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HARD CHOICES, EASY ANSWERS


CHAPTER 1

A Fickle Public?

IN MANY WAYS, politics is about conflict. People have conflicting goals, or they have conflicts over the means to achieve shared goals, and one of the most important purposes of a political system is to channel this conflict into political compromise. But other times, compromise is impossible to achieve, and conflict over political means or ends can result in events from polite arguments among family over the dinner table to riots, revolutions, and wars.

Many of the conflicts we read about in the newspapers, or watch on television, are struggles between politicians fighting for political power or to get some legislation enacted. The conflict may be between organizations, such as the fight between the National Right to Life Council and the National Abortion Rights Action League over abortion policy. Often, the conflict is between branches of government, as in struggles within a legislature to pass a bill, which then is vetoed by a president or state governor. And sometimes the conflict is between nations, in the form of low-level trade conflicts or even as all-out warfare.

Just as politicians, interest groups, and even nations engage in political conflict, so do everyday citizens. In the course of life’s events, Americans discuss, debate, and argue about issues that concern their lives. These debates cover the political and social spectrum, ranging from local issues such as whether a stop sign should be installed at a street intersection in their neighborhood or how their local school district should teach children about responsible sexuality, to state-level issues such as whether public universities in their state should practice affirmative action, and to national-level issues such as what (if anything) the federal government should do to allocate the billions in budget surpluses. Americans have opinions about these issues, and many others, and are usually more than willing to discuss them when they come up in their lives.

But even though Americans have opinions about all sorts of political issues and like to argue about politics, it is not true that these opinions are easily developed or fixed in stone. Instead, just as there is conflict in the political world, there is also conflict in the minds of Americans about many of these same issues. Should abortion remain legal, and if so, under what conditions? Is affirmative action necessary to alleviate decades of racism in America? Should the full rights of marriage be extended to gay men and lesbians? These are all issues that are difficult to answer, as each involves conflicting values and principles.

In this book, we propose that it is possible to understand systematically the origins and nature of intrapersonal conflict over politics. Along the way, we will also demonstrate that mass public opinion has foundations in widely shared core values and beliefs, but that the public often finds it difficult to identify which values are most relevant.

When Americans answer questions in public opinion surveys about these conflictual issues, their responses seem remarkably fickle, ill-informed, and inconsistent. Sometimes scorning, sometimes ridiculing, commentators as varied as Walter Lippman in the 1920s, Philip Converse in the 1960s, and John Zaller in the 1990s, have each derided the American public as being uninformed about politics and ill-prepared to participate in a representative democracy.

One important example of the apparent conflict in American opinion is seen in the attitudes of white Americans about affirmative action in recent years. Affirmative action is an issue of real politics in American society, and the various dimensions of the affirmative action debate are ones on which Americans do have opinions. Affirmative action and other racial issues expose the raw fault lines of political struggle, as groups fight over economic resources and political power.

But in path-breaking research published in 1993, Paul Sniderman and Thomas Piazza found that there was conflict in the minds of white Americans about affirmative action. Their research found that 17 percent of white Americans who said they supported affirmative action and quotas in university admissions for black students changed their responses when asked “Would you still feel that way, even if it means fewer opportunities for qualified whites, or would you change your mind?”

On the other hand, 23 percent who were opposed to university affirmative action programs also switched to support when asked “Would you still feel that way, even if it means that hardly any blacks would be able to go to the best colleges and universities, or would you change your mind?” To be fair, Sniderman and Piazza note that the percentages of survey participants who change their answers on affirmative action are much lower than percentages who change their answers on other social policy issues, indicating that on affirmative action, the minds of Americans are more made up about this issue than on social policy issues.

This research about the internal conflict in the minds of white Americans did not go unnoticed by politicians and political activists. In fact, the Sniderman and Piazza research was directly applied to a real world political purpose. The coauthors of the California Civil Rights Initiative (Proposition 209 in the 1996 California general election), Glynn Custred and Thomas Wood, read the Sniderman and Piazza research and other public opinion polling data and knew that while most Americans supported affirmative action programs in principle, they might oppose race- or gender-based preference or quota systems.1 Custred and Wood wrote Proposition 209 in terms of ending preference systems, not affirmative action programs, a move that most observers see as critical for understanding the dynamics of the Proposition 209 campaign.

