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Preface
My interest in the study of values was sparked by a simple question. What is it
that makes people believe the things they do? This question begets many more questions.
At the individual level, how can people make sense of the political world when it is
impossible for one person to have all of the knowledge that would be required to make
fully informed decisions? How can individuals who share the same background,
education and knowledge come to such disparate conclusions about politics and policy?
On a global scale, what is it that makes America distinctive in its culture and politics
from other countries in the world?
Many scholars have noted the general lack of political information held by the
public as a problem for modern democracy. How can popular government function when
the public knows so little about the key issues of the day? How can public beliefs and
attitudes measured in surveys have meaning if they are subject to constant change,
revision and flux? These questions are important to me because I ultimately believe that
public beliefs are substantive. Most individuals do have deeply felt beliefs that serve to
make their political opinions meaningful, significant and reflective of underlying truths
about social reality.
The study of values would seem to provide answers to some of these questions.
Individual beliefs are founded in a few key core values. These values serve as
overarching beliefs that help people make sense of the world. But even if values may
simplify the decision making process for some individuals, they also engender a
significant amount of complexity. Values conflict with each other and determining
which values are relevant and how they should be applied is often difficult and influenced
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by context. Within this framework, the nuances, inconsistencies, paradoxes and quirks of
public opinion are significant. They are important because they demonstrate the tensions
and lines of conflict that exist not only within our own culture, but within us.
The dissertation is organized into seven chapters. Chapter 1 provides an
introduction and review of some of the literature on how scholars have understood public
opinion. This includes studies of ideology, values, belief sampling and non-attitudes.
The next three chapters rely on in-depth interviews with subjects and qualitative analysis.
Chapter 2 examines how the value of limited government is measured. Chapter 3 studies
the value of moral traditionalism while Chapter 4 describes responses to questions used
to capture the value of equality. Each of these chapters examines the complexity and
nuances of values. They reveal how each of these values is multifaceted and how many
in the public are conflicted between values and within different dimensions of these
values. The public is ambivalent in many cases, but this ambivalence is caused, not by
ignorance, but by the attempt to reconcile incommensurable value elements. Public
opinion vacillates, not because individuals don’t care, but because they have deep seated
feelings that are both positive and negative about their own values.
The next two chapters use National Election Studies (NES) data to examine
public ambivalence toward how values are related to each other. Chapter 5 examines
how moral traditionalism is related to the value of limited government. The findings of
this chapter show that these values are not linked together in any systematic way.
Chapter 6 studies inconsistencies and ambivalence toward limited government and
equality. Information, ideology, partisanship and feelings about specific groups all
influence the expression of values. Overall, this research shows that values serve as a
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foundation for public opinion, but that this foundation is intricate, complex and not easily
reducible to simple causal relationships between different elements of the public’s value
system. In many cases, the public is ambivalent in their values. The social context, and
the way specific issues are framed and linked to values, are an important determinant in
shaping public beliefs.
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Chapter 1: Overview of the Role of Values in Public Opinion
This study examines the role of values in the belief systems of individuals.
Historically, scholars have argued that public opinion was organized around a liberalconservative ideological divide. When research uncovered the general lack of political
knowledge and ideological thinking among the public, scholars began to search for other
substantive sources of public beliefs. Many scholars have argued that values serve as the
substantive anchor that makes public preferences meaningful and significant.
Nonetheless, there has been significant debate over how substantive values are, how
much information is required to use them, how they are related in value systems and what
are the sources of instability in these values. This chapter sets the stage for examining
values by reviewing some of the literature on ideological thinking and the role of
information and values in public opinion. The interest of scholars in studying values has
in many ways been driven by a search for a replacement for ideology. It thus makes
sense to start this study of values with a review of the role of ideology in structuring
public opinion.
Overview of the Literature
Every influential theorist of democracy begins with the idea that the public has
meaningful beliefs and preferences about politics. Work in the field of political science
has often struggled to reconcile the theoretical demand that citizens have meaningful
preferences with the actual fact that much of the public pays no attention to politics and
possesses little information about the major issues of the day. Public attitudes measured
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in surveys are often subject to substantial response instability, suggesting that they lack
substance.
Political theorists have often conceived of politics as a clash of competing
ideologies, with the public divided on liberal/conservative or other ideological
dimensions. Early survey research on public opinion quickly deconstructed this view of
the world. In their study of the 1956 election, Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes
revealed a public that displayed almost no ideological reasoning. They analyzed
respondent answers to open ended questions about their likes and dislikes of the major
parties and candidates. They found that only 2.5 percent of their sample could be said to
respond to politics in an ideological fashion that would rank issues according to a liberal
and conservative scale.
In The Changing American Voter, Nie, Petrocik and Verba examined public
opinion between 1964 and 1972 and found a marked increase in ideological constraint
among the electorate. Voters became increasingly ideological and polarized in their
political views during these years. The cause of this, they argued, was a political context
where voters were presented with distinct choices. Unlike the 1950s where the
Eisenhower Administration sought to pursue a moderate agenda, the politics of the 1960s
was more contentious. Starting with the election of 1964, where Goldwater offered
conservatives a choice, not an echo, voters where confronted with new issues that
polarized the electorate. Issues such as race, the war in Vietnam and Watergate divided
the nation along ideological lines. They note, “The way in which people think about the
political world is not merely the result of their social and psychological characteristics—
the education they have or their cognitive capacities. The way people think about politics
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is also a reflection of the stimuli offered to them by the political world: the nature of
issues, the salience of these issues, and the way in which issues are presented” (Nie,
Petrocik and Verba 1999). Later research noted that changes in question wording and
enhanced efforts to identify voters with no opinion explained some of this increase in
ideological consistency (Sullivan, Pierson and Marcus 1978). Nonetheless, political
context is critical to how voters view what politics is about, and shapes how they think
about and relate issues to each other.
One way of conceiving of ideology is as a system of attitude constraint. Ideology
limits the range of ideas and policy attitudes that a person is likely to subscribe to. The
more ideological a person is, the easier it is to predict their opinion on one issue based on
their opinion in another area. Converse identified three types of attitude constraint,
logical, psychological and social (Converse 1964). Logical constraint means that certain
beliefs logically entail certain other beliefs. In general, logical constraint has typically
been rather weak, with the specific elements of different ideologies being combined in
radically different ways over time. Social constraint is created by the fact that individuals
are socialized into a particular set of beliefs through learning, and elite cue taking. Those
who are most politically knowledgeable are familiar with the packages of policies that
elites consider to be related. As political knowledge increases, individuals become more
consistent in the way they put together belief systems because they are more likely to
know how elite’s have constructed their belief systems.
Political awareness also enhances ideological thinking because it changes the way
one processes incoming information. John Zaller’s belief sampling model of opinion
formation provides a more fully developed explanation of why the politically aware also
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tend to be more ideological in their views about politics. John Zaller conceived of survey
response occurring in a three-step model that involved receiving political
communications, accepting them and then sampling from them when asked for an
opinion. The more politically aware an individual, the more they were likely to be
exposed to and receive information. At the same time, higher levels of information are
also associated with greater resistance. “People tend to resist arguments that are
inconsistent with their political predispositions, but they do so only to the extent that they
possess contextual information necessary to perceive a relationship between the message
and their predispositions” (Zaller 1992). Lastly, the more recently a consideration has
been called to mind, the less time it takes to retrieve. When individuals respond to
questions, they sample from the considerations that are available and produce an answer
based on the number of considerations for and against a particular opinion.
Another important function of political awareness is that as awareness increases,
public attitudes more closely approximate consensus or polarization among elites.
Individuals respond to cues from elites, and they respond more favorably to cues from
elites that hold views that are consistent with their existing predispositions. They can
respond in an ideological fashion to elite views only to the extent that they know what
elites believe, and are able to identify correctly whether these views are consistent with
their own predispositions.
Overall, while the views of the most aware are more ideological and the level of
ideological thinking in the electorates has varied over time, depending on political
context, much of the public is uninformed about politics and often displays little
ideological organization in their thinking about issues. Studies of public opinion have
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revealed it to be extremely unstable, suggesting that it lacks any substance. In his seminal
study of belief systems, Converse found that on many issues, response instability was so
high among the public in panel studies that it was best explained by completely random
choice mechanisms. Converse speculated that a substantial fraction of the public did not
have meaningful attitudes on most issues (Converse 1964).
Over time, several different critiques have been offered of Converse’s nonattitude thesis. Achen argued that one must conceive of individuals as having a
distribution of opinions rather than a single opinion (Achen 1975). Asking the same
question repeatedly will yield a distribution of responses. The more vague a question, the
wider the distribution of responses that will occur. Thus he argued that while response
instability was a natural feature of public attitudes, measurement error in poorly designed
surveys often made this problem worse.
V.O. Key took a somewhat different posture, arguing that the public had real
preferences, but that these were often unfocused. On most issues, the public did not have
well crafted attitudes or specific demands for policies and programs. Rather, public
opinion could usually be described as latent, serving to set vague boundaries within
which policy makers could operate. The job of leadership was to seek to ascertain what
these boundaries were, and then to define a program and convince the public of its merit.
“Public opinion does not emerge like a cyclone and push obstacles before it. Rather, it
develops under leadership” (Key 1960, 285).
In The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, Zaller developed a belief-sampling
model of opinion formation that straddles between Converse’s conception of nonattitudes and Achen’s conception of attitude distributions. Zaller argued that respondents
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didn’t have “true attitudes” on particular issues. Rather, when asked for their opinion,
individuals tended to sample from relevant considerations that were available at the top
of their head, and provide an answer. Response instability was produced by factors that
change the mix of considerations that were relevant to answering the question. Thus
question wording or question order might change the sample of considerations used to
answer a question. In a similar fashion, news media coverage or political context might
change which pieces of information were available or considered relevant to a particular
issue.
Another critique of Converse’s non-attitude thesis was suggested by Converse
himself. While his study “The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics” focused
