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It is my pleasure to republish in this volume Philip E. Converse’s “The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics,” along with reflections from eminent political scientists and from Converse himself. 

With this honor goes the privilege of being able to foist onto the reader my own observations about the attention, and the neglect, that various aspects of Converse’s paper have received. This is not an opportunity I would normally have, since I am not a survey researcher or a political psychologist, and it is primarily among them that Converse’s work has made a tremendous difference. I am a political theorist who stumbled onto “The Nature of Belief Systems” in a statistics-for-philosophers course in political-science graduate school. Among political theorists, democratic ideals are pretty much taken for granted, but I am convinced that Converse’s work, and that of the mainstream of public-opinion research, calls democratic ideals into question, as well as overturning much of the journalistic and conventional wisdom about democratic practice.

The issues that have been explored by public-opinion and political-psychology research since Converse’s paper appeared are presented by our contributors so as to be accessible to nonspecialists. Thus, rather than attempting more than occasional commentary on their self-explanatory papers, my task is, as I see it, to induce scholars in the other subfields of political science and in related disciplines, as well as educated laymen, to read them by explicating “The Nature of Belief Systems” itself. Readers seeking an historical overview of the issues at stake should turn to Stephen Earl Bennett’s article below. A thematic treatment of the main lines of scholarly debate “after Converse” is provided in Donald Kinder’s paper. James Fishkin, Doris Graber, Russell Hardin, Donald Luskin, Arthur Lupia, and Samuel Popkin argue out some of the normative and theoretical implications that have been derived from Converse. And Scott Althaus, Samuel DeCanio, Ilya Somin, and Gregory Wawro focus, albeit not exclusively, on how “Conversean” ideas can be further applied in political research.

My own approach will be textual and speculative. I will attempt a close enough reading of “The Nature of Belief Systems” that one who is unfamiliar with this document might come to see its great interest. But my aim will not be to determine “what Converse really meant” (and he may well disagree with aspects of my interpretation). Instead, I will develop what I see as some of the most important ramifications of Converse’s paper, which have gone undernoticed--perhaps even by him--and I will try to state them as provocatively as I can. 

The other essays span a wide and fascinating gamut of opinion that befits the large questions at stake. Having now placed them in the reader’s hands, my hope is to encourage the reader to carry forward the debate.

I. IMPLICATIONS OF “THE NATURE OF BELIEF SYSTEMS” FOR NORMATIVE THEORY

Weber ([1904] 1949) famously taught that, if it is not to turn into the production of knowledge for its own sake, empirical scholarship is properly guided by the scholars’ normative and other “interests.” And although “The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics” does not reach normative conclusions, neither it nor the scholarly literature to which it has led are exercises in the pointless production of knowledge. There are countless discussions in this literature about how discouraged we should be by the research that Converse pioneered, and the discouragement in question regards nothing less than the possibility and the legitimacy of democratic rule. If the picture painted in “The Nature of Belief Systems” is accurate, there may be no hope that popular government can exist; or that, to the extent that it does, it can produce desirable results. 

Converse used interview data generated by the University of Michigan’s Survey Research Center (SRC) to show what had long been suspected by anecdotal observers of public opinion, such as Walter Lippmann ([1922] 1949) and Joseph A. Schumpeter (1950): that the public is abysmally ignorant of almost everything connected to politics. This conclusion was already apparent in the portrait of The American Voter (1960) that Converse and his Michigan colleagues Angus Campbell, Warren E. Miller, and Donald E. Stokes had drawn on the basis of SRC data. As Christopher Achen (1975, 1218) conceded in the introduction to his critique of Converse:

The sophisticated electorates postulated by some of the more enthusiastic

democratic theorists do not exist, even in the best educated modern

societies. 

The public opinion surveys reported by the University of Michigan

Survey Research Center (SRC) have powerfully supported the bleakest

views of voter sophistication. . . . The predominant impression these

studies yield is that the average citizen has little understanding of political

matters. Voters are said to be little influenced by “ideology,” to cast their

votes with far more regard to their party identification than to the issues

in a campaign, and often to be ignorant of even the names of the 

candidates for Congress in their district. Needless to say, the impact of

these conclusions on democratic theory is enormously destructive.

Subsequent research, inspired by the work of the Michigan school, has amply borne out its “bleak” findings. Whether the question is what the government does, what it is constitutionally authorized to do, what new policies are being proposed, or what reasons are being offered for them, most people have no idea how to answer accurately (e.g., Page and Shapiro 1992, 10-11; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Hochschild 2001, 320; Bishop 2005). Indeed, the last four decades of public-opinion literature might as well be called the “public-ignorance literature.” 

Most of this scholarship establishes that the public lacks the most elementary political information. It is paradoxical, then, that nothing more dramatically brought public ignorance home to public-opinion scholars than Converse’s 1964 paper, which focused on the public’s ignorance of relatively esoteric knowledge: knowledge of political ideology. Converse ([1964] 2006, 67n13) confined to an end note such indicators of the public’s elementary political ignorance as the fact that “at the height of the Berlin crisis, 63 percent of the American public did not know that the city was encircled by hostile troops,” and that “70 percent is a good estimate of the proportion of the public that does not know which party controls Congress.” Instead of exploring ignorance of such basic information, Converse investigated the public’s ignorance of the liberal or conservative worldviews that surely undergirded the political perceptions of (most of) his readers, whose knowledge of politics was far more sophisticated than that of the average voter. Political observers of the sort for whom Converse was writing tend to attribute electoral outcomes to the shifting fortunes of the liberal or conservative agenda of the moment. Converse showed that such analysis is wildly unrealistic: far from grasping what is at stake in the debates among liberals and conservatives going on at any given time, most members of the public do not even know what liberalism and conservatism mean. 

Having been confronted with page after page of painstaking statistical analysis to that effect, no reader of “The Nature of Belief Systems” can come away unimpressed by the public’s ignorance of ideology. On the basis of what, then, does the public make its political decisions? Converse ([1964] 2006, 38, 16) found that most people vote on the basis of their feelings about members of “visible social groupings”; or by unreflectively crediting or blaming incumbents for “the nature of the times” (e.g., a prosperous economy); or by means of blind partisan loyalty, unenlightened by knowledge of one’s own party’s policy positions or of their overarching rationale. 

Descriptively, the “take-away” point of “The Nature of Belief Systems” is that the public is far more ignorant than academic and journalistic observers of politics realize.  The chief prescriptive implication seems to be that the will of the people is so woefully uninformed that one might wonder about the propriety of enacting it into law. 

The Neglected Problem of Ideologues
Those messages were received, loud and clear, by specialists in public opinion. But matching the paradoxical way that Converse demonstrated the public’s political ignorance is the curious nature of the subsequent literature, right down to the present day. So great was the impact of “The Nature of Belief Systems” that its topic, ignorance of ideology, has often been equated with political ignorance tout court. As a result, much of the research seems to take it for granted that if only average members of the public acted more like the ideological elites, the normative concerns stirred up by Converse would be stilled.

Thus, post-Converse public-opinion research has frequently sought to show that while the masses may be ignorant of ideology, their individual or aggregate behavior is similar to that of the ideologically sophisticated minority. At the micro level, post-Converse scholars have both explored and celebrated people’s use of such proxies for ideological expertise as candidate endorsements by political parties or “public-interest” groups (e.g., Aldrich 1995; Lupia and McCubbins 1998). At the macro level, it has been pointed out that if the opinions of the ignorant many are randomly distributed on a given issue, the opinions of the well-informed few will decide the issue (Page and Shapiro 1992), through “the miracle of aggregation” (Converse 1990, 383). 

As empirical research, this literature is not only unobjectionable; it is crucially important in filling out our understanding of what goes on, individually and collectively, among the members of a mass polity. But as a normative theorist, I wonder whether such findings shouldn’t aggravate the very worries to which Converse’s 1964 article gave rise. 

