patterns by which the other two dichotomies might
be associaied with the first. Of course, all four were represented in at least
somc interviews. For example. a respondent might indicate that the Demo-
crats were the more conservative because they stood up for the working man
against big business. [n such a case, there seemed to be a simple error con-
sisting in reversal of the ideological iabels. Or a respondent might say that
the Republicans were more liberal because they were pushing new and pro-
gressive social legislation. Here the match between label and meaning seems
proper, but the party perception is, by normal standards, erroneous.

The distribution of these error types within the portion of the sample that
attempted to give “meaning” answers (slightly more than 609%) is shown in
Table II. The 839% entered for the “proper” patterns is artifically increased to

TABLE II — Association of Ideological Label with Party and Meaning

Ideological Proportion of those
label Meaning Party giving some answer
Conservative Conservative Republican ‘ 83%
Liberal Liberal Democrat -
Counservative Liberal Republican
Liberal Conservative Democrat 5
Conservative Conservative Democrat?
Liberal Liberal Republican 6
Conservative Liberal Democrat
Liberal Conservative Republican 6
1002

a. While this pattern may appear entirely legitimate for tl'n: southern respondcnt reacting to
the southern wing of the Democratic Party rather than to the national party, it showed almost
no tendency to occur with greater frequency in the South thanvelsewhere (and errors as well as
lacunae occurred more frequently in general in the less well-educated South). Data from a very
different context indicatc that southerners who discriminate between the southern wing and the
national Democratic Party take the national party as the assumed object in our interviews, if
the precise object is not specified.

an unknown degree by the inclusion of all respondents whose connotations
for liberalism-conservatism were sufficiently impoverished so that little
judgment could be made about whether or not they were making proper
associations (for example, those respondents whose best explanations of the
distinction involved orientations toward defense spending). The error types
thus represent only those that could be unequivocally considered “errors.”

While Table I does not in itself constitute proof that the error types resulted
from pure guesswork, the configuration does resemble the probable results
if 20-25% of the respondents had been making random guesses about
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how the (wo labels, the two polar meanings, and the (wo parties should pe
sorted out. People making these confused responses might or might not
feel confused in making their assessments. Even il they knew that they
were confused, it is unlikely that they would be less confused in encountering
such terms in reading or listening to political communications, which is the
important point where transmission of information is concerned. If, on the
other hand, they were wrong without realizing it, then they would be capable
of hearing that Scnator Goldwater, for example, was an extreme conserva-
tive and believing that it meant that he was for increased federal spending
{or whatever other more specific meaning they might bring to the term). In
either case, it seems reasonable to distinguish between the people who belong
in this confused group at the border of understanding and those who demon-
strate greater clarity about the terms. And after the confused group is set
aside (stratum Il in Tables III-VI), we are left with a proportion of the
sample that is slightly more than 50%. This figure can be taken as a maxi-
mum estimate of reasonable recognition.

We say “maximum” because, once within this “sophisticated” half of the
clectorate, it is reasonable to consider the quality of the meanings put forth
to explain the liberal-conservative distinction. These meanings varied greatly
in adequacy, from those “‘best answers” that did indeed qualifly for coding
under the “broad philosophy” heading (the most accurate responses, as de-
fined above) to those that explained the distinction in narrow or nearly irrele-
vant terms (like Prohibition or foreign-policy measures). In all, 179% of the
total sample gave “best apswers” that we considered to qualify as “broad
philosophy.”** This group was defined as stratum I, and the remainder,
who gave narrower definitions, became stratum II.

Perhaps the most striking aspect of the liberal-conservative definitions
supplied was the extreme frequency of those hinging on a simple “spend-
save” dimension vis-d-vis government finances. Very close to a majority of
all “best” responses {(and two-thirds to three-quarters of all such responses
in stratum II} indicated in essence that the Democratic Party was liberal
because it spent public money freely and that the Republican Party was more
conservative because it stood for economy in government or pinched pennies.
In our earlier coding of the levels of conceptualization, we Iready noted
that this simple dimension seemed often to be what was at stake when

“ideological” terms were used. Frequently there was reason to believe that the

term “conservative” drew its primary meaning from the cognate “conserva-
tion.”- In one rather clear example, a respondent indicated that he con-
sidered the Republicans to be more conservative in the sense that they were
“. . . more saving with money and our natural resources. Less apt to slap
on a tax for some non-essential. More conservative in promises that can’t be
kept.” (Italics ours.)