primarily on social constraint, he also identified psychological constraint as another
source of the ordering of political ideas. He notes, “often such constraint is quasi
logically argued on the basis of an appeal to some superordinate value or posture toward
man and society, involving premises about the nature of social justice, social change,
“natural law”, and the like. Thus a few crowning postures—like premises about the
survival of the fittest in the spirit of social Darwinism—serve as a sort of glue to bind
together many more specific attitudes and beliefs, and these postures are of prime
centrality in the belief system as a whole” (Converse 1964, 211). Converse’s conception
of psychological constraint was further developed by later scholars who focused on the
role of values in organizing political thought.
In The Nature of Human Values, Milton Rokeach argued that individuals use
values and value systems to form political attitudes. He believed that the values of
freedom and equality were particularly important in shaping political beliefs. Scholars of
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public opinion have often relied on values as an alternative to ideological explanations
for how public opinion is structured. Citizens who are too unsophisticated to possess
ideologies nonetheless may have sufficient awareness to employ values to structure their
attitudes and beliefs (Hurwitz and Peffley 1985). Values are more general and stable
beliefs about the desirable goals to be pursued through politics. These general beliefs
serve as the basis for organizing one’s thinking about politics. Value based reasoning can
serve to reduce the amount of information needed to assess policies and form attitudes. A
large literature has developed examining how and which values affect political attitudes.
These include studies of the welfare state (McClosky and Zaller 1984; Kluegal and Smith
1986; Feldman 1988; Feldman and Zaller 1992; Feldman and Steenbergen 2001) as well
as studies of racial policy (Alvarez and Brehm 1997; Kinder and Sanders 1996; Hurwitz
and Peffley 1992), post materialist values (Inglehart and Abramson 1994), affirmative
action (Fletcher and Chalmers 1991), capital punishment (Norrander 2000),
environmental policy (Pollock, Lilie and Vittes 1993) and many other areas.
In The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, Zaller offers two critiques of the
values literature. First, many studies have failed to take account of the information
required by citizens to use their values in generating attitudes and opinions. For instance,
Zaller found that more aware members of the public with hawkish values were more
likely to express support for aid to the contras than less aware members of the public with
similar values. This was because it required a certain level of political awareness for
citizens to connect their hawkish values to support for the contras. At a minimum,
members of the public would need to know that the contras were fighting against a
communist government in Nicaragua. When survey questions were worded more broadly
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to ask whether respondents favored using military power to stop the spread of
communism in Central America, differences between hawks with low and high levels of
information largely disappeared. Thus even value based reasoning requires the public to
possess significant information.
A second critique that Zaller offers is that no theoretical relationship between
values and ideology has been adequately specified by scholars. “The problem arises from
the fact that, although numerous “value dimensions” between which there is no obvious
logical connection, many people nonetheless respond to different value dimensions as if
they were organized by a common left-right dimension” (Zaller 1992, 26). Different
value dimensions are related to one’s ideological identification in a loose way. These
relationships tend to be stronger among those who are more aware. They are not strong
enough to indicate that values can be organized according a single continuum, but they
indicate that values are linked to each other in ways that are not intuitively, or logically
obvious.
In Hard Choices Easy Answers, Alvarez and Brehm seek to reconcile the divide
between Zaller’s belief sampling approach to opinion formation and the core values
school of thought. They argue that both approaches are ultimately incomplete. The core
values approach is insufficient because it “provides neither an explanation for opinions
that are unstable, nor can it capture differences between masses and elites in the stability
of opinion.” At the same time, Zaller’s approach “leads towards a model of citizens as
exceptionally minimal in their core beliefs, citizens who make it up as they go along
when asked to respond to opinion surveys” (Alvarez and Brehm 2002, 9). They argue
that while public beliefs are based on core values, respondents often have trouble
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determining which values do apply, or how they should apply them. Response instability
occurs as a result of three different states: uncertainty, equivocation and ambivalence.
When a single value is predominantly relevant, but respondents have trouble determining
its relationship to the attitude, their answers are often uncertain. In cases of uncertainty,
response instability decreases as political awareness increases. More information allows
respondents to more accurately link the issue to the value they hold.
Ambivalence occurs in cases where two core values conflict with each other.
“Citizens face choices between desirable incommensurables---literally, that to
accomplish one value requires annihilation of the other value—then that is a choice
setting that is ripe for ambivalence” (Alvarez and Brehm 2002, 59). Ambivalence
requires a choice between two distinct values that can’t be reconciled. Further, the choice
must evolve aspects of social life or politics that the respondent cares about. In cases of
ambivalence, rising levels of political information and rising levels of value coincidence
(the extent to which one’s values are evenly balanced) lead to heightened levels of
response instability, as the conflict between values is more starkly drawn by those who
are most informed.
Equivocation is the third state that affects response stability. Equivocation
involves situations where two or more values mutually reinforce a particular attitude. In
the case of equivocation, rising coincidence and rising levels of information increase
attitude stability.
Alvarez and Brehm suggest that choices that involve trade-offs between
incommensurable values are rare. Abortion and euthanasia are two issues where the
public appears to be ambivalent. In areas of racial policy, they find the public to be
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uncertain, while the public is equivocal in their attitudes towards the IRS. Nonetheless,
political context also plays a role in defining what values are relevant to policy issues.
“To the extent that elite cues are important in telling us what policy means (in terms of
standing predispositions), the nature of elite debate becomes a critical force leading to
ambivalence, uncertainty or equivocation” (Alvarez and Brehm 2002, 59).
Definition of a Value
The first step in studying the role of values in the formation of attitudes is to
define more specifically what is meant by the terms values and attitudes. A value “is an
enduring belief that a specific mode of conduct or end-state existence is personally or
socially preferable to an opposite or converse mode of conduct or end state existence”
(Rokeach 1973, 5). Values differ from attitudes in that they are more durable and
general. A value applies to multiple objects, while an attitude is a cognition about a
specific object. A person might have many thousands of attitudes, but they would
possess only a small number of values.
Attachment to equality is a value, while the beliefs that one should raise the
minimum wage or introduce a more progressive system of taxation are policy attitudes.
Values tend to be more stable than attitudes because they grow out of one’s culture.
They are derived from the institutions and social structure that make up a way of life.
The generality of a value tends to limit the amount of information or reasoning required
to obtain or maintain it. The stability of the institutions and culture that create values
tend to make them more stable than attitudes over time.
In his seminal study of values, Rokeach analyzed 64 different values (Rokeach
1973). He distinguished between instrumental and terminal values. Instrumental values
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refer to modes of conduct that are useful in achieving desirable ends. These might
include such values as ambition, courage, honesty, independence, obedience, helpfulness,
responsibility and self-control. Terminal values refer to desirable end states, which
would include things such as freedom, equality, family security, pleasure, self-respect or
a world at peace.
Terminal values can be further divided into personal “self-centered” values or
social “society-centered” values. While salvation or peace of mind are personal values,
national security and world peace would be considered social values.
Values typically are taught and learned in isolation from other values in an all or
nothing fashion. At the same time, individuals hold multiple values. As individuals
mature, they build value systems through which they develop a relative ranking of values.
While an important feature of values is their durable nature, the relationship of values to
attitudes is subject to change over time as individuals alter the relative weight that they
give to each of their values, or as they acquire new values (Rokeach 1974).
Values play an important role in social and political life. Values serve as
standards to tell us how to act and what to want. “A value is a standard that tells us what
attitudes we should hold…it is a standard we use to justify behavior…it is a standard we
employ morally to judge and compare ourselves with others. Finally, a value is a
standard we employ to tell us which values, attitudes, and actions of others are worth or
not worth trying to influence. If you claim to have a “value” and you do not want to
influence anyone else under the sun to have it too, the chances are it is not a value”
(Rokeach 1969).
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Rokeach believed that two terminal values, equality and freedom, could be used
to define modern political ideologies. Thus he argued that conservatives valued freedom
more than equality, while socialists tended to value equality and freedom equally.
Communists valued equality more than freedom, and fascistic ideologies tended to give a
low priority to both equality and freedom.
While the total number of values is small, the number of permutations in the way
that these values may be ranked is very large. For instance, 18 terminal values can be
arranged in 18 factorial ways, which creates 6,400 trillion distinct value rankings.
Similarities of culture reduce the number of different value systems that are actually
observed between and within societies. Socialization by common institutions and
similarities of sex, age, class and race further reduce the heterogeneity of value systems
employed. Values stand as intervening variables between cultural and institutional
experiences and specific attitudes. Values are thus the dependent variables influenced by
cultural forces, and also the independent variables that determine individual attitudes.
Holding a value does not predict only one possible policy attitude. Values can
conflict with each other, or the different relative ranking of values in value systems can
predict a range of attitudes. Individuals may decide that different values are relevant to
holding a policy attitude. One’s level of political awareness may determine the ability to
reliably link values to attitudes. The way elites frame issues may also change the values
that the public perceives to be relevant to a particular policy attitude.
A variety of values influence public opinion, these include freedom, equality,
ideas about limited government, humanitarianism and moral traditionalism. Each of
these is discussed below in more detail.
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Individualism / Freedom
The value of freedom, or the right to make choices for oneself and to develop
freely as an individual, is a fundamental American value. Thus the Declaration of
Independence declares life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness to be an unalienable right.
Freedom is considered by many to be a fundamental element of what makes one human.
Berlin notes, “But to manipulate men, to propel them towards goals which you—the
social reformer---see, but they may not, is to deny their human essence, to treat them as
objects without wills of their own, and therefore to degrade them” (Berlin 1969, 137).
Mill asserted that “the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any
member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others” (Mill
1865, 9).
Freedom and individualism are closely related concepts that have often been used
interchangeably by political theorists. De Tocqueville identified individualism as a core
American value, and has been credited with inventing the word individualism.
Individualism has several different meanings, and it is important to distinguish between
different types of individualism. Economic individualism is the commitment to merit as
the basis for the distribution of rewards in society and the belief that hard work should be
rewarded and is a value in itself. Economic individualism is closely related to the
Protestant work ethic, and has been a significant feature of American political culture and
society since the nation’s inception.
Social and economic individualism is also related to the belief in limited
government. One must be free from government coercion to pursue one’s interests.
Socioeconomic individualism is thus typically characterized as the belief that people
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should get ahead on their own through hard work. Another conception of individualism
relates to personal freedom and autonomy to achieve self-actualization, what some have