It has not been widely enough recognized that Converse demonstrated only that ideological elites are better informed than most members of the general public. This does not make them well informed in any absolute sense. This is easy to forget in light of the astonishingly low levels of information that the research has shown is possessed by most voters in any modern democracy. But to grasp the irrelevance of being relatively well informed to reaching desirable levels of information, just consider the most reviled pundit on the other side of the political spectrum from yourself.  In the eyes of a liberal, for example, a Rush Limbaugh or Sean Hannity, while well informed about the names and actions of Democratic political figures, will seem appallingly ignorant of the arguments for Democratic positions. The same goes in reverse for a Frank Rich or Paul Krugman in the eyes of a conservative.

Moreover, the relative “sophistication” of political elites--in the sense of their reasoning, rather than their information levels--is ideological, not general. They are particularly well informed about what it means to be a conservative or a liberal, and their reasoning about politics is structured by this knowledge. But that is because they tend to be conservative or liberal ideologues: closed-minded partisans of one point of view. Should the leadership of public opinion by such people be a source of relief--or a cause for anxiety?

Converse ([1964], 3), after all, defined ideology as attitudinal constraint. He equated constraint with “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.” There would be nothing worrisome about such predictability if people’s political attitudes were being constrained by logic or evidence. But Converse made it abundantly clear that that is not the type of constraint he had in mind. 

“Whatever may be learned through the use of strict logic as a type of constraint,” Converse ([1964] 2006, 6) wrote, “it seems obvious that few belief systems of any range at all depend for their constraint upon logic.” Ideologies are only “apparently logical wholes,” and the appearance is skin deep (ibid., 8, emph. added). 

If it is not logic that constrains the ideologue, could it be empirical evidence? Converse answers this question more elliptically but, I think, just as decisively, in his brief remarks about the ideology par excellence, Marxism. Officially at least, the claims of Marxism are solely empirical. Marxists take Marx to have demonstrated certain empirical tendencies of capitalism, from which follow certain historical results. Converse asserts, however, that even if they were “made to resemble a structure of logical propositions,” that is not what would give the claims of Marxism their hold on the political “attitudes” of Marxists (ibid., 7). It is not the force of the facts, any more than the force of logic, that makes the opinions of ideologues predictable.

For Converse ([1964] 2006, 7, emph. original), “what is important is that the elites familiar with the total shapes of these belief systems have experienced them as logically constrained clusters of ideas.” But this experience does not stem from the ideologue’s astute reasoning or her keen investigation of reality. She is merely the puppet of the political worldview she has been taught. This worldview, in turn, has been concocted by a “creative synthesizer” of that belief system. 

Only a “minuscule proportion of any population” is capable of such creative syntheses (Converse [1964] 2006, 7). The tiny group of ideology synthesizers constitutes the stratum whose activities are usually studied under the rubric of “the history of ideas” (ibid., 65). These synthesizers, the likes of Marx, St. Simon, Spencer, and Ayn Rand, are not to be confused with the millions of people--their conscious or unwitting followers--who show up in opinion surveys as the ideologically sophisticated “elite.” These millions, while a small fraction of the mass public, vastly outnumber the handful of creative ideological synthesizers whose ideas they repeat. 

Perhaps we should call the creative synthesizers “ideologists,” to avoid conflating them with the millions of ideologues who are their pupils. The ideologues are the ones with predictable political “attitudes.” The ideologists are the ones who have established that these attitudes flow from “premises about the nature of social justice, social change, ‘natural law,’ and the like” (Converse [1964] 2006, 7). Ideologists lead. Ideologues follow. And the mass public wanders. 

In piecing together a new political worldview, ideologists are, for the purposes of Converse’s model, unconstrained. In this respect, they look more like the ignorant masses than like the ideologues. The lack of constraint of the ideologists is a function of their creativity. The lack of constraint of the masses is a function of their cluelessness. Ideologists are, in the ideal type, free to produce the belief systems that suit them. Ideologues, by contrast, are constrained to accept the ideologies they have been taught.

By virtue of Converse’s measure of ideology--attitudinal constraint--ideologues are unfree to concoct creative syntheses of their own.1  “The multiple idea-elements of a belief system” are “diffused” from the ideologists to the ideologues “in ‘packages,’ which consumers come to see as ‘natural’ wholes, for they are presented in such terms (‘If you believe this, then you will also believe that, for it follows in such-and-such ways)’” (Converse [1964] 2006, 8-9.)  Ideologues have been taught which political attitudes “go together” in a package. Moreover, they have been taught how this package supposedly follows from “a few crowning postures,” such as “survival of the fittest in the spirit of social Darwinism--[that] serve as a sort of glue to bind together many more specific attitudes and beliefs” (ibid., 7). The glue is found in the arguments of the ideologists, but “there is a broad gulf between strict logic and the quasi-logic of cogent argument” (ibid.). The ideologists’ quasi-logic makes a belief system stick, just as it makes the beliefs cling to each other in a “system,” but the adherence of the beliefs to each other and to the mind of the ideologue betokens their determination by culturally transmitted perceptions of reality--not by reality itself.

The Hobson’s Choice of Democracy

Converse damns those who fall for the quasi-logic of ideologies with faint praise that has often been mistaken, in the scholarly literature, for adulation. Yes, the ideologue may have predictable political attitudes, but should that be considered good?  

Because she has been taught that beliefs x, y, and z go together as offshoots of the crowning postures of her ideology, and because she has been convinced of the legitimacy of the whole package by an ideologist’s quasi-logic, the ideologue’s “deliberation” will inevitably reach conclusions x, y, and z. Her predictability is a product of the degree to which her mind has been closed. She may be better informed about ideology than most people, but she has gained as much in dogmatism as in knowledge (cf. Taber and Lodge 2006). Perhaps unlike most people, she has strong political convictions. But convictions are mere opinions, and “opinions, be they ever so fervent, are no proof of informedness” (Converse 1966, 631).  

To have one’s attitudes constrained by one’s ideology is to be unfree to examine, without prejudice, alternative points of view. In the very act of displaying the ideologue’s attitudinal constraint, “The Nature of Belief Systems” suggests an inverse correlation between being well informed about ideology and being open minded about politics. There is, it seems, a tradeoff between ignorance and dogmatism: less of the first tends to produce more of the second.

One might wonder if this relationship is tautological, not empirical: an artifact of the way Converse has set up the problem, not a finding about the world. Converse defines the ideologue as one whose attitudes are constrained by a belief system, so what is really being proved here? 

The answer to this question reveals an undernoticed bonus of Converse’s research design. Having chosen knowledge of ideology as his dependent variable, it is open to him to demonstrate its empirical correlation with the dogmatism that he defines as equivalent to being an ideologue--and he does so (Converse [1964] 2006, **). It is tautologically true that those who score high on attitudinal constraint are, by necessity, “ideologues”--by Converse’s definition. But it is not tautological that the people whose attitudes are the most constrained by ideologies would be the same ones who tend to be the most knowledgeable about ideologies. Whether ideological constraint goes with ideological knowledge is a contingent question, and Converse suggests--perfectly in line with any experience in real-world politics--that the answer tends to be yes. 

A tendency is not a necessity. The logical possibility of people becoming politically expert while avoiding the snares of ideology remains, and the frequency with which this happens in the real world is an open question.  But given the correlation between knowledge and dogmatism that Converse seems to have found (cf. Tetlock 2006), it surely isn’t true that if only the uninformed many mimicked the well-informed but ideological few, politics would be more rational, or policy more sane. It is by no means evident that we should prefer rule by the doctrinaire to rule by the ignorant. But that is the Hobson’s Choice to which “The Nature of Belief Systems” appears to consign us.