Of course, the question of the proportion of national wealth that is to be
spent privately or channeled through government for public spending has
been one of the key disputes between conservatives and liberal “ideologies™
for several decades. From this point of view, the great multitude of “spend-
save™ references can be considered essentially as accurate matching of terms.
On the other hand, it goes without saying that the conservative-liberal dialogue
does not exhaust itself on this narrow question alone, and our view of these
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responses as an understanding of the differences depends in no small measure
on whether the individual sees this point as a self-contained distinction or
understands the link between it and a number of other broad questions. On
rare occasions, one encounters a respondent for whom the “spend-save”
dimension is intimately bound up with other problem areas. For example,
one respondent feels that the Republicans are more conservative because
“. .. they are too interested in getting the budget balanced—they should
spend more to get more jobs for our people.” More frequently when further
links are suggested, they are connected with policy but go no further:

[Republicans more conservative because] “Well, they don’t spend as much money.”
[What do you have in mind?] “Well, a lot of them holler when they try to establish a
higher interest rate but that's to get back a little when they do loan out and make it so
people are not so free with it.”

Generally, however, the belief system involved when “liberal-conserva-
tive” 1s equated with “spend-save” seems to be an entirely narrow one,
There follow a number of examples of comments, which taken with the preced-
ing citations, form a random drawing from the large group of “spend-save”
comments :

[Democrats more conservative because] “they will do more for the people at home
before they go out to help foreign countries. They are truthful and not liars.”

[Republicans more liberal judging] “by the money they have sperit in this last administra-
tion. 'I'hey spent more than ever beforc in a peace time. And got less for it as far as [
can see.’

[Republicans more conservative because] “Well, they vote against the wild spending
spree the Democrats get on.”
[Republicans more conservative because] “they pay as you go.”

[Democrats more conservative because] “I don’t believe the Democrats will spend as
much money as the Republicans.”

[Republicans more conservative because] “it seems as if the Republicans try to hold
down the spending of government money.” [Do you remember how?] “Yes,” [by having]
“no wars.”

From this representation of the “spend-save” references, the reader may
see quite clearly why we consider them to be rather “narrow” readings of
the Iiberal-conservative distinction as applied to the current pamsan scene.
In short, our portralt of the population, where recognition of a key ideologi-
cal dimension is concerned, suggests that about 17% of the public (stratum
I) have an understanding of the distinction that captures much of its breadth.
About 37% (strata IV and V) are entirely vague as to its meaning. For the
46% between, there are.two strata, one of which demonstrates considerable
uncertainty and guesswork in assigning meaning to the terms (stratum III)
and the other of which has the terms rather well under control but appears
to have a fairly limited set of connotations for them (stratum II}, The great
majonty of the latter groups equate [iberalism-conservatism rather directly
with a “spend-save” dimension. In such cases, when the sensed connota-
tions are limited, it is not surprising that there is little active use of the
continuum as an. organizing dimension. Why should one bother to say
that a party is conservative if one can convey the same information by saying
that it is against spending?
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Since the 1960 materials on liberal-conservative meanings were drawn
from the same sample as the coding of the active use of such frames of refer-
ence in 1956, it is possible to consider how well the two codings match. For
a variety of reasons, we would not expect a perfect fit, even aside from
coding error. The earlier coding had not been limited to the liberal-con-
servative dimension, and, although empirical instances were rare, a person
could qualify as an “idecologue™ if he assessed politics with the aid of some
other highly abstract organizing dimension. Similarly, among those who did
employ the liberal-conservative distinction, there were no requirements that
the terms be defined. It was necessary therefore to depend upon appear-
ances, and the classification was intentionally lenient. Furthermore, since a
larger portion of the population would show recognition than showed active
use, we could expect substantial numbers of people in the lower levels of
conceptualization to show reasonable recognition of the terms. At any rate,
we assumed that the two measures would show a high correlation, as they
in fact did (Table IID).