Polling data gathered right in the heat of the 1996 general election campaign demonstrates the effectiveness of Custred and Wood’s efforts to draft Proposition 209. The Los Angeles Times poll conducted October 17–21, 1996, in California, interviewed 1,290 registered voters.2 First, the poll posed a simple question to respondents, essentially only reading to these registered voters the title of this ballot initiative. Of the 838 registered voters who had heard of Proposition 209, 40 percent favored it, 29 percent opposed it, and 31 percent didn’t know.

But then the poll asked about opinions on Proposition 209, providing more information: “If passed, Proposition 209 would prohibit the state or localities from using race, sex, color, ethnicity, or national origin as a criterion for either discriminating against or granting preferential treatment to any individual or group in public employment, public education, or public contracting. If the November 5th election were being held today, would you vote for or against Proposition 209?” Of the 1,290 registered voters in the sample, 52 percent said they would support Proposition 209, 30 percent said they would oppose it, and 18 percent said they did not know how they would vote.

On the surface, the differences in just these two questions in one telephone poll on the Proposition 209 measure seem to support the basic point of the critiques of an informed American public opinion: the difference between reading the ballot measure title versus the short description of the measure for those saying they would support Proposition 209 was 12 percent. So perhaps the clever authors of Proposition 209 were just manipulating public opinion in their attempt to ensure passage of this initiative.

But a few weeks later, 51.3 percent of the just over ten million voters in the 1996 general election cast votes for Proposition 209, with 42.8 percent voting against it and 5.9 percent not voting on this particular ballot measure. The close correspondence between the yes vote in November, and results from the second October Los Angeles Times poll question on Proposition 209, is very important. As the information in the second question is virtually identical to the short description of the issue in the ballot book received by all voters, there was stable and slight majority support for Proposition 209 as the measure was worded. The only change between the second poll question and the final vote really was the drop in the no-opinion percentage from 18 to almost 6 percent, and a corresponding rise in the percentage of opponents from 30 to almost 43 percent.

By understanding public opinion on the affirmative action issue, Custred and Wood were able to write Proposition 209 in a way that facilitated passage of this initiative. What seemed like conflicting or muddled thinking by Americans on this issue instead became the basis for a critical watershed in California politics, because affirmative action programs at many levels of government in California ended after 1996—especially in the University of California education system.

But is there internal conflict in the minds of Californians or Americans about affirmative action? Or instead of being conflicted, are Americans just unclear and uncertain about what affirmative action policies are and how they work? This is a central question about public opinion regarding affirmative action, since understanding what drives opinion will shed light on how and why public policies change as they did in the case of California’s Proposition 209.

Abortion provides another important example of the potential conflicts in American public opinion. Americans seem deeply divided about the issue of abortion, and this conflict often leads to apparent fickleness in survey responses about abortion policy. Recently the Gallup Organization conducted extensive polling about abortion.3 At a superficial level, American adults seem convinced of abortion’s legality: 28 percent believe that abortion should be legal under any circumstances, while 51 percent say it should be legal only under certain circumstances. Thus, 81 percent of American adults believe that abortion should be legal, at least under certain circumstances.

But digging deeper into the issue, the Gallup Organization posed many specific circumstances where abortion might be considered. And it is in the specifics that the opinions of Americans begin to look muddled. When should abortion be legal?

•When the woman’s life is endangered: 84 percent

•When the woman’s physical health is endangered: 81 percent

•When the pregnancy was caused by rape or incest: 78 percent

•When the woman’s mental health is endangered: 64 percent

•When there is evidence that the baby may be physically impaired: 53 percent

•When there is evidence that the baby may be mentally impaired: 53 percent

•When the woman or family cannot afford to raise the child: 34 percent

Despite what looks like strong support for the legality of abortion, there clearly are cases where Americans agree that abortion should be legal (in cases where the woman’s health is in danger or the pregnancy was caused by rape or incest), cases where Americans are in disagreement (when the baby is thought to be physically or mentally disabled), and cases where Americans believe that abortion should be illegal (economic reasons for abortions).