The Spiral of Conviction 

If my argument is correct, “The Nature of Belief Systems” has sometimes been misread as a brief for ideology. But this misreading not entirely lack for textual justification. 

In Converse’s telling, the ideologues, when compared to the ideology-free masses, are able to integrate larger quantities of political information of all kinds, not just information about their ideologies. They are relatively well informed not just about why “attitudes” x, y, and z supposedly go together, but about other political matters, too. 


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 

approximates that of sophisticated “rational” models, which assume 

relatively full information. (Converse [1964] 2006, 29.)2

Ideology may close minds, but it also provides pegs on which to hang the political facts of which non-ideologues tend to be ignorant. 

Converse does not try to explain why ideologues tend to be better informed about politics in general, not just about the particular tenets of their ideology. But this finding is eminently consistent with Lippmann’s earlier observations about the epistemology of politics. The political world, Lippmann ([1922] 1949, 11) had noted, is 

altogether too big, too complex, and too fleeting for direct acquaintance. 

We are not equipped to deal with so much subtlety, so much variety, so 

many permutations and combinations. And although we have to act in 

that environment, we have to reconstruct it on a simpler model before 

we can manage with it.

Such models are essential to seeing the world as something other than a blooming, buzzing confusion. But they necessarily screen out more information than they screen in. That is their very function. They allow us to learn about the world--but only about what the model deems important about the world. 

Lippmann calls political models “stereotypes.” He writes:


When a system of stereotypes is well fixed, our attention is called to


those facts which support it, and diverted from those which contradict. 


. . . We do not see what our eyes are not accustomed to take into account. 

Sometimes consciously, more often without knowing it, we are impressed 

by those facts which fit our philosophy. (Ibid., 78.)

By letting her focus on a few ideologically salient aspects of an infinite political world, a system of stereotypes--a belief system--allows the ideologue to absorb more information about politics than if politics seemed to her (as it does to less sophisticated observers) a formless chaos. If she is a convinced conservative, departures from the “crowning posture” of self-reliance will leap out from the political thicket as likely sources of social malfunction. With the assistance of the conservative ideologist, she can now digest some of the otherwise confusing data of politics. If instead she is a leftist, she will have been instructed by the ideologist to notice signs of capitalist perfidy. Each of these signs will register to her as significant and memorable, and they can be pieced together to form a coherent picture of otherwise-bewildering events. 

In Lippmann’s view, ideologies provide ideologues with causal theories about the way the world works. For Converse, too, the “premises” of ideologies include theories, as well as the more oft-noticed values. But, going farther than Converse might, it seems to me that causal theories are as essential as values and (perceived) “facts” in the formation of political “attitudes.” It may be part of the quasi-logic of ideologies to make it appear “obvious” that from certain values or facts flow political conclusions x, y, and z--as if people with their hearts in the right place (people with good values) and with “enough information” will necessarily favor x, y, and z. But in real logic, only a causal theory can wed factual “information” with values to produce policy preferences: policies are the means by which factual departures from one’s ends (values) may be remedied. Such preferences entail theories, however tacit, about how the preferred policy will change the facts in a desirable way.

Let me take as an example the conjecture by Jennifer Hochschild (2001, 332)--one of the few normative theorists to express interest in public ignorance--that there might have arisen “no socialism in the United States” because Americans’ perceptions of society-wide problems are counterbalanced by their satisfaction with their own lives.

Even if, as in the counterfactual she suggests, Americans were unhappy with their own lives, or cared only for others’ well-being, a crucial logical step would be required for them to become socialists: the premise that socialism would, in fact, solve society-wide problems. This premise entails many causal theories, even if they seem to the socialist less like theories than like common sense. If they are to lead to policy “preferences,” the facts cannot speak for themselves, even with an assist from values--unless one believes that a certain policy is morally justified, regardless of its actual consequences. One might thus be a socialist for non-consequentialist reasons, i.e., because one thinks that socialist policies are ends in themselves (or because one thinks that being a socialist is an end in itself). And in such a case, one needs very little political information to be an intelligent political participant: one need only know which politicians or proposals are socialist. In that manner, Converse’s concern with low levels of information about why one might favor an ideology such as socialism is short circuited. But if, as in Hochschild’s example, socialist policies are supposed to solve social problems, then one must have a theory that explains why the putative solutions will actually work. The ideologue may not be able to articulate the theory, as Converse showed is often the case. But that is all the better for the epistemic function of ideology. “The perfect stereotype . . . precedes the use of reason; is a form of perception; imposes a certain character on the data of our senses before the data reach our intelligence” (Lippmann 1922, 65).3

The reliance of (non-consequentialist) political ideologies on causal theories helps explain how their rigidity may make ideologues better informed than most people about politics in general. “Public opinion deals with indirect, unseen, and puzzling facts, and there is nothing obvious about them” (Lippmann 1922, 17). One’s causal theories, unexamined or not, will help one to notice and recall certain facts (e.g., acts of capitalist perfidy) that the theory targets as salient. The more deeply rooted one’s causal theories (in one’s perceptions, not in the realities one is trying to perceive), the easier it will be to accumulate and retain political information that fits those theories.

By the same token, one’s causal theories will tend to validate themselves. The aspects of the world that fit an ideology are the facts that its implicit causal theories make easy to spot, easy to remember, easy to intercorrelate. The blindingly “obvious” profusion of this confirmatory evidence testifies, in the mind of the ideologue, not to her selective perception and retention of information, but to the accuracy of the theory  (however inarticulate) that makes the evidence visible to begin with. From this perspective, it may actually be a bad thing for people to become more politically informed. The more information they have, the better they are equipped to repel challenges to the causal theories that have allowed them to accumulate the information in the first place. (“Resistance” to contradictory information is the main topic of the most significant achievement of post-Converse research, John Zaller’s The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion [1992]). 


 Information or Competence?

It might be useful briefly to compare the mind of the ideologue to that of the scientist, and not because the latter comes off any better. 

It is old news to philosophers of science that there is a tradeoff between being well informed and perceiving information selectively. In Thomas Kuhn’s view, of course, the evidence that contradicts a scientific theory is shunted aside as “anomalous.” An even more pointed characterization of scientific practice is provided by Michael Polanyi, as quoted by the editor of the book in which “The Nature of Belief Systems” first appeared, David E. Apter (1964, 39-40): 

Why do people decide to accept science as valid? Can they not see the 

limitations of scientific demonstrations--in the pre-selected evidence, 

the preconceived theories, the always basically deficient documentation? 

Polanyi might well have been describing the all-too-human practices of the ideologue. But in science, the proclivity to see in “the facts” only confirmation of one’s theories is overcome, to some degree, by the trial and error of controlled experiments that can falsify incorrect theories. Usually, no such corrective is available in politics. As Schumpeter (1950, 253) observed in his comparison of politics with the trial and error that takes place in markets, “many decisions of fateful importance are of a nature that makes it impossible for the public to experiment with them at its leisure and at moderate cost. Even if that is possible, however, judgment is as a rule not so easy to arrive at . . . because effects are less easy to interpret.”


I raise the likelihood that there is no science-like corrective to the theoretical biases of the ideologue to get at what I take to be the properly understood normative subtext of “The Nature of Belief Systems”: whether democracy will be likely to converge, not on political decisions that would be made by ideologues who have more political “information” than the masses have absorbed, but instead on decisions rooted in political truths. Lacking an experimental check on people’s proclivity to see what they want to see, how will democracy overcome the ignorance/dogmatism tradeoff and, therefore, produce public policy that actually achieves its objectives?

