CHAPTER 6

Central questions

· how do we give power to the people or their representatives so that  “the deliberative sense of the community should govern.”  (Hamilton, in Federalist #1)

· can the public voice be more than an echo: can the people take an active role in creating their voice and in determining what information they will need to deliberate and then speak as a people?  (read V.O.Key)

Public opinion – citizens’ attitudes about political issues, leaders, institutions, and events

· “those opinions held by private persons that governments find it prudent to heed.”  (V.O. Key)
· “prudent” because of their concern about their electoral fates (prudent = careful, cautious)
· public opinion need not be actively expressed: even if public opinion is concealed, public officials may act or fail to act because they fear arousing it.

VALUES 

Values (beliefs) – basic principles that shape a person’s opinions about political issues and events

· equality of opportunity: ideal that all Americans should have the freedom to use talents wealth etc to reach their fullest personal and material success

· liberty: principle of freedom from government control

· democracy: system of rule where every person has opportunity to take part in governmental process (through election etc)

· how are political values formed? political socialization – process through which underlying political beliefs and values are formed. agencies of socialization – social institutions (also families and schools) that help shape your basic political values and beliefs.
Influences on social values: family (you usually acquire your party preference at home); social groups (voluntary and involuntary ones – gender and racial groups, political parties, labor unions etc)

Gender gap – tendency for men’s and women’s opinions to differ

Political values form political ideologies.

Political ideology – a cohesive set of beliefs that forms a general philosophy about the role of government
Liberals: those who generally support social and political reform, governmental intervention in the economy, expansion of federal social services, efforts on behalf of poor, minorities; greater concern for environment
Conservatives: those who generally support social and economic status quo and are suspicious of efforts to introduce new political and economic arrangements (a large and powerful government is a threat to citizens’ freedom)

Political efficacy – ability to influence government and politics

POLITICAL OPINION
Two main points:

1. public opinion is extremely important in a democracy because people care deeply about what their fellow citizens believe (in large part because they believe that in the long run public opinion determines what government does)

2. it is often difficult to know what “public opinion” is. One has to carefully look at the question, because question wording can produce significant differences in measured opinion.

Sources of political opinion:
· Education: promotes tolerance to differing views. The more highly educated are more tolerant… the values emphasized in higher education (logical argument, open-mindedness, unemotional analysis) incline the educated to a somewhat greater acceptance of people and practices different form them and theirs

· Media: it is unclear whether and how much opinion is determined by the media. Under some circumstances the media can move public opinion, while under other circumstances the media are ineffectual.
Critics of public opinion

· some critics charge that American government has degenerated into “government by opinion poll”
· the real problem is that public opinion is not some well-defined, stable object that can be easily and accurately measured. It is often a “moving target”.
Problems of public opinion

· mismeasurement

· public opinion is often uninformed
Why?  People are generally more interested in popular culture than politics. Information costs (the time and mental effort required to absorb and store information) are high.

· public opinion is often unconnected
Why? Insufficient and inaccurate information. Also, there is often a gap between principles and practice, which public opinion reflects.
· public opinion is often inconsistent
Why? The American people are not very ideological. (ideology = system of beliefs in which one or more organizing principles connect your views on a wide range of issues).
· salient interest: attitudes and vies that are especially important to the individual holding them

· illusion of saliency: the impression conveyed by polls that something is important to the public when it’s actually not

· bandwagon effect: a shift in electoral support to the candidate that public opinion polls report as the front-runner
POLLING
Public opinion polls: scientific instruments for measuring public opinion.
Accuracy in polling

in general, polls are very accurate in predicting the outcomes elections and votes.  However, one must always examine: question wording, sample size, if the sample is randomly drawn.
· questions must clear and simple

· can’t contain a double negative (such as “impossible.. never happened”)

· to be accurate, a sample must: be large enough to be “representative”; and must be random.
Types of polls:

1. Scientific (scholarly) polls
· based upon statistical theory and drawn from a random scientific sample

· designed to measure trends in mass attitudes or to develop theoretical concepts that “explain” individual political behavior.

· most frequently done by journalists, political scientists, and sociologists
2. Campaign  (“strategic information”) polls

· drawn from a scientific sample

· determine the message or “pitch” of a campaign

· usually consist of ¼ objective questions in which you determine base attitudes and your target population

· ¾ “bias” in that you “test” both positive and negative messages about your candidate (product) and the opposing candidate (product)

3. “Push” Polls
· not randomly drawn sample

· not designed to solicited opinion

· unethical; only purpose is to “push” the voter to make a specific choice.