Of course, very strong differences in education underlie the data shown in
Table III. The 2% of the sample that occupy the upper left-hand cell have
a mean education close to seven years greater than that of the 119% that occupy
the lower right-hand cell. Sixty-two per cent of this lower cell have had less
formal education than the least educated person in the upper corner. The

.differences in education show a fairly regular progression across the inter-

vening surface of the table (see Table IV). Aithough women have a higher
mean education than men, there is some sex bias to the table, for women

TABLE II[ — Levels of Conceptualization (1956) by Recognition and Understanding of
Terms “Conservatism”™ and “Liberalism™ (1960)

LEVELS OF CONCEPTUALIZATION

Near Group  Nature of No issue
Strarum -Ideologue ideologue  interest the times  content
: I 51% 29% 13% 16% 10%
Recognition II 43 46 42 40 22
and : I 2 10 14 7 T
-understandings I SR A 50 6 R AR v I
e TIRE, LT A2 S .::‘l_O ) 25 o 49 ,
_ o . 100%  100% 1005  100%  100%;
Number of cases - (43) (122) . (580)  (288) (290)

a. The definitions of the strata are: I. recognition and proper matching of label, meaning,
and party and a broad undetstanding of the terms *‘conservative” and *liberal™ ; 11, recognition
and proper matching but a narrow definition of terms (like “spend-save™); ILL. recognition but
some error in matching; IV. recognition and an attempt at matching but inability to give any
meaning for terms; V. no apparent recognition of terms (does not know if partics differ in
liberal-conservative terms and does not know if anybody else sees them as differing).

are disproportionately represented in the lower right-hand quadrant of the
table. Furthermore, although age is negatively correlated with education,
there is also. rather clear evidence that the sort of political sophistication
represented by the measures can accumulate with age. Undoubtedly even
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sporadic observation of politics over long enough pertods of time serves to
nurture some broader view of basic liberal-conservative differences, although

TABLE IV — Levels of Conceptualization (1956} and Term Recognition (1960) by Mean
Years of Formal Education

LEVELS OF CONCEPTUALIZATION

Near Group  Natwre of No issue

Stratum Ideologue ideologue  interest  the rimes  content
I 14 9a 14.2 12.3 1.1 ir9
Recognition 1T 139 11.9 10.7 10.7 1Ls
and I * 11.1 10.6 9.8 9.6
undetstanding® v * . 10.4 99 10.3
v * 10.0 8.5 85 82

* Inadequate number of cases.
a. The cell entry is mean numbet of years of formal education. Partial college was arbitrarily

assumed to represent an average of 14 years, and work toward an advanced degree an average
of 18 years.

b. See Table Il for definitions of the five steata.

of course the same sophistication is achieved much more rapidly and in a
more striking way by those who progress greater distances through the educa-
tional system. )

It is not surprising that political sophistication goes hand in hand with
political activism at the “grass roots” (Table V). The relationship is certainly

TABLE V — Amount of 1956-1950 Political Activity by Level of Conceptualization (1956}
and Term Recognition (1960}

LEVEL OF CONCEPTUALIZATION

Near Group Nature of No issue

Stratum Ideologue idevlogue  interest  the times content
: I 3.8 2.6 25 26 2.2
Recognition I 34 0 1.7 L8 1.3
and m * 25 22 L5 -1
understanding® Iv Cea . 19 15 B
v . 1.7 1.0 .8 4

* Inadequate number of cases. :

a, The cell entry represcnts a mean of the number of acts of political participation exclusive
of voting reported for the two presidential campaigns of 1956 and 1960. For 1956, a point was
awarded to each respondent for party membership, campaign contributions, attendance at
political rallies, other party work, attemptsto ¢convince others through informal communication,
and displaying campaign buttons or stickers. In 1960, essentially the same scoring applied,
except that on two items more differentiated information was available. A point was awarded
for attending one or two political ralfics, two points for three to six rallies, and three points
for seven or mare. Similatly, 2 second point was awarded for people who reported having
attemptad in 1960 to convince others in more than one class (friends, family, or coworkers).
A total score of 15 was possible, although empirically the highest score was 14. Only about 1%
of the sample had scores greater than 9.
b, See Table III for definitions of the five strata.
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not perfect: About 20% of those in the most sophisticated cell engaged in
none of the forms of participation beyond voting that were surveyed (see
note a, Table V) in either the 1956 or 1960 election campaigns, and there is
more “stray” participation than has sometimes been suspected among those
who express little interest in politics or comprehension of party differences
yet who may, for example, happen on a political rally. Furthermore, even
the active hard core is not necessarily sophisticated in this sense: Two of
the thirteen most active people fall in the lower right half of the table, and
their activism is probably to be understood more in terms of mundane social
gratifications than through any concern over the policy competition of politics.