Democratic competence does not necessarily require that anyone be so omniscient as to master every detail of politics and government--although there would be nothing wrong with doing so, if it were possible. But democratic competence must surely require that somebody know some aspects of politics and government beyond who favors what: namely, those aspects conducive to making policy choices sufficiently “reality based” to achieve desirable objectives. (I am again assuming that policy choices are not ends in themselves.) In short, what is required for political competence is not knowledge of political facts per se, but knowledge of what might, for lack of a better term, be called “wisdom.” Wisdom is information that, for the task at hand, is accurate, relevant, and not so partial as to lead to counterproductive policy choices. The criterion of relevance, in particular, requires that the decision makers’ information correspond to sound causal theories about a complex world. 

The public’s lack of almost all political information raises strong doubts that the people have that sort of information (Bennett 2003). But prodigious quantities of information are no good, either, if that information is false, misleading, or irrelevant. The member of an ideological elite may have a more comprehensive causal theory (or series of causal assumptions) than does a typical voter, but the heaps of data this enables the ideologue to perceive and retain are downright dangerous: they can build impregnable fortresses around the ideologies. If, as “The Nature of Belief Systems” suggests, ideologues compensate with dogmatism for their relatively greater knowledge, then they will probably know a lot of facts, but possess little wisdom. A glance at the dueling ideologues on cable television and in the blogosphere may confirm such fears. 

There would be no better path than omniscience to knowing what is true, relevant, and theoretically sound. Omniscience--on the part of somebody, whether the people or their agents--is thus implicit as a regulative ideal in any consequentialist theory of democracy (even though “the knowledge problem” has received scant explicit attention from contemporary political theorists, unlike their predecessors; cf. Althaus and Bennett below). The shock value of “The Nature of Belief Systems” comes from its suggestion of how very far the mass public is from this regulative ideal. That much has been recognized by Converse’s readers. What has not been as widely noticed is that the ideological elites are just as far from the ideal, not out of sheer ignorance, but out of the likely inaccuracy, irrelevance, and partiality of what they “know,” skewed as it is by their ideological lenses. Ideologues are therefore as problematic for democratic legitimacy as ignoramuses, so even if the role of the people is confined to establishing ends, and the onus is placed on “experts” to figure out the best means for achieving them, we may have (and, I believe, we do have) a serious problem. The “experts,” being highly knowledgeable about their own causal theories, may be ideologues of those theories, separately from or along with being ideologues of the left or of the right (cf. Tetlock 2006). If a spiral of conviction is a tendency built into the cognitive situation human beings face, the so-called experts are as vulnerable to getting sucked into it as are any other human beings (Friedman 2005).

Heuristics: Necessary, but Not Necessarily Good
The ultimate question is how human beings, lacking omniscience, can best be expected to produce desirable political outcomes. The scholars of heuristics4 rightly ask this question, and I cannot better the answer they provide: cognitively imperfect political decision makers--human beings--need to take informational shortcuts, lest they never get to their destination (or even get close). 

This is a message that is completely in accord with “The Nature of Belief Systems.” The decision-making criteria used by political actors throughout Converse’s paper are heuristics by any other name. Nature-of-the-times voters, for example, substitute (what they take to be accurate) information about economic and military performance for full knowledge of incumbent personnel, policies, or philosophy. But that is not necessarily good news for democracy. 

Cognitive shortcuts, like ideologies, entail causal theories. The nature-of-the-times voter’s implicit theory is that the incumbent party is (somehow or other) responsible for prosperity or recession, for a war going badly or for the outbreak of peace. The nature-of-the-times theory, compared to liberalism or conservatism, does not target nearly so much political information as salient, nor make so much of it legible. But that is not the problem with the nature-of-the-times theory. The problem is that it is so often wrong (Achen and Bartels 2004). In place of an impossible omniscience on their own part, nature-of-the-times voters have substituted an improbable omnipotence on the part of the state.

Thus, the normative problem posed by the use of heuristics is like that posed by the use of ideologies. Indeed, Converse ([1964] 2006, 18) suggests that ideologies are heuristics: they are “extremely efficient frames for the organization of many political observations.” I attribute this efficiency, at least in part, to the causal component of ideologies. Even the most complicated causal theory is a cognitive shortcut that abstracts from the full complexity of the world. But one has no reason to think that the simplifications of any given ideology--except, of course, the ideology with which one agrees--are more accurate than the simplifications at work in nature-of-the-times voting, or in any other nonscientific causal theory. And to the extent that ideologues tend to gain in dogmatism what they lose in ignorance, we have every reason to think otherwise. 

Viewing heuristics as a solution to the normative problem implicitly posed by Converse, then, mis-specifies the problem in the same way as when ideology is viewed as a desideratum. If the problem is not ignorance of information per se, but ignorance of accurate, relevant, and unbiased information, then neither ideology nor (other) heuristics necessarily solves the problem. When the heuristics literature shows that people “reason” about politics, we must still ask if they reason about “good data.” And when some of the heuristics literature shows that the masses who lack political data follow the lead of ideological elites who possess mountains of it--but only the mountains visible from within the belief systems into which they have been indoctrinated--the literature has not necessarily demonstrated anything but that in mass democracies, the blinkered lead the blind. 

The Non-Attitudes Non-Issue and Two Types of Democratic Theory

“The Nature of Belief Systems” sparked intense controversy, but the initial debate seems to have had the effect of confining awareness of Converse’s paper to the small number of scholars who could follow the technical issues involved. These issues bore on whether Converse had shown that public opinion really amounted to randomly fluctuating “non-attitudes”; and if so, whether this was just a temporary effect of relatively somnolent 1950s politics. 

From the standpoint of whether the public’s political decisions are wise enough to produce desirable consequences, the stakes in these debates seem extraordinarily low. The question of whether the public’s attitudes are stable is irrelevant, strictly speaking, to concerns about whether the public’s choices are sound. 

In answering that question, attitude instability can, at most, serve to illustrate the severity of public ignorance of ongoing political debates. One may scratch one’s head in amazement at nonattitudes, but one need not fear them. Even popular elections whose determinants are random might lead to good outcomes: once the public is reduced to choosing between two options, as is the case in American government, the voters have an even chance of making the “right” choice just by flipping a coin. (Indeed, if we accept Schumpeter’s view, the random rotation of personnel may be more likely to hit on good outcomes than would deliberate public reflection on government policy, since such reflection will be distorted by the lack of clearly interpretable experimental feedback.)  Were there a tendency toward a wise public will, then there would be a better than even chance of success, and we would have a prima facie consequentialist argument for democracy.  So the question is whether there is such a tendency--not whether there is a tendency toward a stable public will.

The nonattitudes dispute is, however, very pressing from a normatively non-consequentialist perspective. As the debate was framed by Achen (1975, 1227), a leading participant in it, democratic theory would lose “its starting point” without stable public attitudes. For without stable public attitudes, there would no will of the people to be enacted. 

The notion that democratic legitimacy flows not from the congruence of public opinion with desirable choices, but from implementing public policies that the public desires, is voluntarist,5 not consequentialist. Democratic voluntarism has a small but distinguished body of defenders, including Michael Walzer and Robert Dahl. More importantly, voluntarism is a widespread viewpoint in democratic cultures, and it helps explain the public-opinion literature’s preoccupation with whether the public knows enough to vote for those who will enact its preferences. 

Unlike Rousseau, the democratic voluntarist does not distinguish between the “general will”--the decision that is actually conducive to the good of all--and the “will of all”: the decision people think is conducive to that end. Like voluntarist (or “deontological”) understandings of liberalism, which defer questions of “the good” in favor of “the right” of the individual to decide what is good, the voluntarist view of democracy refuses to judge democracy by its (good or bad) outcomes, deferring to the right of the people to enact whatever it wills. 