While American opinion in these specific cases does range from strong support for abortion to strong opposition, these differences are really not so inconsistent. When the circumstances for an abortion are cast in terms of the mother’s life, invoking notions of women’s rights, Americans support the woman’s right to choose an abortion. When the circumstances for an abortion are cast in terms of a baby’s life, invoking notions of the sanctity of a human life, Americans are deeply divided about abortion. When the circumstances for an abortion become purely economic, invoking notions of economic individualism, support for abortion plummets. These patterns suggest that instead of muddled and fickle beliefs, there might be some principles behind these survey opinions.

Yet what seems to be muddled thinking by Americans is also apparent in many of the muddled recent actions of the U.S. Supreme Court. Beginning over a decade ago, the Court has taken a number of cases and made a number of decisions which reflect the underlying American ambivalence about abortion. The 1986 case of Thornburgh v. American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists saw the Court strike down (5 to 4) provisions of Pennsylvania law that required physicians to give their patients pro-life information, among other strict rules for physicians to follow, before, during, and after abortion procedures. Three years later, in Webster v. Reproductive Health Services, the Court in another 5 to 4 vote upheld Missouri laws prohibiting the use of public facilities or personnel to perform abortions. In 1990, the Court in one case (Hodgson v. Minnesota) threw out Minnesota’s parental notification rules as too strict, but then upheld Ohio’s parental notification procedure (Ohio v. Akron Center for Reproductive Health). By 1992, the Court upheld rules imposed on physicians, including rules that required that physicians provide pro-life information to patients and other requirements like those in Thornburgh in the Planned Parenthood of Southeastern Pennsylvania v. Casey. In the mid-1990s, the Court upheld some restrictions on antiabortion protesters in Florida (Madsen v. Women’s Health Center), but threw out slightly more restrictive provisions in New York (Schenck v. Pro-Choice Network). Most recently, the Court struck down Nebraska’s late-term (“partial-birth”) abortion law in Stenberg v. Carhart. In the context of the conflicting evolution of abortion policy in these recent Supreme Court decisions, the ambivalence in the minds of Americans looks quite reasonable.

These examples cut right to the heart of a long-lasting debate in the public opinion literature about whether or not citizens have well-thought-out opinions about political affairs. The public opinion debate, perhaps beginning with the writings of Walter Lippman in the 1920s and now raging in the academic journals of political science and psychology, has seen three different accounts for the apparent muddle-headedness of American opinion.

Phillip Converse (1964) argued that weakly held and ill-formed opinions are evidence of “non-attitudes,” opinions cooked up by respondents on their doorsteps in order to supply some answer to the interviewer. What was especially damning evidence for the political intelligence of the public was that such non-attitudes were not confined to arcane questions about poorly known types of public policy but could be found on just about every issue.

Working with survey data collected through the University of Michigan’s National Election Studies during the 1950s, Converse amassed a wide range of survey responses about many issues that formed the political context of those times. He found that responses change in apparently random ways from interview to interview. Responses within interviews on apparently related questions are only weakly correlated with one another and are sensitive to question-ordering and question-wording. All of these empirical results pointed to a sweeping indictment of the notion that Americans were ideologically aware and informed about issues.

This minimalist view of the extent to which the public lacked ideological structure to their political thinking encountered three significant challenges, beginning shortly after publication of Converse’s work: an argument that the questions used by Converse were poorly designed; a claim that the politics of the 1950s were an unusually unstimulating period of politics; and the argument that the public attitudes toward politics stem from core beliefs and values, which are more enduring and stable than opinions on specific policy questions.

Christopher Achen, in a 1975 article, argued that the reason for muddled survey responses was muddled survey questions. Achen’s key insight was that respondents’ genuine opinion about policy should be thought of not as a single fixed point but as a distribution of opinions. When the respondent is interviewed on multiple occasions, the respondent is likely to offer different selections of opinions from the distribution. The more vague the question, the more likely that the variation in opinions would be wider. The result of applying such measurement error corrections to Converse’s original panel data yields a portrait of survey respondents whose opinions are much more strongly intercorrelated, and more stable. Further, “[t]he well-informed and interested have nearly as much difficulty with the questions as does the ordinary man. Measurement error is primarily a fault of the instruments, not of the respondent” (Achen’s emphasis, 1229).

A second source of criticism of Converse’s original findings came from Norman Nie, Sidney Verba, and John Petrocik in their 1979 book The Changing American Voter. By extending the series of open-ended questions on candidates and parties from Converse’s years through 1976, Nie, Verba, and Petrocik found that a much greater fraction of the public was able to think in ideological terms than had been reported by Converse. Further, when they turned to specific policy questions, the authors detected much stronger correlations among apparently related items, such as opinions on school integration and attitudes toward the scope of government, beginning after 1964.