called expressive individualism (Bellah et al. 1996). While expressive individualism is
an important part of American culture, the value of economic individualism is more
closely related to many policy attitudes.
De Tocqueville believed that individualism held dangers for democratic society.
He notes, “Individualism is a calm and considered feeling which disposes each citizen to
isolate himself from the mass of his fellows and withdraw into his own circle of family
and friends; with this little society formed to his taste, he gladly leaves greater society to
look after itself.” American democracy bred individualists who “owe no man anything
and hardly expect anything from anybody. They form the habit of thinking of themselves
in isolation and imagine that their whole destiny is in their hands…each man is forever
thrown back on himself alone, and there is danger that he may be shut up in the solitude
of his own heart” (De Tocqueville 1969, 508).
Equality / Egalitarianism
De Tocqueville believed that equality was the dominant America value. He
asserted that Americans taste for equality was so great that they would prefer equality in
slavery (De Tocqueville 1969, 506). The Declaration of Independence starts with the
proposition that all men are created equal. Despite many areas of glaring inequality,
American political culture has always placed a high value on equality.
Some observers of the U.S. have argued that American society is characterized by
separate domains where different values are preeminent. In the domain of social and
political institutions, rights are distributed universally, and the value of equality is
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dominant. In the economic system, institutions distribute material goods according to the
principles of efficiency (Okun 1975).
The value of equality is held dear for a number of different reasons. Libertarians
believe that equality before the law and the equal and universal distribution of rights
serves as a check on the power of the state. Others argue for the equal distribution of
rights as a protection of society against the encroachment of market values. We separate
society into domains where rights are distributed to all on terms of equality in order to
protect values that can not be achieved through free market transactions. A third
argument for equality is humanism. Individuals have certain rights that are afforded
equally to all in order to preserve human dignity. What rights an individual requires in
order to safeguard their dignity is an area where social theorists differ. Some thinkers,
such as Rawls, argue that extensive redistribution of primary resources, such as wealth,
income and “the sources of self respect” are necessary to promote the full and free
participation of individuals in society.
Equality thus has several different meanings, including legal equality, equality of
opportunity and equality of outcome. While equality of opportunity is often associated
with a belief in economic individualism, the desire to enhance equality of outcome
frequently conflicts with the desire of economic individualists to provide differential
rewards.
The line between the domains of legal equality, equality of opportunity and
equality of outcome is often blurred. Thus equality before the law depends, to some
extent, on access to the resources necessary to hire legal talent, or the time and resources
to understand and the law. Equality of opportunity is conditioned by the unequal
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distribution of social and economic resources within society that are bequeathed on
individuals through birth or a privileged upbringing. American political culture has
tended to be more receptive to the values of legal equality and equality of opportunity.
Humanitarianism
Humanitarianism is a well-developed feature of American culture. De
Tocqueville noted that Americans were individualists dedicated to the pursuit of selfinterest, but they employed the concept of “self interest rightly understood”, which led
them to sacrifice some of their wealth to help their fellow man. A variety of studies have
documented the charitable and humanitarian activities that still characterize and
distinguish American culture (Wuthnow 1991). Humanitarianism is comprised of several
different components, including a positive evaluation of others, concern about their
welfare, and feelings of personal responsibility for others welfare.
Humanitarianism differs from other values, such as egalitarianism, in that it
involves elements of personal involvement and feelings of connectedness to others.
Humanitarians feel a strong urge to get involved with solving other people’s problems.
This feeling is based on a sense of personal connection and empathy with others. This
differs from egalitarian values. Egalitarians thus might have an abstract belief about how
the resources of society should be distributed, but they would feel less responsibility to
take action to achieve this outcome themselves. While the beliefs of egalitarians might
be motivated by an underlying concern for human welfare, they would have less
emotional and personal content than those of the humanitarian. (Feldman and
Steenbergen 2001).
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Limited government
The ideal of limited government has been an enduring concept throughout U.S.
history. Henry David Thoreau opened Civil Disobedience with a quote that has often
been attributed to Jefferson, “That government is best that governs least”. From the
inception of the nation, the ideal of limited government has been associated with both
restricting the sphere of government control, and distributing power to state and local
governments. Alexis de Tocqueville believed that the taste of Americans for
decentralized and limited government served to promote freedom and civic engagement
among citizens. On the growth of centralized administrative power, he notes, “But I
think that administrative centralization only serves to enervate the people that submit to
it, because it constantly tends to diminish their civic spirit. Administrative centralization
succeeds, it is true, in assembling, at a given time and place, all the available resources of
a nation, but it militates against the increase of those resources. It brings triumph on the
day of battle, but in the long run it diminishes a nation’s power” (De Tocqueville 1969,
88).
De Tocqueville feared that democracy carried within itself the danger of
despotism. The people would more readily allow the power of democratic government to
grow, and they would naturally look to government to solve their problems. The danger
of the growth of government power in a democracy was not that it would be brutal or
tyrannical, but rather, that it “hinders, restrains, enervates, stifles, and stultifies so much
that in the end each nation is no more than a flock of timid and hardworking animals with
the government as its shepherd” (Tocqueville 1969, 692).
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The ideal of limited government is closely related to the ideals of self-respect,
self-reliance, responsibility, individualism and freedom. Speaking in 1964, Eisenhower
noted “in far too many ways we are moving toward federal domination over almost every
phase of our economy…this may give to some an immediate sense of material well-being
and personal security. But it is dangerous to our future…what is stolen by paternalistic
government is the precious compound of initiative, independence, self respect that
distinguishes a man from an automaton, a person from a number, productive enterprise
from a regimented people” (McClosky and Zaller 1984).
In the modern era, the ideal of limited government has been more forcefully put
forth by the Republican Party. Much of the modern Republican Party’s anti-government
ideology can be traced to shifts in party philosophy first propounded by Hoover and
Coolidge (Gerring 1996). In 1922, Hoover noted, “Bureaucracy does not tolerate the
spirit of independence; it spreads the spirit of submission into our daily life and
penetrates the temper of our people not with the habit of powerful resistance to wrong,
but with the habit of timid acceptance of irresistible might” (Gerring 1996. 141).
Throughout U.S. history, attacks on the power of government and appeal to the
ideal of limited government have not been restricted to the province of any particular
party. Most modern political candidates find it profitable to be against “Washington
bureaucrats”. Reagan declared that government was not the solution, but the problem.
Clinton announced that the era of big government was over. While the rhetoric of limited
government has often been undercut by the actual growth of government, politicians have
nonetheless found it necessary to appeal to this enduring ideal that is embedded in
American culture.
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Moral Traditionalism
Beliefs about the sources of moral authority play an important role in the value
systems of most people. Many political theorists have argued that religious beliefs not
only shape one’s political attitudes, but provide the cultural environment that makes
possible the achievement of other political values. De Tocqueville asserted that the
religious beliefs and mores of the American people, what he called the “habits of the
heart”, were one of the pillars on which American democracy was based. “While the law
allows the American people to do everything, there are things which religion prevents
them from imagining and forbids them to dare…Religion, which never intervenes
directly in the government of American society, should therefore be considered as the
first of their political institutions” (De Tocqueville 1969, 292).
The religious beliefs of Americans allowed for the self-regulation of personal
behavior and made freedom possible. “Despotism may be able to do without faith, but
freedom cannot…How could society escape destruction if, when political ties are relaxed,
moral ties are not tightened? And what can be done with a people master of itself if it is
not subject to God” (De Tocqueville 1969, 294).
There is a constellation of religious values, but political scientists have often
examined religious values focusing on three different aspects of belief. These include
religious belonging, religious believing and religious behaving. Religious belonging
refers to the affiliation of one to a particular religion, or religious denomination.
Religious believing is measured by doctrinal orthodoxy, and refers to “the combinations
of beliefs traditionally regarded as central to the acceptance of faith”. These include
beliefs about such things as “the sources of religious authority—such as the authority of
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Scripture—and the appropriate relationship of individuals to the divine—such as the
necessity of adult conversion experiences” (Layman 2001, 56). Religious behaving
refers to private ritualistic religious activity, such as prayer, and social religious behavior,
such as attending services.
While religious beliefs have shaped attitudes towards politics throughout U.S.
history, their role has changed over time. The effects of denominational affiliation on
political behavior have historically been more important. Thus Catholics were more
likely to be Democrats and mainline Protestants to be Republicans. Since the late 1970s,
American politics has increasingly become divided between those who have orthodox
religious views and those who have liberal or secular views. “Thus, the important
political differences are not between Protestants, Catholics, and Jews, but between the
members of those groups who have conservative, or traditional religious beliefs and their
counterparts who have liberal, or modern, beliefs and moral outlooks” (Layman 2001,
54).
As new issues, such as abortion and school prayer emerged in the 1970s, many
came to see politics as a battleground in a culture war, which pitted those with
traditionalistic moral beliefs against those who espoused a more liberal, relativistic, and
tolerant (or permissive) view of social behavior. Speaking before the Republican
national convention, Patrick Buchanan noted, “There is a religious war going on in this
country, a culture war as critical to the kind of nation we shall be as the cold war itself,
for this is a war for the soul of America” (Layman 2001). Beliefs in moral traditionalism
are typically associated with conservatism, but they can often conflict with other
conservative values, such as limited government. The rising importance of cultural issues
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in the last 30 years has resulted in religious values exercising a larger role in the
formation of political attitudes than at any time in recent history.
While each of the values discussed above are complex and not easily captured in
survey questions, numerous studies have employed measures to operationalize these
concepts, and some of this is summarized by Feldman (Feldman 1999). The specific data
items available from the NES to measure these values are discussed in more detail in the
following chapters.
Prevalence of Values in the Population
Values are typically thought to be more enduring and general than attitudes. One
comes to have values through the process of socialization. Differences in one’s life
experiences, culture, contact with institutions, experience of gender based roles and other
factors all influence the values that one holds.
American political cultural is often said to be based around a liberal consensus
that emphasizes the importance of freedom and equality. A cultural consensus around
values is usually reflected in the data by rising levels of attachment to particular values as
political knowledge increases. Politically aware individuals receive more political
information from their environment, and tend to more fully learn the values around which
a particular culture is based (McClosky and Zaller 1984). At the same time, conflict and
polarization of political elites tend to be reflected by increasing levels of polarization
among those who are politically aware. The data displayed in Table 1 indicate that there
are some differences in the way in which political values are distributed throughout the
population.
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Table 1: Prevalence of Values by Level of Political Knowledge