As the resemblance between democratic and liberal voluntarism may suggest, they are both grounded in the modern emphasis on freedom. Liberal voluntarism privileges freedom for the individual; democratic voluntarism, freedom for the collective6 (or, more accurately, for the majority--as an extension of the equal freedom of each voter; e.g., Dahl 1989, chs. 6-7). Paternalism is, in both forms of voluntarism, the enemy, as it would violate the sovereign will of the liberal person or of the democratic people. Self--determination is what counts for the ideal-typical democratic voluntarist--not wisdom. Indeed, the very idea of political “wisdom,” being potentially authoritarian or elitist, is dubious from a voluntarist standpoint. From the voluntarist perspective, it would be arrogant (and dangerous) for political scientists, or political philosophers, to second-guess the people’s decisions as unwise. Who, after all, are we to judge them (Walzer 1981, 386)? 

It is not coincidental that when John Stuart Mill (1831 and 1836) began to wonder about the wisdom of the public, his doubts led him in paternalistic and elitist directions with which he struggled for the rest of his life. The ground had been laid by the utilitarian consequentialism of his father and Bentham, who defended democracy on the contingent grounds that self-interested voters would be knowledgeable enough about their own needs to choose policies that, in the aggregate, would serve the general happiness. This is an empirical proposition, and one that depends on heroic assumptions about how easy it is to infer appropriate policies from mere awareness of one’s own interests. Voluntarism takes the contingent state of public wisdom, and all other contingency, out of the equation. The people’s will must necessarily be done, let the heavens fall.

Important as nonattitudes may be to voluntarists, they should not overly concern those who find the real-world consequences of politics normatively important, such that civic competence should be judged by democratic results. The latter group may have included Converse himself. 

The section of Converse’s paper on “The Stability of Belief Elements over Time” was not, after all, designed to show that there is no public will--nor did it show that. Converse’s purpose was to pre-empt the objection that, while most people may not be constrained by liberalism or conservatism, they may hew to ideologies of their own individual devising. Converse tested this possibility by using panel data to see if individual respondents hold the same issue positions over time--constrained in some idiosyncratic manner that would go unnoticed if we looked only for liberal or conservative patterns. 

Converse discovered that in some cases, such as policies that imply positive or negative consequences for visible social groups like “Negroes”--and, he speculated, “big business”--individual attitudes do tend to be stable, especially among panelists who aren’t conservative or liberal ideologues. Thus, there is a public will in many instances. Only in the more abstract arenas of foreign policy and, in particular, “the relative role of government and private enterprise in areas like those of housing and utilities”--which were among the issues most hotly debated by post-New Deal liberal and conservative ideologues--did Converse ([1964] 1006, 48) find intertemporal attitude instability among non-ideologues.

These latter findings led Converse to propose a “black and white model” of attitude instability, which 

posits a very sharp dichotomy within the population according to 

processes of change that are polar opposites. There is first a “hard

core” of opinion on a given issue, which is well crystallized and

perfectly stable over time. For the remainder of the population,

response sequences over time are statistically random. (Ibid., 49.)

Like Converse’s larger dependent variable, nonattitudes suggest surprisingly broad public ignorance--in this case, ignorance that policies x, y, or z are even under debate, let alone what arguments are being adduced for or against them. But it does not follow that it is good for the public to have “attitudes” about x, y, or z, regardless of how poorly informed these attitudes are, any more than it follows from public ignorance of ideology that ideology is good. 

Yet this is what a democratic voluntarist must believe, since such attitudes express the public’s will. If the people are sovereign and therefore have a right to exercise their will regardless of the consequences, the black-and-white model causes the worry that (regarding some issues) there is no public will worthy of the name. That said, it is not clear, given the nonjudgmental nature of voluntarism--its refusal to demand reasons, let alone wise reasons, for the sovereign’s decision--why a voluntarist should denigrate a public will that changes from moment to moment (at either the aggregate or the individual level). Why is an inconstant public will any worse than a stable public (or elite) will that is based on ignorance, misinformation, or dogma?

Ockham and Leibniz duked out a similar question long ago. Ockham ([c.1330] 1962, 56-57) was driven by the exigencies of Christian doctrine to posit a God whose will could not be constrained even by (arrogant human perceptions of) goodness or fact. Indeed, Ockham contended, it would violate God’s sovereignty if his will had to be consistent over time. Thus, in Ockham’s view, God could change his mind and undo the Decalogue or destroy the world for no reason at all. Some centuries later, Leibniz ([1710] 1951, 28, sec. 8) replied, in effect, that this would put God in the position of Buridan’s Ass. If whatever God wills becomes good by virtue of his willing it, he would have no basis for willing one thing rather than another.

I will not go further here into this fascinating episode in intellectual history,7 but three lessons can be drawn. 

First, believers in voluntarist democracy need not fear nonattitudes, if they have the strength of their own convictions. They should follow Ockham’s example and accept that the people’s will may be capricious--willful, one might say. Why should a sovereign be “constrained” to be consistent? “Who are we” to demand such a thing from the autonomous people? 

Second, a voluntarist must reject the political equivalent of Leibniz’s rejoinder to Ockham. If the public, like Leibniz’s God, must have reasons for what it wills, then the door opens to examining the reasonability of those reasons--and to “arrogantly” condemning reasons that are rooted in ignorance. For such arrogance could lead, in principle, to paternalistic violations of democratic sovereignty.

Third, from a normative perspective, the voluntarist premises that seemed to justify the nonattitudes debate should have pre-empted research into less extreme cases of public ignorance, which bear on the wisdom rather than the existence of the public will. After the nonattitudes debate ended, though, public-ignorance research kept going. As Karol Edward Soltan (1999, 10) put it, “researchers have for the most part simply presumed that competence in the voting decision has relevance for democracy, and hence they did not hide their horror when empirical research revealed, as they thought, an abysmally low level of competence.” 

I can think of at least three normative judgments on this ongoing research, in light of its implicit challenge to popular sovereignty.

First, if one is a democratic voluntarist, one may dismiss the research as normatively irrelevant at best, dangerous at worst (e.g., Smiley 1999, 372).

Second, if one is a consequentialist, one may take the findings of such research to be potentially fatal to democratic legitimacy. As Zaller (1992, 331) put it, a defender of democracy might contend that the people have a “right to settle any debate they feel moved to settle” in whatever manner they please: the voluntarist view. Or a defender of democracy might follow Mill, who, in Considerations on Representative Government (one of his attempts to square democratic legitimacy and public ignorance), argued that “political participation is a value in itself.” This republican view is probably the default position of most democratic normative theorists. But for Zaller, neither voluntarism nor republicanism suffice. If the public “regularly made decisions that [Zaller] regarded as morally abhorrent or technically stupid,” he would not be a democrat. Zaller does not think the public tends toward such decisions. But that is a contingent question that (I believe) becomes urgent in light of the public’s scant, and the elite’s one-sided, political knowledge.

Between voluntarism and consequentialism is a third position, a middle ground that has been taken by most of the empirical researchers themselves (but not all: e.g., Page and Shapiro 1992; Achen and Bartels 2002; and Bennett, Fishkin, and Kinder below). They have to be consequentialists of a sort, if they care about public ignorance as more than their vocation. But they restrict themselves, for the most part, to looking into whether the public is knowledgeable enough to get the politicians, or the policies, that it wants. That is, they ask about whether public ignorance has the consequence that unpopular policies are enacted. They bracket the question of whether public ignorance has the consequence that popular policies would, if enacted, achieve results that would--or should--be unpopular, asking instead whether the public knows how to connect (a) policy preferences with parties or politicians that favor the same policies; or (b) value preferences with parties or politicians that favor the same ends, or with policies that seem (to the public) to achieve those ends. By narrowing their focus in these ways, the researchers intend, I think, to sidestep the elitism that is always a danger when second-guessing the public (Lupia below). All they ask is whether the public is knowledgeable enough to favor parties, personnel, or policies that reflect the public’s wishes about means or about ends--not whether those means or ends are wise. What goes largely unaddressed, then, is (c) whether the public is knowledgeable enough to prefer policies, or candidates, or parties that will actually achieve the objectives the public prefers, let alone those that it should prefer.

