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PUBLIC OPINION
I. public opinion is an important topic in American politics

1. since we define ourselves as a democratic society, what the people want matters --they are the ultimate source of governmental legitimacy

2. on the other hand, the founders explicitly and extensively sought to limit the impact of public opinion on politics in the U.S.

3. as we've noticed earlier, numerous checks on majority rule:

4. founders feared that majority could -- and probably would -- act unwisely

5. founders were more interested in fulfilling the goals outlined in the preamble to

a. the Constitution:

6. therefore, they created a system in which public opinion could translate itself into public policy, but not one in which it necessarily would translate itself into public policy.

II. three important facts about public opinion

1. FACTS

A. public opinion may conflict with other important values (Madison's old majority faction problem)

B. most notably, public opinion may conflict with fundamental, constitutionally protected rights

C. potentially -- and sporadically -- a serious problem

D. in actuality, though, our political culture is mild

2. public opinion is very difficult to interpret

A. often there is no one "public", rather many publics
B. many people in the public are

a. uninformed

b. unconstrained -- want mutually exclusive things

C. as a result, while several preferences are stable, many are fickle

a. stable: peace, prosperity

b. fickle: energy, environment, nuclear freeze

c. N.B. ... stable on ideals; fickle on implementation/details

D. sensitive to the wording of questions and, therefore, easily manipulated

a. options/tradeoffs -- taxes for deficit

b. order of alternatives



c. loaded questions

d. so called "astroturf" campaigns

E. result = we must be careful when asked to evaluate options based on what "the

a. public" feels.

F. public opinion is mediated by political elites

a. not everyone's opinion has the same political weight

b. opinion of more politically active people is more politically important

c. political elites

III. origins of public opinion

A. Family

a. party ID is inherited (although this is declining)

b. issue positions are generally not transmitted

B. reference groups

a. churches -- different traditions and social bases

b. Jews: persecuted; generally liberal views on both social and economic matters

c. Catholics: lower SES class often, some persecution, group focus; economically liberal, socially conservative

d. Protestants: dominant group, personal focus; more conservative on both economic and social issues

2. other groups -- we are a nation of joiners

3. biological factors

A. gender gap

a. -because they bear a greater responsibility for bearing/raising children, women tend to be more interested in and liberal on issues concerning social welfare

B. age

a. -younger people tend to be more liberal

b. -less invested in the system

c. -more flexible

4. economic class

A. wealthy have more

B. human nature to think it is deserved

C. favor policies that let them keep their well-deserved wealth --- much invested in the system

5. education

A. generally, education leads to more liberal views (liberal arts)

B. A great example of cross-cutting cleavages, however.

a. -income tends to rise with education

b. -therefore, cross pressures

c. examples: 

i. GOP composed of Wall Street types, farmers, blue collar Reaganites, Bible thumpers; 

ii. Democrats composed of poor, limosine liberals, labor, pro-choice, Catholics

C. contrast with fragmented societies like Northern Ireland

i. -Catholics: poorer, Celtic, nationalist

ii. -Prots: richer, Anglo-Saxon, loyalist

iii. -result = on-going, intractable violence

IV. -----------------------------------------------------------------

V. Liberal vs. Conservative can be confusing

A. Classically

a. liberals = proponents of limited government

b. conservatives = opponents of French Revolution

c. socially conservative ( believed in a larger role for government -- protect the traditional social fabric

B. changed in the U.S. during the Progressive Era (1890-1910) and the New Deal (1930s)

C. FDR described his efforts to have federal government take a larger responsibility for social welfare as "liberal"

D. conservatives opposed this --- called for smaller government

E. formed the basis for the so-called "New Deal Realignment"

a. Democrats became the party of larger government

b. Republicans became the party of smaller government

F. important to note --- in US, ideology is bounded

a. both liberals and conservatives hail from classical liberal roots

b. split between them is small

c. even the most virulent liberals in the US believe in a basically free market

i. -few anarchists

ii. -few revolutionary Maoists

2. even the most virulent conservatives believe in basic human rights, civil liberties,

a. equality

i. -few monarchists

ii. -few theocrats

iii. -few Nazis