Knowledge of Politics
Values Questions

Very Low

Fairly Low

Average

High

Very High

The government should guarantee jobs

2.8

3.2

3.5

3.7

3.7

Government should decrease spending

3.7

3.5

3.4

3.1

3.0

A problem with this country is that we don't give everyone an equal chance

2.6

2.8

2.8

3.0

3.2

Better if we worried less about equality

2.6

2.9

3.0

3.1

3.2

Its ok if some have more of a chance

3.3

3.3

3.4

3.4

3.3

Society should do what is necessary to give everyone an equal chance

1.8

1.6

1.7

1.8

1.7

Society would have fewer problems if there was more equality

2.4

2.3

2.4

2.5

2.6

We have pushed equal rights too far

3.0

3.1

3.2

3.2

3.3

* Source: 2000 National Election Studies Data
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The table shows the average ranking for responses to different values questions.
Lower scores indicate stronger agreement with a particular value, while higher scores
indicate disagreement. For a number of questions, there are systematic differences in the
way respondents at different levels of political knowledge respond. For instance, as
political knowledge increases, respondents are less likely to agree with the proposition
that the government should guarantee jobs and more likely to reflect the individualistic
belief that people should get ahead on their own. Similarly, as levels of political
knowledge increase, respondents are more likely to believe that Federal spending should
be decreased.
Some of the measures of the value of equality of opportunity are also different
across different strata of political awareness. Thus the data suggest that more politically
aware individuals believe that there is less of a problem with the availability of equality
of opportunity for all, but they are also more likely to disagree that we would be better off
if we worried less about equality. More politically aware individuals are also more likely
to disagree that equal rights has been pushed too far. On a number of the equality
indicators, the data show that there are no differences between those who are more and
less aware, suggesting that there may be less consensus around certain aspects of the
value of equality.
When the distribution of values is broken out by party identification, the results
are more mixed. The attachment to economic individualism measured by the guaranteed
jobs question increases for both Democrats and Republicans as political awareness rises.
Aware democrats tend to be more favorably disposed towards government spending,
while more politically aware Republicans are more opposed to spending. The results are
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mixed for most of the equality indicators. Among Republicans, the relationship between
political knowledge and attachment to different measures of equality is weak or nonexistent in most cases. Attachment to the value of political equality increases for
Democrats as political knowledge increases.
The Stability and Durability of Values among the American Public
The core values literature in political science assumes that values are more
durable and stable than attitudes, and that values form a substantive basis in which public
opinion is grounded. While attitudes themselves may be unstable, due to the inability of
individuals to link their values to their attitudes, or because of value conflicts, some
scholars argue that values nonetheless provide voters more durable general
predispositions that influence their political thinking.
While there appears to be no systematic comparative study of the stability of
values and attitudes in the published literature, a number of researchers have touched on
this issue in passing. In his seminal article on the nature of belief systems in mass
publics, Converse found that public opinion on the government ownership of utilities and
housing was very unstable, even though this might be said to comprise a core value on
the role of government in society. Test-retest correlations of attitudes on government
ownership showed correlations of only .3 (Converse 1964). The most stable attitudes
were partisan identification and attitudes about school desegregation. Attitudes about
government guaranteed employment, often used to measure the value of economic
individualism, showed test-retest correlations of about .4, more stable than most attitudes,
although not strikingly so.
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Rokeach showed that aggregate public ranking of values over time was relatively
stable (Rokeach 1974). Test-retest correlations of the individual value rankings were
subject to significant instability though. Public rankings of the value of salvation were
substantially stable over time, displaying a test-retest correlation of .6. The stability of all
other value rankings displayed correlations of less than .44, with over half having
correlations of less than .35 (Inglehart 1985). Inglehart has argued that there is
significant measurement error associated with values questions, and that multi-item
measures of values perform better.
Later work by McCann found evidence that values were influenced by the same
elite cues that attitudes were responsive to (McCann 1997). For instance, in the 1992
election, individuals who voted for Clinton were likely to become more egalitarian in
their values. Those who voted for Bush came to display values that were more
traditionalistic after the election. McCann argued that the values of voters were shaped by
their identification with their party, and they tended to adjust their values to be more in
accord with the value stances that were prominently showcased in the presidential
campaign.
Political Knowledge and the Application of Values
A long line of research has generally been dismissive of the idea that individuals
use ideology to derive their policy preferences. The literature on the use of core values in
political science is often considered to posit a solution to the lack of political knowledge
and ideological thinking among the electorate. “Core principles are sufficiently abstract
to enable most people to derive more specific policy preferences in one or two policy
domains. By drawing upon general beliefs relevant to one or two domains, most citizens
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can reliably figure out policy positions on the basis of how consistent these are with their
more abstract core principles” (Goren 2000). A few basic cultural beliefs “enabled
people who possess only inches of fact to generate miles of preferences” (Wildavsky
1987).
There is some dispute between scholars on how political awareness affects the use
of core values. Zaller has argued that most scholars do not fully appreciate how much
information is required for individuals to connect their values to their policy attitudes
(Zaller 1992). The idea that political sophistication allows citizens to more strongly link
their policy attitudes with their values has been dubbed the expertise interaction model of
public opinion. A number of researchers have challenged the expertise interaction model,
arguing that political sophistication does not affect the use of values, or that its effects are
limited to particular domains (Goren 2004; Goren 2000; Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock
1991).
Other scholars have argued that information plays an important role. “Even
though there are foundations for public opinion in beliefs and values, identifying which
value is relevant may not be obvious for the respondent. As a result, there is also a great
deal of malleability and fickleness in public opinion. The malleability or fickleness may
come from a simple lack of information about the issues or about how their values should
matter for the issues” (Alvarez and Brehm 2002). For instance elites often supply cues
about which values should be applied. On the issue of nuclear power, informed citizens
were more likely to use the value of equality in forming opinions about nuclear energy,
an elite supplied framework (Pollock, Lilie and Vittes 1993).
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The way an issue is framed has important effects on how citizens employ their
values. For instance, in the case of campaign finance, the values of expression and
equality conflict with each other. Individuals tend to balance these values differently,
depending on whether the issue is discussed in terms of specific groups, or more
generally (Grant and Rudolph 2003). Public opinion toward government spending is also
significantly driven by such issue framing effects (Jacoby 2000). Public attitudes
towards overall levels of spending are more negative than when the spending is linked to
a particular program. Individuals who are more attentive to the issue frames developed
by elites will thus tend to use values to assess issues in a different manner than less
sophisticated voters.
Many scholars have argued that opposition to welfare in the U.S. is driven by the
racialization of welfare, the tendency of the public to view welfare recipients as being
primarily composed of minority groups that are undeserving of support (Gilens 2000).
With respect to welfare policy, while education tends to increase levels of tolerance and
lower levels of racial resentment, enhanced levels of education also are “associated with
greater hostility to welfare among those whose negative perceptions do manage to
survive the process of educational socialization” (Federico, 2004). Higher levels of
political sophistication thus may help one to link values to policy views, and in some
cases, may be associated with helping one to link affective judgments, such as racism, to
policy attitudes.
Some scholars have argued that political awareness affects the use of values in
two countervailing directions. Improved information may make an individual’s values
and opinions more integrated. Increased levels of information may help to improve the