However, even worries about the temporal stability of public attitudes contain criteria, if not of democratic incompetence, at least of democratic illegitimacy. When researchers look beyond attitude stability and investigate whether the public knows enough to competently choose executors of its will (e.g., Wawro below), they widen the potential gap between democratic reality and legitimacy. Public-opinion researchers should notice the path they are on, and dare to keep going. If it is acceptable to question whether the public knows enough to choose personnel who will implement its preferred policies, why not also question whether the public knows enough to choose personnel who will implement policies that achieve the preferred objectives?  

Politics is all too often reduced, in both elite and popular discourse, to the intentions of the public, of politicians, and of the policies they craft--as if wanting something is equivalent to knowing how to get it. The “how” dimension of politics, involving what Zaller calls technical issues--of anthropology, economics, foreign policy, history, psychology, and sociology--is usually downplayed in political discussion, and, too, in public-opinion research. Yet unless democracy is an end in itself, the results of the policies that are the end product of the democratic process are at least as important as the ability of the voters to get the process under way.

It may be that public-opinion researchers, thoroughly familiar with bleak finidngs about the lack of the most basic political knowledge, find it pointless to ask technical questions to which the vast majority of the public could be expected to exhibit either non-attitudes or absurdly uninformed attitudes. And such research would surely bear unwelcome news for any non-voluntarist defender of democracy--unless, hiding in the public’s heuristics, are analytic tools that are superior to those used by ideologues and other well-informed political “experts.”

But I assume that the largest barrier to such research is captured by Zaller’s reference to his own opinions about what constitutes a “stupid” public decision. Researchers probing the public’s technical competence would have to confront the question of which causal theories, and which associated evidence, the public should know. The answer will inevitably invoke the researchers’ own views about which causal theories are sound. Would this violate their commitment to value-neutral social science? 

No: it would simply confer on their work a new level of normative “interest.” Their empirical findings, however, would be just as objectively sound for those who disagreed with the causal theories about which the public was being tested as for those who agreed with them. A free-marketeer might investigate how much the public agreed with his theories of economics, and he might be distressed to find that the answer is “not at all”: Popkin notes, below (*19), that in 1948, 72 percent of the American public favored rent control, and huge majorities always favor raising the minimum wage. A leftist might be heartened by such findings, and a fundamentalist Christian might not care about them, but the finding remain the same. 

Research of this sort would be the logical culmination of the tradition Converse started--as interpreted through consequentialist lenses. And it might have a welcome side effect in directing political scientists’ attention to their own political biases and unquestioned causal theories. Political scientists, too, are members of the public--and as members of the “sophisticated” segment of it, we are more likely than most to be ideologues. Let’s face that fact. Doing so might even help to change it.

II. IMPLICATIONS OF “THE NATURE OF BELIEF SYSTEMS” FOR POSITIVE THEORY

Solely for heuristic purposes--because, at the end of the day, authorial intention is irrelevant--I have been imputing to Converse normative that he may not have had, or may not have had unambiguously. Regardless of Converse’s subjective intentions, his paper has objective implications that are best appreciated as if the text was written with those implications in mind, even if it wasn’t.

But Converse was quite explicit about a different “interest,” in the Weberian sense, of his research. This was his desire to dispel the “optical illusions” that beset academic and journalistic analyses of politics--the overinterpretation of electoral results, for example, as reflecting profound shifts in public Weltanschauungen. 

Optical Illusions, Self-Fulfilling Prophecies, and Figurative Pyramids
One of the reasons to regret that public-opinion research is not more widely known is that the optical illusions may be stronger now than ever. The conventional political wisdom holds, 26 years after the fact, that we are in the grips of a “conservative revolution” that was inaugurated by Ronald Reagan’s “landslide” 1980 election (even if we have now reached a “red-blue” standoff). Leaving aside the fact that 51 percent of the popular vote is no landslide, a reader of Converse will be suspicious of claims about a “tidal wave” of right-wing (or any other -wing) public sentiment. Wherever there are ideological “attitudes,” we would expect them to be relatively stable because of their constraining effect. At the elite level, then, it would be astonishing to find closed-minded ideologues converting to the other side overnight; and at the level of the mass public, it would be astonishing to find shifts in belief systems of which most people are entirely “innocent.”


Not surprisingly, then, the survey data betray little hint of the vaunted conservative revolution (Schwab 1991, ch. 2). On the basis of these data, it is safe to say that most voters had no idea what specific policies Reagan advocated, and would have disapproved of them if they had. Not surprisingly, little on the conservative agenda--save ever-popular tax cutting--has actually been accomplished in the supposedly new era that began in 1980.

Consider by way of illustration a moment at the beginning, and one near the end, of the alleged era of conservatism. Toward the close of the 1980 campaign, Reagan’s easy victory (under almost inconceivably bad “nature-of-the-times” circumstances) nearly melted away when word got out that he might favor Social Security privatization. Two and a half decades later, George W. Bush elicited a Democratic standing ovation of gleeful ridicule when, during his 2006 State of the Union address, he mentioned his failed effort to implement a similar policy. Even after years of media warnings about the insolvency of Social Security, the public fervently backs the program, as research by Benjamin I. Page and Robert Y. Shapiro (1992, 118-21) suggested halfway through the “conservative era.” 

Whatever the determinants of such macro-level attitude stability, we will only be distracted from exploring them if we assume a correspondence between people’s self-reported “conservatism” or “liberalism” and a list of policy positions that a real ideologue would favor. Self-described mass shifts to the left or right probably reflect little but the widely broadcast news of such shifts: people in democracies like to be in the majority. 

The house-of-mirrors aspect of democracy probably goes deeper. What follows is purely speculative, but it is left to the likes of me to engage in it because empirical researchers have not often picked up on Converse’s critique of “optical illusions.”

The day after the 1980 election, journalistic elites, in a classic case of projection, imputed their own familiarity with Reagan’s views to the electorate, and concluded that the Reagan victory must have reflected a massive “shift to the right.” The ethos of democracy is not confined to the institutions of government, so the media rushed to balance their own ranks with conservatives; a hundred (or at least a handful) of George F. Wills bloomed. (This went on only at the level of ideologically self-labeled pundits; at the reportorial level, no liberal leanings were acknowledged, let alone balanced.)  This shift among the talking heads may not only have confirmed the illusion of a shift to the right among those who watch such programs; it may actually have caused a shift to the right among young politicos whose minds were not yet sufficiently closed to ignore the new, conservative messages they were hearing. An optical illusion, then, might have become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Converse’s work inclines against the view that any such rightward shift filtered down, except superficially, to the mass level, but it may well account for the influx of conservative ideologues into the Republican party. A counterbalancing consideration, however, is that while in the short term, elite opinion may be received by the public in too fragmentary a form to determine election results, in the long run the only possible sources of people’s political attitudes--no matter how uninformed, sporadic, and disorganized they are--are nature and culture. If the culture is not ideologically balanced (and no culture could be, without ceasing to be a culture), it would seem inevitable that long-run popular opinion would follow elite biases, except when the latter were incompatible with people’s socially or genetically programmed intuitions. Thus, Converse’s emphasis on the stratification of opinion should, in principle, spark interest in political socialization and evolutionary psychology as “natural” sources of popular identity, heuristics, and barriers to ideological receptivity. At the same time, it should stimulate research on the possible long-term, non-“hypodermic” effects of ideologically charged elite-generated messages--especially at the level of popular culture (as opposed to the culture of talking heads), where a politically disengaged public would be most likely to pick up its political views. 