But not everything was comparable across questions in the pre- and post-1964 studies. It turns out that there were some “innovations” in the design of the pre- and post-1964 survey instruments, as the important response choices were switched from a conventional Likert question format to a new format where respondents were asked to choose between a set of competing alternative choices. Also, the survey researchers slightly changed the way in which respondents were prodded to admit not having any opinion at all, which Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus demonstrated in a 1978 article could account for the greater intercorrelations. Thus, it now appears that despite the large changes in American politics in the 1960s, there was not a corresponding increase in ideological thinking or ideological consistency.

The third challenge to the minimalist approach to public opinion is so fundamental that we consider it to be the second major school of thought about the nature of public opinion. While individuals may not have an overarching ideology, they do hold enduring and strong core values and beliefs. The idea that American attitudes revolve around deeply held and widely shared core values is an old one. Tocqueville’s discussion of American attitudes in the nineteenth century pointed to the tension between radical individualism, support for the community, and egalitarianism. In early public opinion research, Gunnar Myrdal (1944) saw the great struggle of American political ideology as the conflict between racism (a noxious core belief) and American democratic values. Core values permeate our political rhetoric and historical accountings, and the arguments for an important role for core values providing structure to public opinion evolved into a second major debate about American public opinion.

The prominence of core values as a replacement system for mass beliefs can be traced to a series of academic works. Milton Rokeach in 1973 evaluated both “terminal” values (desirable end states) and “instrumental” values (the means by which we accomplish them). An instrumental value might be something like “ambitious” or “obedient,” while a terminal value might be something like “a comfortable life” or “freedom.” Individuals vary in the degree to which they hold different terminal and instrumental values, but while they may have different ideas about whether obedience is a value, the values of equality and freedom appear to be quite widespread in American opinion.

Rokeach found that the important American value of egalitarianism was strongly associated with the opinions of whites toward Martin Luther King’s assassination in particular, and to racial desegregation efforts more generally. Egalitarianism also was closely associated with opinions about poverty, welfare, and the war in Vietnam for whites and nonwhites alike in Rokeach’s data. Other research has examined the impact of another important American value, individualism, and shown that it, too, seems to be interrelated with opinions on social welfare and racial policies.4

This preponderance of evidence in favor of some significant role for core beliefs implies that the minds of most Americans are hardly politically void; rather, they are sensitive to ideas that have a broader currency than the purchase of immediate political choices. But the core values approach must confront two serious criticisms, both raised by John Zaller in his celebrated 1992 book The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion and in his article with Stanley Feldman in the same year. One is that the profusion of core beliefs and values renders the possibility of constructing a system of mass beliefs unlikely, and that even the construction of something resembling the liberal-conservative continuum is out of reach of such a plethora of monopoles of opinion. The second is that the core values approach is incapable of addressing the vast differences in levels of political awareness among citizens. In the pointed example in Zaller’s book, respondents might have well-formed core values about U.S. foreign involvement in Nicaragua, but the values are unusable for those respondents who do not know where Nicaragua can be found or for whose side the contras were fighting.

In place of a core values approach, Zaller and Feldman offer what we consider to be a third fundamental approach to public opinion, the “belief sampling” approach: a multistep model of the relationship between mass opinion and survey response, dubbed the RAS model (receive-accept sample) and summarized in Zaller’s book as follows:

1. Reception: The greater a person’s level of cognitive engagement with an issue, the more likely he or she is to be exposed to and comprehend—in a word, to receive—political messages concerning that issue. (42)

2. Resistance: People tend to resist arguments that are inconsistent with their political predispositions, but they do so only to the extent that they possess the contextual information necessary to perceive a relationship between the message and their predispositions. (44)

3. Accessibility: The more recently a consideration has been called to mind or thought about, the less time it takes to retrieve that consideration or related considerations from memory and bring them to the top of the head for use. (48)

4. Response: Individuals answer survey questions by averaging across the considerations that are immediately salient or accessible to them. (49)

The key idea is that respondents maintain sets of considerations (potential public opinion expressions), not fixed, canned answers to questions. When asked to provide an answer to a specific question by an interviewer, the respondent samples from the set of considerations. Response instability becomes something to expect from respondents and, indeed, an object of intellectual study.