27

vertical linkage between general beliefs and specific opinions. On the other hand, more
information may increase the differentiation of beliefs and ideas that are considered
relevant to a particular opinion. More information may enable an individual to balance
many competing considerations, values and beliefs against each other. The linkage
between so many values and ideas and a given opinion may reduce the linkage between
any one value and the opinion. More information may make individual decision making
more complex, and hence less easy to predict based on any individual value (Sniderman,
Brody and Kuklinski 1984).
A number of studies have examined the factors that affect judgments about what
is procedurally fair in the absence of information about whether procedures are really
fair. In general, when individuals lack information about the specifics of a procedure,
judgments about fairness are related to whether they identify with the group that is
responsible for designing the procedure. In addition, under conditions of uncertainty,
judgments of fairness are associated with whether one likes the outcome of the procedure
(Sparks and Durkin 2007).
Relationship of Values to Ideology and Political Context
Research has examined whether there are really differences in the high level
reasons or values that liberals and conservatives employ. Blader found that the values
deemed important by individuals varied based on the political context. When values
were thought to support one’s political ideology, individuals tend to assign more
importance to these values than in other situations where they might not (Blader 2007).
Scholars have argued over whether a clean distinction can be made between
values and political ideology. A number of scholars have conceptualized moral values as
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having causal effects on political ideas. For instance, Kohlberg has argued that the moral
beliefs of individuals can be characterized as passing through six distinct stages. Each
stage of moral development is more sophisticated, complex and advanced than the last.
Over time, individuals generally advance to higher levels of moral development, although
most do not progress through all six stages of development (Kohlberg 1963; Rest 1975).
For instance stage three of moral reasoning is conformity to conventional social role
expectations. Stage four reasoning is adherence to conventional community and social
moral conventions, and the laws of society. Stage five moral reasoning considers
morality in the broader context of what is best for the long range welfare of the entire
community. Stage six reasoning is characterized by its inclusiveness of a broad range of
moral formulations and its concern for tolerance, justice and individual rights. For
Kohlberg, individuals who reached stage five or six of moral reasoning were capable of
stepping outside the conventional moral context of their own society. They had the
ability to consider universal moral considerations that were common across all societies.
Using Kohlberg’s framework, a number of scholars found that stage five and stage six
reasoning, what they called post-conventional moral reasoning, was associated with
rejection of conservative political beliefs (Fishkin, Keniston and MacKinnon 1973).
A number of studies have challenged the concept of stages of moral reasoning and
their relationship to political ideas. For instance, scholars have argued that what values
and moral beliefs individuals say they hold has little relationship to how they actually
behave in instances where moral judgments need to be made. The moral judgments
people say they would make are driven by the desire of individuals to present themselves
in a socially desirable light. A range of contextual factors can influence how individuals
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respond to questions about moral values. For instance, undergraduates who were told
that their responses would be read by a professor of philosophy tended to use higher
stages of moral reasoning than students who were told that their answers would be read
by a business professor (Gibbs 2005). Subjects were also able to increase or lower their
moral reasoning scores when asked to role play the perspective of a liberal or a
conservative, suggesting that variations in moral reasoning are a function of the content
of political ideas, rather than abstract stages of moral development that were outside of
political context (Emler, Renwick and Malone 1983). Further, individual assessments of
the virtuous conduct of others were not associated with their stage of moral development
(Emler, Tarry and James 2007). Overall, a number of scholars have questioned whether
values, and moral values more specifically, are separate, distinct and prior to political
beliefs.
Overview of Dissertation
This dissertation focuses on the measurement of three values that have been
considered by scholars to be the most critical values in American political culture. The
first three chapters employ in-depth interviews to explore how individuals think about the
values of limited government (Chapter 2), moral traditionalism (Chapter 3) and equality
(Chapter 4). The next two chapters use NES data to analyze the relationship between
values (Chapter 5) and the sources of ambivalence in limited government and equality
(Chapter 6). The last chapter provides overall conclusions from the research.
The key questions that this study seeks to answer are does the public have
meaningful values, and if so, why are they are so unstable? What are the sources of
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instability in the values expressed by the public and what are the implications for
American politics.
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Chapter 2: Measuring the Value of Limited Government
A substantial body of social science research has argued that values play an
important role in structuring political decision making (Feldman 1988; McClosky and
Zaller 1984; Feldman and Steenbergen 2001; Alvarez and Brehm 2002). By definition,
values are enduring and overarching beliefs that affect numerous more specific attitudes.
A set of values helps individuals structure and generate numerous other preferences
(Rokeach 1973). Analysis of the stability of the values questions in the NES has found
that some values are not markedly more stable than specific attitudes (Converse 1964).
Individuals who are asked the same question at different times in a panel survey will
often provide different answers to the values questions regarding equality, economic
individualism, the role of government or moral beliefs. Even within the context of a
single interview, scholars have noted the tendency of individuals to equivocate and be
ambivalent about core values like equality and limited government (Hochschild 1981;
Feldman and Zaller 1992). The disconnect between the theoretical stability of values and
the real life instability of values in surveys is notable.
In theory, values are stable because they are linked to culture and are transmitted
socially. Social institutions and values have a reciprocal relationship. Social relations
reinforce values and values reinforce social relationships. Social institutions encourage a
specific way of looking at the world, and this world view serves to support institutions
(Thompson, Ellis and Wildavsky 1990).
How can the theoretical stability of values postulated by social scientists be
squared with the actual instability and ambivalence of the public in surveys and
interviews? Do the values questions merely measure specific attitudes, or do respondents
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think about larger concepts when they answer these questions? Do multiple individual
interpretations of these questions explain response instability found in public surveys of
values? Are value conflicts at the root of public ambivalence? This chapter employs indepth interviews with respondents to see how individuals think about the questions used
to measure the value of limited government.
Explaining Value Instability and Ambivalence Regarding Limited Government
One explanation for the response instability in the NES values questions is that
the questions themselves may be poor tools to measure values. Political science research
has offered a number of other possible explanations, and these are briefly described
below.
Response instability may be caused by vague questions. Some political scientists
(Achen 1975) have conceived of individuals holding a distribution of opinions. The more
vague the question asked, the wider the distribution of responses that can be expected.
Many of the values questions are fairly vague, and thus it should be unsurprising that
responses will vary over time. Others have argued that response instability may be due to
ambivalence and conflicting values. People are internally conflicted and their vacillating
responses to survey questions faithfully reflect this (Hochschild 1981; Alvarez and
Brehm 2002; Lakoff 1997).
Zaller has suggested that response instability results from individuals who
interpret questions based on what’s on the top of their mind. Often recent events or the
most accessible considerations will influence how respondents answer. Individuals may
easily change their mind at a later date when other considerations rise to the top (Zaller
1992).
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Values questions can become linked to specific issues or have partisan code
words. In some cases, partisanship can dominate survey responses. For instance Goren
hypothesized that party identification served to mold survey response to some values
questions in the early 1990s (Goren 2005).
Values may be so embedded in the psyche that individuals are hardly aware of the
controlling beliefs that shape their thinking. Since people are rarely asked to describe
and justify their first principles, their responses may vary considerably as they struggle to
properly express themselves. This may be particularly true when they are required to
cram their beliefs into the confines of pre-conceived survey questions developed by
social scientists (Hochschild 1981; Lane 1962). Individuals may not have the
sophistication and political concepts to articulate their experience. Ideological blindness
can make it difficult for respondents to express themselves when their experience of
reality differs significantly from the ideals that society has transmitted to them
(Hochschild 1981; Bellah et al. 1996; Alford 2005).
Since spontaneous individual survey responses may be tied to unconscious
thought processes, asking individuals to explain their answer may lead to ambivalence as
they search for a reason to explain their “automatic” response. When survey response is
driven by unconscious automatic processes, experimental methods that can measure
automatic behavior directly may be needed. Such methods have included measuring
response time latencies or conducting hot cognition experiments (Burdein et al, 2006).
Political context can influence the extent to which individuals develop well
defined and stable beliefs and values. For instance, the presence of immigrants in a
community may serve to more sharply define individuals’ beliefs and values regarding
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tolerance (Gimpel et al 2003). Those from more homogeneous social environments may
have thought less about this issue and ambivalent responses may result.
On the other hand, homogenous social environments may serve to reinforce
beliefs. Heterogeneous environments may expose individuals to a range of beliefs and
value systems, making them less sure of their own beliefs. Individuals moving between
different regions may find themselves challenged in new social environments and more
open to changing their mind about even strongly embedded partisan identifications
(Gimpel 1999). Scholars have found that those exposed to heterogeneous political
discussion environments are more likely to develop ambivalent attitudes towards
candidates (Huckfeldt et al. 2004). Heterogeneous social environments that represent
different values may encourage ambivalence about values in some cases as well.
Those with dense social networks may have more well defined values. In rural
communities in particular, extended family networks, strong community ties and
religious social connections can serve to develop and reinforce stable values (Elder and
Conger 2000). Lastly, some have hypothesized that people don’t have values in any
meaningful sense. Responses are so variable that they might as well be random. Public
beliefs, even about core values, are vacuous and lack substance (Converse 1964).
Is Limited Government a Value?
This chapter focuses on the specific value of limited government. In the works of
some social scientists, this value is given scant attention. For instance, Schwartz does not
identify it as one of the exemplary value domains (Shwartz 1992). Goren speculates that
it might be considered a policy preference, or at most a proxy for the value of freedom
and self direction (Goren 2005).
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Certainly the founders of the country believed limited government was an
important, perhaps the central value around which American institutions were built.
Limited government represented the ideal of voluntary association, Federalism, natural
rights, checks and balances and the protection from the abuse of power. Limited
government provided for the conditions of freedom and allowed for the pursuit of
happiness. Limited government is a positive concept because the purpose of limited
government is to secure freedom. The founders believed that government must be
limited in power if individual liberty was to be safeguarded. The Declaration of
Independence states that “all men were endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable
rights”. For the founders, government was limited by natural God given rights and the
protection of these rights was the primary function of government.
The authors of the constitution believed that limited government also meant
limited by a written Constitution, which was adopted by the sovereign people as their
basic law. This law could be changed through the amendment process. The constitution
enumerated the powers of government, and reserved the rest for the people. Limited
government stood in contrast to the arbitrary use of power and coercion applied by the
crown and its institutions of government. Numerous scholars still consider this to be a
core value in American culture (Feldman and Zaller 1992; Boaz 1997). The interviews in
this chapter would tend to support the idea that individuals have deeply felt beliefs about
limited government.
Some scholars have argued that public beliefs about limited government are
important, but public opinion is divided around two distinct and separate dimensions of
limited government, one that addresses itself to government intervention in the economy
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and a separate set of beliefs regarding individual freedom (Maddox and Lilie 1984).
Certainly political theorists have often argued that economic and social freedoms are
inherently linked together. For instance De Tocqueville believed that Americans’ quest
for economic equality could create a centralized state that would crush individual rights
and freedom (De Tocqueville 1969). Many scholars have argued that socialism is not
compatible with freedom and democracy in the long run (Friedman 2002). The public
opinion literature has found, unsurprisingly, that the public at large is not comprised of
philosophers with integrated political theories. Lane discovered that the public’s beliefs
about authority, fair play and other political ideas were morselized rather than
conceptualized. The public beliefs about politics tended to be composed of a tapestry of
small pieces of different political ideas. Instead of having a single abstract theory of
limited government or equality, the public held many conflicting ideas. Rather than
having a single overall conception of political philosophy, they possessed morsels of
political theory.
Employing quantitative methods, Bennett and Bennett found that ideas about
limited government were largely unrelated to the public’s ideas about civil liberties and
personal freedom. Opinions about limited government exist in “splendid isolation” from
other specific beliefs about the operation of government (Bennett and Bennett 1990).
In a study of public responses to big government, scholars have found that
individuals tend to consider four related sets of ideas about limited government (Fee
1981). First some individuals conceptualize big government as welfare, big spending and
socialism. A second group considers big government to refer to corporatism and the rule
of wealthy special interests. A third group believes big government means Federal
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control at the expense of state control. Lastly, a portion of the public considers big
government as referring to the bureaucracy.
Frames of Reference for Limited Government
Over time, scholars have also noted that the frame of reference for discussing
limited government influences how the public expresses this value. For instance, in
1968, Free and Cantril argued that public opinion in America was schizophrenic on the
issue of the size of government. On an ideological level, the public was opposed to the
overall expansion of government, but they tended to express support for government
when discussing specific programs (Free and Cantril 1968). Research in the early 1990’s
on welfare also argued that there was no ideological support for the welfare state in
America. Even liberals tended to be ambivalent in their support for social welfare
programs (Feldman and Zaller 1992). In later research, Cantril argued that significant
portions of the public were ambivalent regarding the value of limited government (Cantril
and Cantril 1999). This large ambivalent public served as a swing vote that could fall on
either side of issues related to limited government.
Feldman has argued that the public has one view of limited government when an
issue is framed in terms of individual behavior and another view with respect to society at
large. The public tends to endorse personal responsibility, freedom and limited
government when discussing personal behavior. When they consider society at large, the
public endorses programs that reduce overall social inequalities (Feldman 2003). The
public is conflicted between the desire to support personal responsibility and the
attractiveness of reducing social and economic inequalities across the entire population.
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Other scholars have argued that the government program frame of reference is
more important in determining support for limited government. The public is against
welfare, but they support other non-welfare programs like education, environmental
regulation and science. When the public says they are for limited government, they really
mean they are for limiting welfare (Jacoby 1994; Jacoby 2005)
Partisan framing may also affect the extent to which the public expresses the
value of limited government. During the course of the Reagan Administration,
Republicans became less ardent advocates for limited government. When their own party
controlled the levers of power, Republican partisans were less wary of government power
(Bennett and Bennett 1990).
Research Method: In-Depth Interviews on Values
In order to understand how individuals interpret questions, a sample of
respondents was interviewed to discuss at length how and why they answered the values
questions the way they did. This chapter describes my findings from a set of extended
interviews. The interviews focused on respondent reactions to the limited government
questions in the National Elections Study. I have conducted 31 interviews with a wide
variety of people. Due to sound quality problems on several of the tapes, only 28 or 29
answers were transcribed for most of the questions.
Recruiting Interview Participants
Participants in the study were recruited from two sources. First, ads were posted
on the Washington DC Craig’s List, a free online classified directory. The ad offered
respondents $20 to participate in a one hour interview regarding their general attitudes
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about government and society. The respondents were fairly diverse in terms of their age,
geographical location in the DC area, and their background. Interviews were conducted
with individuals living in Bethesda Maryland, Silver Spring Maryland, College Park
Maryland, Washington DC, Alexandria Virginia and Arlington Virginia. The interviews
were conducted in-person, and occurred in many different locations, including coffee
shops, a public library, a school recreation center, apartments and individual houses.
Respondents ranged in age between 20 and 60, with an average age of 41.
To obtain a more diverse set of respondents, individuals were also recruited with
an ad in the Daily News Record in Harrisonburg Virginia. Harrisonburg is a small city of
approximately 50,000 located at the center of Rockingham County Virginia.
Rockingham County is a rural area in the heart of the Shenandoah Valley where 75
percent of the voters went for Bush in the 2004 election. Traveling on Interstate 66 and
Interstate 81, one can cover the 130 miles from Washington DC to Rockingham County
in about two hours. The area is picturesque, set against the mountains of Shenandoah
National Park. Rockingham is one of the top counties for poultry farming in the U.S.
The largest economic sectors in terms of employment include educational, health, and
social services, retail and manufacturing. The median household income in the county in
2004 was $45,238, fairly close to the national average1. Harrisonburg is home to the
Eastern Mennonite University as well as James Madison University.
Interview Protocol
The National Elections Studies uses a number of questions to measure the values
of individuals. The interviews I conducted involved asking these questions, and then
1