While a “Conversean” picture of mass democracy reveals that elites and masses are poles apart from each other when it comes to conceptualization and constraint, there is no reason to think that they disagree with each other substantively. (This is especially true when it comes to values and implicit causal theories, as opposed to opinions about day-to-day political issues of which the mass public is dimly aware, at best.) There may be a “continental shelf” between elite and mass opinion, but the beliefs of the elites can still, over time and in oversimplified form, trickle down to the people at large. 

We should bear in mind that the elites discussed by Converse tend not only to ideology, but to communication. For every communicator, there is a communicable idea. Therefore, Converse ([1964] 2006, 65) unfashionably asserted that 

the broad contours of elite decisions over time can depend in a vital 

way upon what is loosely called “the history of ideas.” These decisions 

in turn have effects upon the mass of more common citizens. 

If the history of ideas can affect elites, it has to be through some educational process, formal or otherwise. And if the elites in question produce the output of the educational, journalistic, and entertainment institutions of a culture, then the ideas that have been taught to elites, once sufficiently dumbed down, can be expected to show up among anyone who consumes those products. Rather than automatically producing a sharp dichotomy between the content (rather than the ideological form) of the political attitudes of elites and masses, therefore, Converse’s culturalist approach may yield lagged correspondences between the two. 

In the final paragraph of his paper, Converse ([1964] 2006, 660) shifts metaphors from a continental shelf to “a jumbled cluster of pyramids,” affirming the “trickle-down” theory of ideas that runs through the paper (e.g., ibid., 10). As Converse acknowledges, the trickle from apex to base will not be neat, let alone complete. Different people will be exposed to different rivulets of ideology, and from moment to moment, the ideas trickling down will differ, too. That said, both elites and masses are part of the same culture, so even as the culture changes, continuities can be expected; that is the point, as I understand it, of depicting elite and popular opinion as part of the same pyramid(s). 

Converse’s culturalism sharply distinguishes his method from what is common in political science, now and then. Unlike Marxist reductionists, Converse recognized, like Lippmann ([1922] 1949, ch. 12), that ideologies cannot function as vehicles for class interest unmediated by causal theories about what serves class interest. And unlike the positivist social science that reduces political behavior to demographic causes, Converse does not conflate what is measurable with what is real. Doing so would make nonsense of the very notion of ideologies containing such theories, for it would ignore ideas that have a logic--or at least a life--of their own.

Public Ignorance and State Autonomy
Another reason to note Converse’s culturalism is to emphasize that he is referring to a cultural elite, not necessarily a “power elite.” The members of the public who are sophisticated about politics (relative to most people) aren’t necessarily those who are in charge of the government. Realistically, however, the former, through their teaching and their journalism (and their polling), are likely to shape the ideas of the latter, who tend to be highly educated and voracious consumers of political culture. The power of Converse’s elite, then, lies not only in its influence on mass culture, but in its influence on those who directly shape public policy through their positions in the legislature, the judiciary, and the bureaucracy.


In a democracy, all “branches” of government are nominally subordinate to the people. The power of public opinion is supposed to check even the nomination and confirmation of judges and the appointment of top bureaucrats, since that is done by politicians beholden to the electorate. This nominal barrier to elite rule seems to have stymied the movement to “bring the state back in” to political analysis. During the 1980s, the “state theory” movement was poised to take political science by storm, but while it produced penetrating analyses of pre-democratic states, both premodern (Skocpol 1979) and newly industrialized (Evans et al. 1985, chs. 3, 6, 8, 9, and 10), modern democracy seemed to stop “state theory” in its tracks. 

How could state personnel act autonomously when the revenue that suported the standing armies undergirding “strong states” depended, in democracy, on public approval of state policy--and thus on the extinction of freedom of action for state officials? Indeed, the key role played by standing armies (and their supportive tax-collecting bureaucracies) in state theory--putting down popular protest--fades to insignificance in democracies, where public disaffection is translated into change nonviolently, through the ballot box. Does state autonomy have any role, then, once the state is democratic?

Post-Converse public-opinion research can provide a positive answer to this question, but since that research is usually the province of specialists in American politics, this answer was not apparent to state theorists, who tended to be comparativists. And the question did not occur to public-opinion researchers, for the same reason.

Only recently (DeCanio 2000a, 2000b, and 2005) has the cross-fertilization of public-opinion research and state theory begun, based on a simple premise: a public as ignorant as the one portrayed by Converse is unlikely to be aware of most of the things its government does (cf. Somin 1998). Public ignorance effectively severs a democratic government from the demos. Government officials can let their own ideological agendas shape bureaucratic rule making, judicial decision making, and the crafting of legislation without fear of electoral reprisal--even if their agendas are unpopular--to the extent that the public is thought, by the decision makers, to be unlikely to find out about it. State autonomy in democracies has to do not with the efficiency of tax collection or the reliability of armies, but with a government so big that nobody can keep track of its activities.

This separation between people and policy has limits. The mass media can, by pounding away at a government policy, bring the public’s limited attention to it. Hence Bush’s defeat on Social Security. But these limits have limits: very few issues will receive such sustained media attention that they provoke public outrage and, thus, negative political consequences for unpopular policies. Too, if media personnel agree with an unpopular state action, they probably won’t work hard to raise public awareness of it. But within these very wide boundaries, ignorance-abetted state autonomy could be the central organizing tool for rewriting the entire history of American politics--and the politics of any other democracy.


Rational vs. Radical Ignorance

Instead of state theory, it was rational-choice theory that swept political science at the end of the last century. Fortunately, its fevers are now receding, but as the most comprehensive theoretical agenda since Marxism, it still exerts intellectual authority. Research on public ignorance is not immune from this sometimes-unfortunate influence, in the form of the “rational ignorance” hypothesis--a triumph of theory over reality if ever there was one. 

The theory, of course, holds that it is rational to be ignorant of politics, because the political opinions of the voter in a large electorate are cancelled out by millions of others. This is quite true, but the question is whether people realize it and if so, what they do about it. How many members of the public are themselves rational-choice theorists--and how many of them are good at such theorizing? It stretches credulity to think that voters are so well informed about the costs and benefits of voting that they are aware of a problem that escaped the notice of everyone else until Anthony Downs wrote about it half a century ago--a problem that still seems hard for people to grasp even when it has been pointed out to them (Hardin below), as anyone who has taught the theory in a classroom will testify.

There is, to my knowledge, no evidence that large numbers of people who don’t work in Economics or Political Science departments understand that their votes “don’t count,” despite all the propaganda they hear asserting otherwise. In fact, there is abundant evidence to the contrary, in the form of the hundreds of millions of people who do vote. Unless rational-ignorance theorists can somehow overcome both this “paradox of voting” and the additional paradox that millions of people are, in fact, quite attentive to politics and do their best to learn about it, their theory remains an ideal type that might have wide applicability in some alternative universe; but an ideal type that, like all others, must be backed up by something beyond mere statements of its logical possibility if we are to treat it as applicable to our own world (cf. Friedman 1996).   
One might suppose, as did Converse (1975, 93) himself, that extraordinary political events will prompt greater political interest, hence less political ignorance and stronger attitudes. But this is not to buy the whole rational-ignorance package, including (1) its glaringly dubious conjecture of high-powered reasoning skills across a mass public, and (2) its subtler repudiation of the very notion of mistake. In the rational-ignorance view, people choose to be “ignorant,” meaning that they know that their political opinions are wrong. Leibniz might point out here, once more, the problem of Buridan’s Ass: how could anyone motivate any political “attitudes” if she considered them uninformed? 

In the rational-ignorance view, the “point prediction” should be universal nonattitudes, just as in rational-choice theory the prediction should be universal nonparticipation. Such a theory is ill equipped to explain the attitude-full people who collectively determine political events, and their often-assiduous efforts to become politically well informed despite the insignificant effect that most of them will, individually, exert on the polity.  