Nonetheless, persistent and varied participation is most heavily concen-
trated among the most sophisticated people. This fact is important, for much
of what is perceived as “public reaction” to political events depends upon
public visibility, and visibility depends largely upon forms of political partici-
pation beyond the vote itself. Anyone familiar with practical politics has
encountered the concern of the local politician that ideas cormmmunicated in
political campaigns be kept simple and concrete. He knows his audience
and is constantly fighting the battle against the overestimation of sophistica-
tion to which the purveyor of political ideas inevitably falls prey. Yet, even
the grass-roots audience that forms a reference point for the local politician
is, we suspect, a highly self-selected one and quite sophisticated relative to the
electorate as a whole.

Since we have 1960 information on the number of political rallies
attended by each of our respondents, we may simulate the “sophistication
composition” of the typical political gathering. “Typical” is loosely used
here, for real gatherings are various in character: A dinner for the party
faithful at $15 a plate obviously attracts a different audience from the one that
comes to the parade and street rally. Nonetheless, the contrast between the
electorate and an hypothetical average rally is instructive (Table VI). People
located in the three upper left-hand corner cells of the matrix {6% of the
electorate) form more than 15% of the composition of such rallies, and prob-
ably, in terms of further rally participation (vocal and otherwise), seem to
form a still higher proportion. Yet on election day their vote (even with a

TABLE VI—The Sophistication Composition of a “Typical” Political Rally, Compared
to the Composition of the Total Electorate®

A RALLY THE ELECTORATE
High Low High Low
High 5% 5% % 1% 2% 2% 3% 6% 3% 2%
6 8§ 11 11 4 1 4 18 9 5
0 5 9 0 . - 1 6 1 2
L] 0 I & ® - &® 3 2 3
Low * 2 7 -1 0 . 1 11 7 11

* Less than half of 1.

a. Both five-by-five matrices are those employed in TablesIIL IV, and V. Asidefromrounding
error, the proportions entered in each matrix total 100 %;. The table should be read by observing
differences between proportions in the same regions of the two tables. For example, the three
Jeast sophisticated cells in the lower right-hand corner constitute 21%; of the clectorate and 177
of a typical rally audience, -
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1009, turnout) is numerically outweighed by those votes mustered by people
in the single cell at the opposite corner of the table who do not attend at all.

One of the most intriguing findings on the surface of the matrix is that
strength of party loyalty falls to one of its weakest points in the upper left-
hand corner cell of the matrix. In other words, among the most highly
sophisticated, those who consider themselves “independents” outnumber
those who consider themselves “strong™ partisans, despite the fact that the
most vigorous political activity, much of it partisan, is carried on by people

“falling in this cell. If one moves diagonally toward the center of the matrix,

this balance is immediately redressed and redressed very sharply, with
strong partisans far outnumbering independents. In general, there is a slight
tendency {the most sophisticated cell excepted) for strength of party loyalty
to decline as one moves diagonally across the table, and the most “inde-
pendent” cell is that in the lower right-hand corner.?®

This irregularity has two implications. Ficst, we take it to be one small and
special case of our earlier hypothesis that group-objects (here, the party as
group) are likely to have less centrality in the belief system of the most
sophisticated and that the centrality of groups as referents increases “lower
down” in the sophistication ordering. We shall see more handsome evidence
of the same phenomenon later. Second, we see in this reversal at least a
partial explanation for the persistence of the old assumption that the “inde-
pendent voter” is relatively informed and involved. The early cross-section
studies by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues turned up evidence to reverse this
equation, suggesting that the “independent voter” tends instead to be rela-
tively uninformed and uninvolved. Other studies have added massively to
this evidence. Indeed, in many situations, the evidence seems so strong
that it is hard to imagine how any opposing perceptions could have de-
veloped. The perception is somewhat easier to understand, however, if one
can assurne that the discernment of the informed observer takes in only 5, 10,
of 15% of the most sophisticated people in the public as constituting “the pub-
lic.” This “visible” or “operative” public is largely made up of people from
the upper left-hand corner of our preceding tables. The illusion that such
people are the full public is one that the democratic sample survey. for better
or for worse, has destroyed. R Lo