The Zaller-Feldman model is one that yields a picture of exceptional sensitivity to context. According to Feldman and Zaller, the model is capable of explaining a total of seventeen different effects ranging from interviewer and question-ordering effects, to priming effects of media and the effects of political information. This model is also one where predispositions serve one principal purpose: to resist or accept incoming political information. Predispositions do not account for the sampling of opinions in this perspective; this feature is handled by accessibility, a function of recency and salience. Instead, predispositions filter the messages from which the respondent will produce his or her sample of considerations.

In our view, the Zaller-Feldman perspective excessively minimizes the role of predispositions, which, in their view, affect only a respondent’s ability to encode incoming information; they do not affect sampling from considerations. This is not just a matter of quibbling, since the predispositions approach predicts much greater consistency in answers, and a stronger role for predispositions in coloring response.

In the end, the public opinion literature is left with two currently separate and ultimately incomplete descriptions of American public opinion. The core values approach articulates a set of monopoles around which opinions might be based. The appeal of the approach is that such a diversity of core values could potentially describe a wider range of domains of opinion than could be captured in a simple left-right ideological spectrum. But this appeal is also a detraction in that prospects for a system of mass belief are unlikely. Such an approach provides neither an explanation for opinions that are unstable, nor can it capture differences between masses and elites in the stability of opinion. The Zaller-Feldman approach constructs what is in some ways a more satisfactory explanation of the relationship between masses and elites over public matters, and explicitly permits a model of response variability. Yet the approach leads toward a model of citizens as exceptionally minimal in their core beliefs, citizens who “make it up as they go along” when asked to respond to public opinion surveys.

Our argument stakes out an important middle ground between these approaches. In this book, we integrate core values and beliefs with the Zaller-Feldman approach and thereby produce a nuanced statement about American public opinion. There is no doubt that Americans are generally unknowledgeable and uncertain about political issues, and on that we agree with Lippmann, Converse, and Zaller. But there is no doubt that a profusion of core values and predispositions exist in the minds of Americans and that these values and predispositions provide important foundations for their opinions and survey responses. Here we agree with Tocqueville and Rokeach. We need to find areas of agreement with both sides of the public opinion debate.

Instead of making it up as they go along, we argue that respondents figure it out on the spot. When asked about an issue like affirmative action or race, Americans draw upon their core beliefs and predispositions to produce their answer. We show this simple fact repeatedly in later chapters, where time and again beliefs like egalitarianism, authoritarianism, and even racism provide foundations for survey responses. At the same time, even though there are foundations for public opinion in beliefs and values, identifying which value is relevant may not be obvious for the respondent. As a result, there is also a great deal of malleability or fickleness in public opinion. The malleability or fickleness may come from a simple lack of information about the issues or about how their values should matter for the issues (which we call uncertainty). Or it may come from conflict among values and beliefs (which we call either ambivalence or equivocation, depending on the way in which conflict produces or reduces fickleness).

Yes, this complex brew of values, predispositions, and their conflict makes the study of public opinion difficult for scholars. Yes, this same complexity also makes life difficult for political representatives, as they have to also filter through public opinion to try to understand the desires and values of citizens. But the complexity of public opinion, and the conflict it produces within the minds of Americans and in their debates about issues, produces the struggles over resources, which we call politics. So by better understanding the complexity of public opinion we will go a long way toward better understanding politics.


ROADMAP OF THE BOOK

Our aim in this book is to reconcile the core values with the Zaller and Feldman approaches. Part 1 outlines a new theory of the survey response. We begin with an argument drawn from the core values literature: specifically, that mass opinion orbits around predispositions or inclinations to interpret public opinion questions in particular ways. We argue that there is a profusion of predispositions at play in mass opinion. Chapter 2 discusses the range of these predispositions, including not only core values and beliefs, but also attitudes toward groups, affective evaluations of policy, and expectations about the performance of political actors. At one level, the diversity of these predispositions renders the possibility of simple systems of mass belief unlikely. But at another level we argue that the failure to unify mass beliefs into a single system is itself normatively appealing.