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/51/51165.html
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following up with a series of questions that probed for additional detail. For instance,
interviewees were asked why they had responded the way they did, and what the
question, or specific terms in the question, meant to them. The responses were open
ended and I recorded and transcribed these responses.
Many of the values questions are vague and it was unclear to me how individuals
might interpret them. One goal of conducting these interviews was to obtain an
understanding of what these questions mean to respondents, and what respondents were
thinking of when they answered.
Interpreting the Results of In-Depth Interviews
In-depth interviews provide a wealth of information, and allow the researcher to
get a more complete understanding of how respondents think about survey questions.
This method of research is time intensive. Because of this, sample sizes are often
relatively small. The small N available in these types of studies makes it difficult to
extrapolate the findings to the population at large. Although my interviews were coded
and some quantitative statistics are provided, the primary function of this research was
not to directly generalize these results to the entire population.
Researchers that use in-depth interviews have identified a number of functions
that this type of research serves. First, information from in-depth interviews is interesting
in its own right, and the reader “can make judgments about its wider applicability on the
basis of its resonance with his own experience” (Hochschild 1981). Thus in-depth
interviews can suggest truths about public beliefs, but it can’t prove them.

41

One can consider an in-depth interview to be a kind of case study. In-depth
studies of particular cases can be used to develop questions for further research and
puzzles for theory (Yin 1994).
In-depth interviews can provide information that is unavailable from surveys. “In
opinion polling, the researcher infers the links between variables; in intensive
interviewing, the researcher induces the respondent to create the links between variables
as he or she sees them” (Hochschild 1981). The less structured format of an in-depth
interview allows subjects to explain how ideas are related to each other.
Lastly, some have argued that in-depth interviews can generate findings that can
not be discovered through survey research. In-depth interviews provide a wealth of
qualitative information that is unavailable from surveys. They can allow the researcher
greater insight into the often complex and ambivalent beliefs of research subjects. They
can help the researcher understand the psychological framework that individuals use
when they respond to questions. They also bring out the complexity of belief that is often
lost in more easily manageable survey instruments. By allowing respondents freedom to
discuss their beliefs, they can bring forth ideas that are lost when responses must be fitted
into pre-conceived closed questionnaire formats provided by social scientists. This type
of qualitative information is highly useful for generating insights and research hypotheses
that can be tested further with survey data.
One danger of an in-depth interview is that it provides greater opportunities for
the researcher to guide interview responses, or to bias the findings. Everybody has a
point of view, and it is often difficult to maintain an objective demeanor. Respondents
will often provide answers that they think the interviewer wants to hear. Further, most
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people can see issues from a number of different perspectives. Follow-up questions can
thus often elicit modified views or different answers if they are perceived to be pushing
the respondent to change their mind. In order to somewhat mitigate these issues, subjects
were told that the interview was not “looking for any particular response, but just what
you think about the issues.” Follow-up questions were straightforward, objective and not
designed to fish for particular responses. The following sections describe my interview
findings for each question.
`Is the Government Getting Too Powerful?
The first question was:
“Some people are afraid the government in Washington is getting too powerful
for the good of the country and the individual person. Others feel that the
government in Washington is not getting too strong. Do you have an opinion on
this or not? If yes, what is your feeling, do you think the government is getting
too powerful or do you think the government is not getting too strong?”
This question was included in the 2000 NES survey, but has been left out of subsequent
versions of the NES survey. There was a substantial amount of confusion and
uncertainty regarding this question. The question asked if individuals had an opinion and
7 percent, 2/29 said they did not. Another 17 percent (5/29) refused to answer, saying
that they couldn’t choose between the two options, since their response differed by policy
area. Interviews were also coded for partisan references. A partisan reference was
considered to be any mention of political parties, the administration or the President.
Partisan references were fairly common, with 45 percent (13/29) using partisan language.
This result suggests that respondents may have difficulty talking about the power of
government in the abstract and often reach for a partisan frame of reference to answer
this question.
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Expressions of confusion about what the question meant were also common, with
14 percent (4/29) respondents identifying some component of the question as confusing.
This is also interesting in that it may indicate that some response instability related to this
question may result from the interpretation of the wording and meaning of the question.
A number of different ways that respondents interpreted the question are discussed
below.
What Part of Government is too Powerful?
In general, the question was a difficult question for many respondents to answer,
because while it obviously refers to the Federal government, people may like some of the
things the Federal government is doing, but not others. One respondent noted, “I think in
some areas the government is too powerful and in some areas the government is not
strong enough, but I guess that is sort of, the typical conservative-liberal divide, where
you want the government to be strong and powerful versus where you don’t…” While
some respondents said they would answer differently based on the domestic policy area,
others said the difference between domestic and foreign policy domains was most
important. One noted, “well the Federal government doesn’t do enough on domestic
issues and it does too much on foreign aggressive issues.”
Many respondents saw this question as dealing primarily with the question of civil
liberties, and their responses focused on the expansion of government police power in the
post - 9/11 world. Other respondents viewed this question as addressing civil rights, but
they focused their response on the curtailment of religious expression in public
institutions by the Supreme Court. The primary idea in all of these responses was that
government power was not properly checked by law or some other higher standard.
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Some respondents identified their response with a particular branch of
government, and were explicitly partisan in the way they responded to the question.
Their response that the government was too strong was actually a reference to the
Republicans being too powerful. For instance, one respondent noted, “when I think of
the government as too strong, I think of our government now as primarily a Republican
government …..when I think of government, I immediately think of the White House, so
if I think of government …maybe it’s not the government that is stronger, but it is the
White House”. Some respondents also referred to the Federal government being too
strong relative to state and local governments.
Too Powerful Is Defined by Representation, Checks and Balances
Others saw the government as being controlled by special interests and their
response that the government was getting too powerful really referred to the power of
these special interests in controlling policy. One noted, “you have to have a lot of money
to really get satisfaction… it seems like a very selfish administration…it’s not too me
benefiting the everyday person like it should…”
Some respondents thought the question was really asking about how democratic
the government was. One noted, “Here we're able to lobby, we're able to protest, and
we're able to vote which is -- which a lot of people don't understand, you know, third
world countries don't have that opportunity.” Another answering that the government
was not too powerful noted, “I think our checks and balances are still pretty much like in
play and that's what the government is….it's not getting too powerful because we haven't
lost our ability to swing government.”
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Thus responses suggested that there was a link between the extent to which
people view government as being representative and whether they thought it was too
powerful. Individuals who believed the government was responsive to the demands of
the voters tended to believe that the government was not too powerful. Those who saw
government as catering to the wealthy, wasting money, not interested in their well being
or as being dominated by special interest, tended to believe that the government was too
powerful.
De Tocqueville believed that one danger of Democracy was that citizens would
have little compunction about ceding power to the state. When the state was “us”, it was
more difficult to object to expanding its scale and scope. Many respondents who
believed the government was not too powerful did say that the government is “us”.
Some of those saying government was too strong argued that government power
was an inherently dangerous thing for citizens. One noted, “I think it was best summed
up by Reagan, I believe, when he said that a government strong enough to do anything
for you is strong enough to do anything to you”. One interesting paradox is that some
who believed the government was too powerful also argued in a later question that “there
are more things government should be doing.”
One possible explanation for this is that when individuals thought of the
government as being too powerful, they were thinking of individual rights or different
government programs than when they imagined additional things government should do.
Another possibility is that individuals experience with different levels of government
may also vary. For instance, one may think the Federal government was too powerful,
but at the same time, find their local government responsive to their needs. Programs that
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have a local focus, like education, might be more popular than programs that have a
national focus.
Thus there were substantial differences in how individuals interpreted what areas
of government intervention this question addressed, what branch of government it
referred to, and what political issues they were thinking of when they responded.
Observations
In summary, these results suggest several factors that may cause individuals to
change their response to this question over time. There was some confusion over the
wording and meaning of the question, specifically there was confusion on what
government power referred to. The partisan frame of reference was commonly used for
this question. As the party in power changes, individuals that are answering this question
from a partisan frame of reference may change their response. Individuals were also
significantly ambivalent because of their differing feelings about different parts of the
government. Individuals appeared to answer the question using a number of different
institutional frames of reference, discussing different parts of the government or different
policy areas. Thus, if an individual initially responded to the question with regard to the
executive branch, at a later date they might be thinking about the Supreme Court and
respond differently. Lastly, the question was linked to individual beliefs about the
responsiveness of government. Significant changes in external efficacy might also cause
individuals to modify their belief about the power of government.
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Less or More Government?
The second question asked respondents to choose between two statements. The
first statement was “the less government, the better”, while the second statement was
“there are more things that government should be doing”.
Many respondents who thought the government was becoming too powerful also
thought that the government should be doing more things. Nobody thought that this was
contradictory. One respondent thought the government should be doing more with the
resources it had. She noted, “Because they are the ones who are spending the money that
us taxpayers are paying year in and year out…and they are going, of course as you know,
for war and things like that…and it’s just an endless thing going on…it seems like we are
losing more and they are just throwing it away…”
Approximately 66 percent (19/29) respondents said there are more things
government should be doing. Respondents were asked what types of programs should
either be cut back or added. Once they had provided some specific examples, they were
asked for a general reason why the government should do those things. Approximately
86 percent of respondents (25/29) provided general principals or reasons why
government spending was either good or bad. For three of the respondents, their general
reason was that they felt they were already paying for government services through taxes,
but the money was being misspent on giveaways to special interests or wasted on foreign
aid and military activity.
Overall respondents understood what the question meant. None of them
expressed confusion about how to interpret the question. Approximately 21 percent
(6/29) expressed ambivalence about how they should respond, indicating that they were
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torn or conflicted about their answer. Expressing considerations that could justify
responding in either direction on the question was more common, with 41 percent of
respondents (12/29) considering both sides of the issue while answering. Surprisingly,
partisan references were not common. Only 14 percent (4/29) respondents mentioned the
president, political parties or the administration while answering.
Paternalism
While most responses tended to focus on particular programs, some couched their