V. Constraints arhong Idea-Elements

In our estimation, the use of such basic dimensions of judgment as the
liberal-conservative continuum betokens a contextual grasp of politics that
permits a wide range of more specific idea-elements to be organized into
more tightly constrained wholes. We feel, furthermore, that there are many
crucial consequences of such organization: With it, for example, new
political events have more meaning, retention of political information from
the past is far more adequate, and political behavior increasingly approxi-
mates that of sophisticated “rational” models, which assume relatively full
information.

It is often argued, however, that abstract dlmensmns like the liberal-

. conservative continuum are superficial if not meaningless indicators: All

that they show is that poorly educated people are inarticulate and have diffi-
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culty expressing verbally the more abstract lines along which their specifie
politica! beliefs are organized. To expect these people to be able 10 express
what they know and feel, the crilic goes on, is comparable to the fallacy of
assuming that people can say in an accurate way why they behave as they
do. When it comes down to specific attitudes and behaviors, the organiza-
tion is there nonetheless, and it is this organization that matters, not the
capacity for discourse in sophisticated language.

If it were true that such organization does exist for most people, apart
from their capacities to be articulate about it, we would agree out of hand
that the question of articulation is quite trivial. As a cold empirical matter,
however, this claim does not seem to be valid. Indeed. it is for this reason that
we have cast the argument in terms of constraint, for constraint and organiza-
tion are very mnearly the same thing. Therefore when we hypothesize that
constraint among political idea-elements begins to lose its range very rapidly
once we move from the most sophisticated few toward the “grass roots,” we

TABLE VII — Constraint between Specific Issue Beliefs for an Elite Sample and a Cross-
Section Sample, 19582

DOMESTIC FOREIGN
8
S E §
] . <
Congressional candidates £ 3 5 U ‘é A g g
2 8 Z o, g § = N
S5 § 8 § § 3 B
g 08§ 0T oW o§ X 8
Employment — 62 .59 35 .26 06 A7 .68
Aid to education .61 X} .50 06 35 .55
Federal housing — 47 41 —-03 30 638
EF.E.P.C. — 47 11 23 .3
Economic aid — 19 59 .25
‘Military aid — 32 —-.u8
Isolationism — 05
Party preference —

Cross-Section Sample ,

Employment Je— 45 08 34 —04 10 —22 20
Aid to cducation — A2 ¥ 06 14 —I17 .16
Federal housing —-— 08 —06 02 07 .I8
EEPRC. ' - 24 13 02 -4
Economic aid — 06 .33 07
Soldiers abroad? o— A a2
Isolationism — =03

Party prefercnce ' —_—

a. Entries are taun-gamma coefficients, a statistic proposed by Leo A, Goodman and William
H. Kruskal in “Measures of Association for Cross Classifications,” Journal of the American
Statistical Association, 49 (Dec., 1954), No. 268, 749. The cocflicient was chosen because of its
sensitivity to constraint of the scalar as well as the corretational type.

b. For this category; the cross-section sample was asked a question about keeping Arncncan
soldiers abroad, rather than about military aid in general.
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are contending that the organization of more specific attitudes into wide-
ranging beliel systems is absent as well.

Table VII gives us an opportunity to see the differences in levels of con-
straint among beliels on a range of specific issues in an elite population and
in a mass population. The elitec population happens to be candidates for the
United States Congress in the off-year elections of 1958, and the cross-sec-
tion sample represents the national electorate in the same year. The assort-
ment of issues represented is simply a2 purposive sampling of some of the
more salient political controversies at the time of the study, covering both
domestic and foreign policy. The questions posed to the two samples were
quite comparable, apart from adjustments nccessary in view of the back-
grounds of the two populations involved.**

For our purposes, however, the specific elite sampled and the specific
beliefs tested are rather beside the point. We would expect the same general
contrast to appear if the elite had been a set of newspaper editors, political
writers, or any other group that takes an interest in politics. Similarly, we
would expect the same results from any other broad sampling of political
issues or, for that matter, any sampling of beliefs from other domains: A set
of questions on matters of religious controversy should show the same
pattern between an elite population like the clergy and the church members
who form their mass “public.” What is generically important in comparing
the two types of population is the difference in levels of constraint among
belief-elements.