It is logically possible that some of those who pay close attention to politics do so for the entertainment value (Somin 2006). “Entertainment” (sports fandom in particular) engages the imagination, or the viscera, sufficiently to motivate tremendous expenditures of resources. If such expenditures are interpreted as conferring pleasure on those being entertained, then we have have an explanation of from the rational-ignorance point prediction that save the theory from falsification. This is fine, but like most such moves in rational-choice theory (Friedman 1995), it is either a tautology (every acquisition of information counts as “entertaining”) or a falsifiable hypothesis that is, once again, false. We have little reason to think that sports fans, and no reason to think that ideologues, believe in more than an abstract way that their attachments (to the home team or to a belief system) are foolishly random,  “rationalizing” their persistence in these false beliefs. Indeed, we have much reason to think otherwise. Personal contact with ideologues, or a perusal of the letters to the editor that they write or the terrorist acts that they commit, makes it clear that they think they have hold of important truths, and that they devote enormous resources to keeping themselves up to date about them--no matter how unpleasant they find the task. Outrage, anguish, and hatred are not the affects one would expect of people who know that they don’t know what they’re talking about (having deliberately decided, as the rational-ignorance theory would have it, that it doesn’t “pay” for them to find out).

As for non-ideological voters, consider group affect, which Converse found motivates many more voters than does ideology. The most salient “group,” in the modern context, is the “nation” (Converse [1964] 2006, **; Greenfeld 1992). A dissertation could be written on, say, the Perot campaign of 1992 (or the current illegal-immigrant controversy) from this perspective. By denouncing the “obviously” negative effects of NAFTA on American workers (and ignoring its putatively positive effects on Mexican workers), Ross Perot almost became president of the United States; he led both Bush and Clinton until he began behaving bizarrely. Viewers of Reform party gatherings on C-SPAN would have seen many ordinary American nationalists, outraged that their government could so clearly violate its mandate to “take care of our own.”8 These voters, from all accounts, had rarely or never before participated in politics. Did they suddenly find it pleasurable to do so? Or did they suddenly find clarity in the otherwise-confusing world of politics, and were thus angered at the “giant sucking sound” of jobs fleeing America for Mexico, which Perot taught them to hear?

Many people--ideological elites and, occasionally, ordinary citizens--care passionately about politics. They often risk their lives, and take others’, because they care so deeply about it. Whether they do this because they are not instrumentally rational (but are rational in ways rational-ignorance theory ignores, such as Weber’s “value rationality,” i.e., a nonconsequentialist sense of duty); or because they are instrumentally rational but ignorant of rational-ignorance theory; or whether they are instrumentally rational but otherwise confused is an interesting question. But whatever the reason, the fact is that they really do care about politics. I hope it is not too declaratory, then, simply to assert that people who are willing to kill or to be killed for the sake of their belief systems are unlikely to think it irrational to investigate the validity of their beliefs. So they do investigate, and they become relatively well informed. Rational-ignorance theory tames the demons of politics by ignoring them, occluding a clear vision of what we are up against in the modern world. Politics may be fun for some, but it is deadly serious for others, and if we treat the latter like the former, we are doomed to be their victims.

There is also a normative problem with rational-ignorance theory, even though it is itself a positive theory. The problem is that the theory attributes ignorance to apathy, fostering the false hope that if we could somehow incentivize people to become better informed, public ignorance would disappear. But if ignorance is a cognitive rather than motivational problem, this hope is delusional. If the chief reason we are ignorant is the inadequacy of the human mind when compared to the vastness of the world it is trying to understand, then even people who are highly motivated to “study up” on politics will face insurmountable barriers to passing the test. And that leads to a second normative problem: it aggravates the idealization of the ideologue that has plagued post-Converse public-opinion research.

Ideologues are paragons of the highly motivated, relatively well-informed citizen, for they have somehow solved the incentives problem (which suggests that it is no great problem at all). Real people want to know the truth and they want to see justice done. The problem, from the vantage point bequeathed to us by Converse, is not with what people want or don’t want: it is with what they know or don’t know, or with what they think they know that isn’t true. This is a problem that becomes invisible if we think of being well informed as a matter of the costly acquisition of hard-to-obtain information, rather than as a matter of interpreting all-too-available information and thus screening most of it out.

Rational-ignorance theory is not cognitivist enough to reach this vantage point. It is a theory about intentions, not cognitions, for it reduces the problem of ignorance to a failure of desire. It seems to me to violate not only the skeptical spirit of Converse’s work, but any realistic appreciation of human limitations, to think that the problem of public ignorance can be solved if we just try hard enough to make ourselves wise. If it were that easy, those who sympathize with democracy would not face, in “The Nature of Belief Systems,” a significant challenge. But it’s not. So we do.9
NOTES

1. Converse does not deny that this, too, is a matter of degree. The masses have their own constraining beliefs; each ideologue will have a slightly different take on the implications of her ideology (Converse [1964] 2006, 7); and even the most creative synthesizer of a “new” belief system must be drawing on “old” materials (the materials that are on offer at that point in the history of ideas) in order to have something to synthesize.

2. I assume that Converse means that ideological voters are relatively well informed, and thus are better able to be instrumentally rational, about which candidate or party to support in pursuit of her political preferences. This does not, of course, mean that the preferences themselves are well informed or rational; see below.

3. Too often, political scientists proceed as if such causal theories are unimportant. As Arthur Lupia points out below, if one then assumes a simple correspondence between one’s values or interests and the policies or politicians one should favor, the cognitive demands of politics are reduced to questions of, essentially, which party or politician favors the policy that self-evidently tracks one’s interests or values. If someone is poor, for example, and if the criterion for the right vote is that person’s economic self-interest, it is thought that the person should vote Democratic, such that all the information she needs is which politician is a Democrat. But what is at stake in political debate is very often such questions as whether a “rising-tide-lifts-all-boats” policy of tax cutting, typically favored by Republicans, will serve the poor better than transfer programs typically favored by Democrats. In this light, the use of party proxies (for example) is a competent way to vote is to beg the questions at issue in politics. Put differently, it is to display ignorance of the alternative theories underlying party positions.
4. The extensive literature on non-ideological heuristics (e.g., Popkin 1991; and many of the papers in Ferejohn and Kuklinski 1990, Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991, Lupia, McCubbins, and Popkin 2000, and Kuklinski 2001) establishes that members of the public “think” about politics. But this seems to me orthogonal to Converse’s primary concern, which is less the public’s rationality or its thoughtfulness than its ignorance.

5. I borrow the term from Michael Sandel (1982, 117, 121), who aptly used it to characterize a defect of deontological liberalism. This did not stop him from reproducing voluntarism in his own, communitarian alternative. See Friedman 2002, chs. 2-3.

6. It is not accidental that another leading communitarian theorist, Michael Walzer (1981), set forth the boldest version of democratic voluntarism. To privilege the will of the majority as nearly inviolate, as Walzer does, is to put the majority in the same place in which communal “identity” is placed by communitarianism. See Friedman 2005, li-lii n3.

7. Cf. Friedman 2001, ch. 7.

8. This may explain why so many voters overestimate the proportion of the U.S. budget spent on foreign aid (Fishkin, Hardin, and Kinder below). How else, given their reliance on group affect, can they explain to themselves why the U.S. government is so big, yet the social problems of Americans remain unsolved? (Corruption, of course, is another favorite answer.)

9. For reasons of space I have avoided the obvious question of how public ignorance can pose a challenge to democracy if ignorance is rooted in cognitive limitations that are part of the human condition, and would thus plague any system of government. In brief, my answer is that we should explore institutional arrangements that require less theorizing about unseen causes and effects than social democracy entails.  See Friedman 2005.
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