response in more general terms. One made the case for a more paternalistic government
approach by noting the following,
“I think for the most part, individuals can’t necessarily always make the most
informed decisions, and have all the resources at their disposal to decide between
500 health care coverages, or 500 different schools, the government has too …has
to attempt to provide a common denominator between everybody, because
otherwise you have people without a clue, with no guidance from any sort of
governmental authority”.
One thought the government should take a more active role in helping people
raise children. They noted,
“We get guidance on our profession, on how to drive, but I just think about
parenting for example. Like no one has stepped in there. No one has actually
taught people how to eat correctly so they don't die of heart attacks. These are
measures the government I feel should take. So I just don't think they're
protecting the human interest…”
Compassion
A number of respondents expressed the general feeling that the government
should care for its people. Just as one should be compassionate to others, so also should
we want a government that also represents this ideal. One person noted,
“I feel like we have a responsibility to help our own, you know, our fellow
citizens and …I just think it’s really sad that there’s so many people here,
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especially after Hurricane Katrina, it’s obvious there are a lot of poor in this
country who really need help and need help getting the tools and the resources to
be successful…Some part of my purpose in life is to help other people and I kind
of wish that the government felt more that way too.”
Equality
The value of equality was also frequently linked to this question. Respondents
believed that expanding government programs could help to reduce economic disparities
in society that were unjust. Interestingly, only about 21 percent (6/29) respondents
explicitly mentioned issues related to poverty in their response. Healthcare and education
were more frequently referred to when discussing additional things the government
should be doing.
Arguments for Limited Government
A number of respondents were ambivalent about a more active government in
every area. One argued strenuously for a more active role in poverty programs, but then
noted, “At the same time, why should the government be in the arts, why should the
government be in religion, church situations, there has to be a separation somewhere, so
should the government fund the arts, I’m not sure about that, it’s kind of a fine line”
The most explicitly ideological response came from a self proclaimed libertarian.
He objected to the expansion of the activities of government outside of the target groups
that were really needy. He noted,
“The government has a role in so much and I think at some point there is
individual responsibility that should take over in some cases and the government
has taken over a lot of things that people traditionally have done
themselves…There’s an argument being made for all the social programs. Many
of them are useful but I think in some cases they sort of overlapped beyond the
group that they were originally intended for so people are getting benefits who
probably don’t need quite that level of benefit from the federal government. And
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people have become dependent, any problem we’ll let the government solve it, let
the government do it….”
Observations
Overall, respondents were less confused by this question. They referred to a wide
range of specific issues, although health and education were typically mentioned.
Partisan references were uncommon. Even when responses were partisan in nature, it
was just as common for people to refer to bloated security bureaucracies or the war in
Iraq as to discuss the growth of domestic social programs.
When discussing whether additional government programs were a good idea,
many respondents referred to the efficiency of government, whether it was controlled by
special interests and whether there was substantial wasteful spending by the bureaucracy.
Their beliefs about the general efficiency and effectiveness of government were an
important component of their general attitudes about whether additional government
programs were needed. Since general beliefs about these issues are components of
measures of external efficacy, changes in the strength of external efficacy should have an
important impact on beliefs about the need for more government.
Can the Free Market Handle Complex Economic Problems?
The third question asked the respondent to choose between two statements. The
first one was “We need a strong government to handle today's complex economic
problems”. The second statement was “the free market can handle these problems
without government being involved.” Several things are notable about response to this
question. First, many respondents answered this question in the context of global
economic considerations. Respondents also tended to define economic problems
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differently, and the question also brought out broader philosophical views about the
relationship between the government and the market.
Most of the respondents answered that we need a strong government to handle
today’s complex economic problems, with 69 percent (19/29) responding this way.
Almost all of the respondents, or 93 percent (27/29), were able provide a general
principal why this should be. This may not be surprising since I used a very broad
definition of general principle. For instance, discussions of market complexity, or the
need for the government to help those less fortunate were considered to be general
principals.
Respondents expressed ambivalence 17 percent (5/29) of the time. Expressions of
ambivalence included people saying that it was a hard question to answer, or that they
could come down on either side. Approximately 38 percent (11/29) discussed
considerations in favor of both statements before answering. The question did not often
evoke an explicit partisan frame of reference, with only 10 percent (3/29) respondents
referring to political parties, the president or the administration. There was some
confusion with regard to the wording of the question and what the terms in it meant.
Approximately 14 percent (4/29) respondents were uncertain what the question was
really asking. Issues of the day were very prominent in respondent’s answers, with 90
percent (26/29) making reference to a current issue. This category was inflated by
respondent’s references to unemployment and economic growth, which were coded as
issues of the day.
In a sense, this question asks respondents to choose between a status quo middle
of the road option (strong government and the free market) and a more extreme option
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(only the free market). Interestingly, a number of respondents who still selected the free
market option qualified their answer by saying that they still thought some regulation was
necessary. These respondents tended to interpret this question as measuring their basic
attitude about the free market, not a specific policy goal of eliminating all government
regulation of business.
In general, respondents interpreted what economic problems were and what made
them complex in different ways. Those who selected a strong government, tended to say
that economic problems were complex because of social, environmental, safety, and other
non-economic factors that were not addressed by market decision making. Alternatively,
those that selected the free market tended to view complex economic problems as purely
market related. Global economic markets moved too fast and were too complicated for
effective government planning to master. A third category of response that was very
common was reference to the lack of a level playing field in international trade. Many
respondents argued that since foreign companies received aid from their governments,
U.S. firms also needed such aid.
A number of respondents identified complex economic problems as economic
need and the inequalities created by the free market system or government taxation. One
noted the following:
“It sounds like money problems for the United States, saying that they are not
getting better…maybe things should be distributed more evenly among
people…its always one sided…you know they say the rich get richer…I mean I
understand that…then more people could be upper middle class…they are just
trying to keep pace with that …you know its not benefiting everyone…the
government wants more from the everyday person…you know they have given all
they can ..its just they want more and more…we are losing…”
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Do you Trust the Government or the Market?
Respondents often had an innate trust for either the government or the market.
While many respondents referred to the global market, and international issues, some
thought the free market was better equipped to address global concerns while others
found that globalization required more government involvement.
“I would go with two, I think the free market, they definitely have a pulse on
what’s happening, knowing more…I tend to think, its not a paranoid feeling, but
it is sort of a mistrust, people have their own personal agendas, more so I think, I
feel sometimes in government, …in the open market, the free market, there is
different thinking, there is a worldwide thinking, if that makes sense, ok”
Some respondents identified government programs as forming the basis of the
free market, while others saw the proper role of government as operating at the periphery
of the market, dealing with problems that were not addressed, or created by the market.
Preferring the free market, one person argued,
“And maybe the government’s role is to let the free market do what it does and
then sort of go behind and deal with what doesn’t get addressed by the free
market or the free market cares not to do and then it would be a proper role for
government to make sure that the people left behind who for example if there’s an
insurance issue, then the free market deals with people who have enough money
to pay their premiums but if there are other people who don’t have money to pay
the premiums, then the government should step in and work with those and let the
free market work for everybody who can afford.”
Taking an opposite perspective, many respondents argued that the free market
was built on top of government social programs. One person said,
“if we have people out there struggling with their health, and struggling to better
themselves education wise, and better themselves so that they have a roof over
their heads how can our country be successful and compete with the rest of the
world, I keep coming back to that, but that’s how are we going to be economically
successful.”
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Some respondents identified complexity as a key issue behind their response. They saw
governments as ill equipped to deal with complexity, or sometimes creating more
complexity. The speed of decision making was important for one respondent,
“…By the time the government gets around to reviewing it and making a decision
regulating it, the issue has passed or it’s no longer relevant, you make your own
decision. Because of the time it takes for some things … the free market works
much more efficiently in making quick decisions…”
For other respondents, the complexity of decisions was derived from their noneconomic and social consequences. One noted,
“Yeah I think I would probably say that because while the free markets are bound
with everything….economic problems and situations are inherently linked with
social….all sorts of other situations in the world….so if you just leave it up to the
free market, it will just kind of disregard anything that is not economic…”
The idea that the economy had a natural balance or self-correcting mechanisms
that were desirable was referred to by a number of respondents. One noted, “I think it all
balances itself out ultimately, and I think when the government starts meddling in it, it
changes that kind of natural balance that will ultimately occur”.
A number of respondents referred to the desirability of having the government
make decisions and set the priorities for society.
“I think there's a tremendous number of choices that have to be made at this point,
and I think that's what you mean by complex economic situations. And so
somebody needs to decide where the priorities are and to make decisions based on
those priorities. And I may not agree with those priorities, but I think it is the
responsibility of the federal government to make those choices.”
Observations
For many respondents, this question was primarily about global trade. There
appeared to be a wide variance in how individuals interpreted this question, defining
complex economic problems in a different of ways. It was unclear to me whether
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answers differed because people saw the question differently, or if people chose to define
the question differently based on their inherent predisposition toward one of the options.
It seems likely that some response instability in this question results from changes in how
individuals are interpreting what it means.
In general, one would also expect general economic conditions to have an impact
on how stable one’s views on this question are. Respondents often referred to specific
examples of plant closings and job losses in their communities. As such, it seems like the
business cycle and regional variations in economic performance may have some impact
on generating response instability.
Has the Government Become Involved in Things People Should Do for Themselves?
The fourth question that addressed beliefs about government asked respondents to
choose between two statements. The first statement was “The main reason government
has become bigger over the years is because it has gotten involved in things that people
should do for themselves. The second statement was “The government has become
bigger because the problems we face have become bigger”.
Overall, 32 percent of respondents chose the first statement, government had
become bigger because it had gotten involved in things people should do for themselves.
One individual said neither, while the remainder selected the second option, “because the
problems we face have become bigger”. The question allows individuals to focus their
answer on the statement that is most congruent with their beliefs. Thus for those who
believed that government growth was a good thing, they tended to focus on the need for
programs. Those who thought the growth of government was troubling typically focused
on issues of bureaucratic inefficiency, personal responsibility, dependency and the