Where constraint is concerned, the absolute value of the coefficients in
Table VII (rather than their algebraic value) is the significant datum. The
first thing the table conveys is the fact that, for both populations, there is
some falling off of constraint between the domains of domestic and foreign
policy, relative to the high level of constraint within each domain. This result
is to be expected: Such lowered values signify boundaries between belief
systems that are relatively independent, If we take averages of appropriate
sets of coefficients entered in Table VII however, we see that the strongest
constraint within a domain for the mass public is less than that between
domestic and foreign domains for the elite sample. Furthermore, for the
public, in sharp contrast to the elite, party preference seems by and large to

be set off in a belief system of its own, relatively unconnected to lssuc posi-
tions (Table VIII).>2

TABLE VIII «- Summary of Differences in Level of Constraint within and between Domains,
Public and Elite (based on Table VII}
' Average Coefficients

Within Between Within Between
domestic domestic Joreign Issues
issues and foreign issues and party
Elite .53 25 .37 .39
Mass 23 11 23 11

It should be remembered throughout, of course, that the mass sample of
Tables VII and VIII does not exclude college-educated people, ideclogues,
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or the politically sophisticated. These people. with their higher levels of
constraint, are represented in appropriate numbers, and certainly contribute
to such vestige of organization as the mass matrix evinces. But they are
grossly outnumbered, as they are in the active electorate. The general point
is that the matrix of correlations for the elite sample is of the sort that would
be appropriate for factor analysis, the statistical technique designed to re-
duce a number of correlated variables to a more limited set ol organizing
dimensions. The matrix representing the mass public, however, despite its
realistic complement of ideologues, is exactly the type that textbooks advise
against using for factor analysis on the simple grounds that through inspection
it is clear that there is virtually nothing in the way of organization to be
discovered. Of course, it is the type of broad organizing dimension to be
suggested by factor analysis of specific items that is usually presumed when
observers discuss “ideological postures” of one sort or another.

Although the beliefs registered in Table VII are refated to topics of con-
troversy or political cleavage, McClosky has described comparable differences
in levels of constraint among beliefs for an elite sample (delegates to national
party conventions) and a cross-section sample when the items deal with pro-
positions about democracy and freedom—topics on which fundamental con-
sensus among Americans is presumed.?® Similarly, Prothro and Grigg, among
others, have shown that, while there is widespread support for statements
of culturally familiar principles of freedom, democracy, and tolerance in a
cross-section sample, this support becomes rapidly obscured when questions
turn to specific cases that elites would see as the most direct applications
of these principles.?* In our estimation, such findings are less a demonstra-
tion of cynical fip service than of the fact that, while both of two inconsis-
tent opinions are honestly held, the individual lacks the contextual grasp to
understand that the specific case and the general principle belong in the same
belief system: In the absence of such understanding, he maintains psychologi-
cally independent beliefs about both. This 1s another important instance of
the decline in constraint among beliefs with declining information.

While an assessment of relative constraint between the matrices rests
only on comparisons of absolute values, 'the comparative algebraic values
have.some -interest as well. This interest:-arists from -the- sOp!ustlcated ob-
server’s almost automatic assumption that whatever” beliefs “go together”
in the visible political world (as judged from the attitudes of elites and the
more articulate spectators) must naturally go together in the same way among
mass public. Table VII makes clear that this assumption is a very dangerous
one, aside from the question of degree of constraint. For example, the
politician who favors federa! aid to education could be predicted to be
more, rather than less, favorable to an internationalist posture in foreign
affairs, for these two positions in the 1950s were generally associated with
“liberalism™ in American politics. As we see from Table VII, we would be
accurate in this judgment considerably more often than chance alone would
permit. On the other hand, were we to apply the same assumption of con-
straint to the American public in the same era, not only would we have
been wrong, but we would actually have come closer to reality by assuming
no connection at all.

All the correlations in the elite sample except those that do not depart







