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. 1 4 Stanley Feldman

Values, Ideology, and the Structure of
Political Attitudes

b Political Attitudes, Values, and ideology

It would be difficult, if not impossible, to count the number of political
actitudes that a person develops throughour his lifetime. Political figures,
groups, government policies, and policy proposals are just some of the po-
tential elements of the political landscape that people may come to evaluate.
While many of these attitudes mighe be interesting to study on their own,
a great deal of research in political psychology has been devoted to finding
the sources of structure for political attitudes. Given the complexity of pol-
itics, the ambiguity of much political information, and relatively low levels
of political knowledge among members of the public, it would be easy to
believe that these attitudes are unstructured and relatively unpredictable.
Although there is still considerable debate about the typical magnitude of
political actitude structure, it is clear that people’s political evaluations are
at least somewhat predicrable and the relationships among them far exceed
chance. There are many potential sources of structure that probably interact
in complex ways. Partisanship, for example, provides many with a baseline
for evaluating candidates for political office and the policies they propose.
Similarly, social group identities may allow people to determine what is in
the best interest of their group.

A focus on the structure of political atticudes naturally raises the ques-
tion of the role of ideology. References to ideology have abounded in dis-
cussions of politics over the past three hundred years. The language and
rhetoric of politicians and journalists often suggests that evaluations of pol-
itics should be organized along a left-right or liberal-conservative dimension.
Many models of voting behavior and partisan competition have assumed
that parties and voters can be located in some simple ideological space
(Downs, 1957). :

Although politicians, philosophers, and social scientists often discuss
politics as if it were organized on a single left-right dimension, 50 years of
research on public opinion shows that a unidimensional model of ideology
is a poor description of political attitudes for the overwhelming proportion
of people virtually everywhere (Kinder, 1998). This conclusion is not simply
a result of research based on attitude surveys (see, for example, Converse,
1964). Even in-depth interview studies show that people rarely use any




















