The problem with the core values literature, as raised by Zaller (1992), is that the connection between any particular predisposition and a particular policy choice may be opaque. In chapter 3 we borrow from the RAS model and argue that political “informedness” matters in survey responses in important ways. Answering a survey question is really partly a problem of interpretation: What does the question mean? Which predispositions are pertinent to the policy? The extent to which citizens are able to interpret policy questions in terms of their predispositions depends on their store of political information, as we argue in chapter 3.

Given that a survey respondent is able to summon one or more predispositions that pertain to a policy question, the problem for the respondent is to reconcile these potentially conflicting, potentially irrelevant, or potentially reinforcing value sets. In chapter 4 we specify a theory of response variability, arguing that the combination of political informedness and multiple predispositions can lead to one of three situations, or states. In the condition where a single predisposition presents itself in the policy choice, response variability decreases with the respondent’s political knowledge; we refer to this as uncertainty. In the situation where multiple predispositions are mutually reinforcing, response variability decreases not only with the respondent’s political in-formedness, but also with the extent to which the respondent adheres to the predispositions; we call this condition equivocation. In the final state, multiple predispositions lead to an internalized state of conflict about the choice; we refer to this last condition as ambivalence. Chapter 4 explains why a particular policy domain leads to one or another of these three states and outlines our inferential statistical model, which we use to adjudicate between the states.

In part 2 we examine these three different states of public opinion. We begin in chapter 5 with the problem of ambivalence. The idea that individuals may be internally conflicted about political matters is widespread in the literature (e.g., Hochschild 1981). As we have defined it, ambivalence is a state of intrapersonal conflict, and as we argue in chapters 5 through 7, it is relatively rare across policy domains. We will demonstrate, however, that in one of the most heated debates in contemporary politics—attitudes toward abortion—ambivalence is a potent explanation for observed response variability. But although rare, ambivalence is not confined to abortion; we also show that attitudes regarding euthanasia in the United States are subject to ambivalence as well.

In chapter 6 we consider the problem of uncertainty, specifically turning to attitudes about racial policies and affirmative action. From Myrdal (1944) forward, the dominant characterization of mass attitudes toward racial politics has been that the public is internally conflicted or ambivalent about racial issues. We demonstrate that this is not so, that the public is uncertain, not ambivalent, about racial politics. There is little evidence that respondents are in a state of conflict over race; instead, their relative degree of knowledge about politics and race matters most. The difference is profound since it implies a much more optimistic prognosis for consensus about race in America than one that hinges on the resolution of internal value conflicts.

Multiple predispositions need not be conflictual, though, since they can also be mutually reinforcing. Chapter 7 discusses the state of equivocation, where respondents “speak in two voices” about politics. Citizens may have multiple expectations about what the government is able to do, and even if these expectations are logically contradictory, these contradictions need not be seen as such by survey respondents. In chapter 7 we examine attitudes about the federal bureaucracy, specifically the Internal Revenue Service, and demonstrate that survey respondents expect government to be responsive, honest, and equitable, all at the same time.

Part 3 (chapters 8 and 9) considers the relationship between masses and elites. One approach is to think about how elites understand the opinions of their constituents. Chapter 8 refocuses our attention on the issue of racial policies and affirmative action, using a different data source than we used in chapter 6. We use this different data source to consider how elites interpret mass opinion in the act of political representation. Here we consider the ecology of race, or the difference between individual and aggregate understandings about the reasons for opposition to affirmative action and other racial policies.

In chapter 9, keeping the same analytic focus, we switch our substantive and methodological perspectives to the issue of foreign policy. Here we use a survey that simultaneously measures the attitudes of civilian masses and military elites toward the scope of acceptable casualties for hypothetical conflicts and the extent of military autonomy from civilian control. The central question in this chapter is the extent to which masses and elites experience conflict in different ways, and we find that elite opinion is better crystallized than mass opinion, but that masses are equivocal about military policy while the military elites are ambivalent.

A fairly large amount of methodological work forms the basis for our analyses in chapters 5 through 9, but in general, our goal has been to keep the purely methodological discussions out of the text and to relegate them to appendixes available on the Internet for interested readers (at www.pupress.princeton.edu/alvarez). There, they can find details about the data sets we use, a discussion of methods employed, and a full presentation of the estimation results. In each chapter, however, we present graphical and tabular summaries of the estimation results so that readers who are not interested in the methodological details will not be distracted from our primary results.

Chapter 10 concludes our analysis. There we recount briefly our arguments and our empirical findings. We also discuss how our research provides an integration of the two main approaches used to understand American public opinion: predispositions and the RAS model. Our conclusion provides a detailed discussion of this integration and explains why it vastly improves our understanding of public opinion in the United States.





Part 1

THEORY AND METHODS


CHAPTER 2

Predispositions

THE VERY CORE of the idea of democracy is that people believe in something. Maybe the something is self-interest, assessing any candidate or policy in terms of What’s in it for me? Maybe the something is more collective, asking the candidate, What will you do for us? Maybe the something is more rarefied: Is this fair? or Is this right? The list of democratic theorists who assume a core of belief is prodigious: Rousseau, Locke, Mill, Dewey, Rawls, and many others. We are not aware of a single influential theorist who describes democracy and does not begin from some idea that people have meaningful beliefs and preferences about public life.

How do social scientists describe these somethings? There are a variety of terms, each implying a different level of conceptualization (is it abstract or concrete?), specificity (is this general or only with reference to a specific target?), durability (ephemeral or lasting?), and centrality (important to self-image or peripheral?).

In our work, the distinction between the durable and the ephemeral sources of answers to survey questions is crucial. We will refer to the durable class as predisposition, inclinations to judge an object in a particular way. We include under this label well-used foundations of beliefs: core values (e.g., Rokeach 1973), such as a preference for limited government; group attachments, such as a self-identification as being“black” or “fundamentalist”; affective judgments, such as being pro-labor or antiblack; impressions, such as a summary judgment of presidential candidates; and expectations, beliefs about what others are likely to do.

What evidence is there of anything durable in the minds of citizens as it pertains, even remotely, to politics? In a recent synthesis of the psychological literature on how people respond to surveys, Tourangeau, Rips, and Rasinski (2000) identify three different sources for answers: “impressions or stereotypes; general attitudes or values; [and] specific beliefs or feelings about the target.” (172)

At one extreme of specificity, there is a portion of the public that has well-defined, specific, and firm beliefs and feelings about political targets. Some respondents actually have answers to survey questions in their heads, in part perhaps because the questions are so well known. An example might be “Do you approve or disapprove of the president’s performance?” Some respondents have such a high degree of familiarity with politics that they have well-defined beliefs over a wide range of topics, yet these are probably rare. As a general source of explanation for response variability, one would probably not look to this category.

At the other extreme of specificity in content about the political targets are impressions, which refer to vague summaries that reflect one’s overall judgment about an object, the general balance of positive or negative assessments, independent of specific information. Impressions are not based on memory (in that specific details can be recalled), but are “on-line” (Hastie and Park 1986; Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh 1989), easily summoned.

There is powerful evidence that voters keep these on-line tallies for purposes of evaluating candidates. Lodge and colleagues demonstrate through experiments that although subjects cannot recall the specifics of information that would cast candidates in a good or bad light, they do update their general impressions, or their on-line tally of the candidate.

But how relevant are impressions toward understanding response variability? There are two sources of ambiguity about their general utility for understanding survey response. One source is how a respondent would keep or use an on-line tally with reference to candidates considered in isolation, or to more complex objects of evaluation, such as matters of policy. Suppose one reads about the FDA decision to permit administration of RU486 for early termination of pregnancies. How does this new information affect your on-line impression about abortion? Or does this information affect a new tally about the FDA?

A second source of ambiguity arises from new research in social psychology and physiology. Cacioppo and colleagues (e.g., Cacioppo and Gardner 1999; Holbrook et al. 2001) argue that positive and negative streams of information do not automatically reconcile along a single dimension. Subjects can simultaneously maintain both positive and negative evaluations of an object. This simultaneous positive-negative evaluation could be a manifestation of internalized conflict, or it could be a disconnected yet simultaneous feeling of being “bittersweet” (the archetypal example would be the graduating senior’s sense of triumph and elation upon graduating, and his/her feelings of sadness and anxiety upon leaving college). As Holbrook and colleagues show, this disconnectedness of positive and negative streams of information challenges the “simple theory of voting” (Kelley and Mirer 1974) in that respondents who have equal levels of likes about candidates are behaviorally more stimulated than those holding equal levels of dislikes about candidates.
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