56

negative results of government programs on individual behavior. Respondents were
encouraged to discuss both sides of the issue, and 82 percent responded to problems
becoming bigger, while 71 percent responded to the phrase things people should do for
themselves.
The interview results were coded for references to partisan statements, issues of
the day, general principles, statements of ambivalence, statements with considerations on
both sides of the question and whether respondents referred to welfare. Approximately
36 percent of the respondents referred to welfare when they answered, suggesting that
while this question is linked to welfare, it is not just a proxy for individuals’ attitudes
toward welfare. Partisan statements were also not that common. Only 18 percent of
respondents made directly partisan statements. Partisan statements were considered to
include statements that referenced the political parties, the President, or the
administration directly.
About 68 percent of respondents referred to general principles. General principles
were defined to include references to the complexity of the modern world or freedom.
References to “issues of the day” were slightly more common. About 71 percent of
respondents referred to them. Issues of the day were defined to include issues recently in
the news or issues that were currently on the public agenda. Thus for instance, issues of
the day would include terrorism, social security reform or bird flu. If someone mentioned
a historical issue, such as the formation of the FDA, this would not count.
Ambivalence was fairly common among respondents, with 46 percent of
respondents making statements that conveyed the tentativeness of their answers. While
some respondents were not directly ambivalent, they discussed both sides of the issue. A
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significant fraction, 61 percent, discussed considerations both for and against their
answer. Again, this is not surprising as the follow-up questions probed the respondents
for more information about their answer. Nonetheless, it confirms that many respondents
could see both sides of the question.
The issues discussed were numerous, including both international and domestic
policies. Most respondents referred to more than one issue, and many discussed multiple
issues in different policy areas, suggesting that this question does tap a deeper value that
can be applied to many different types of issues.
Interpreting the Question
Respondents interpreted this question in a variety of ways. Many individuals
discussed the effectiveness of government programs, and the problems of having too
much bureaucracy. Others discussed how modern society would be inconceivable
without extensive regulation. Concerns about personal freedoms and the need for
individuals to be self-reliant were important for some.
A number of the respondents had problems with how the question was phrased.
They saw the growth of government as being the result of bureaucratic excesses or
Washington insiders. Some argued that our problems might be bigger, but government
had created some of these problems.
Bureaucracy
One respondent, who disagreed with both statements, argued that government had
gotten bigger because of the nature of bureaucracy. They noted,
“It’s just incredibly, colossally, -- what’s the word -- bureaucratic. You know,
you’ve got your deputies, and your deputy agents, and your staff, and your this
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and your that, and it’s totally needless. I think people -- they feel like a movie
star. They want to have their entourage, you know. I think it’s completely
unnecessary. And when I read about the trips that these people are given and they
take, it’s just completely unethical. But I don’t think they’re really concerned
about us”
Mistrust of the motives of politicians and bureaucrats colored the answers of a
number of respondents. One said the following,
“My own belief is that the reason government has gotten larger over the years is
because government is a fabulously great racket for the tiny handful of insiders
who profit from it….And that, of course, they have an incentive to grow
government in size and power and dominance….And they can do that by
promising benefits to the ordinary citizen. Vote for me and I will give you a
bigger handout, you know, on these six programs that you happen to be signed up
for….But I think the real explanation is the self-interested nature of those elites
who benefit from government.”
Government in Our Bedroom
Some respondents excluded moral legislation from their consideration in
discussing this question since it did not “make government bigger”. Other respondents
thought this question referred directly to the regulation of moral behavior. These
respondents measured the size of government by the range of personal behaviors it
affected. For them, government involvement in things people should do for themselves
was directly related to hot button issues such as gay marriage.
One noted,
“Yeah, I am going to have to agree with that, because they are getting too much in
their personal life…and that smacks of messing with peoples freedoms, and that’s
a little bit too much…the only people who need guidance are children, but when
you are an adult you don’t need somebody telling you what to do, as long as you
are not doing something illegal, you don’t need government in your bedroom or
your house …that’s too much…they are messing with freedom”
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Self-Reliance
Limited government and self-reliance were linked together by a number of
respondents. Taking personal responsibility and relying on one’s own initiative were
often contrasted with government programs that provided too many benefits to
individuals without asking for anything in return. Often, those who had the least were the
most adamant about the need to make it on your own. Relying on your own efforts was
important, even when you might also require the help of other individuals or the
government.
“Number one, my thing is that you get as much education as you can, because it is
out there for you, publicly…go for it, study, stay on the straight and narrow path
when it comes to education, and you will be able to make it…and you do for
yourself that, and don’t complain if you have to work a couple jobs, don’t depend
on the government, or government programs to do things, you know because
when you are doing as much for yourself as you can then somebody can help you
the rest of the way if you need the help, as long as they see you are trying and
trying to do it, you are not trying to take from someone else, you do as much as
you can, and if you need help, it will be there for you”
Another noted,
“They help me with food stamps, they help -- I live in a rent subsidized
apartment, and they have my son in the school lunch program. But I'm working.
I could be sitting at home making a lot less money and I think it ought to be a
requirement, like welfare to work programs so that we're not relying on them to
take care of our bills. We're not relying on them to take care of all our kids. So
go out and get a job.”
One respondent argued strongly against the danger of dependency on entitlement
programs. Government entitlement programs were dangerous because they were
managed according to political expediency, and with little regard for the future. These
programs reduced individual responsibility for planning for the future, but the collective
political decision making that replaced them was a poor substitute.
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“Well, one example would be the Social Security and Medicare and Medicaid
systems in which people are told, oh, don't worry about saving for your old age
and don't worry about making sure you have insurance and money to meet your
medical costs because we in the government will take care of all of that for
you…And to the extent that the suckers believe that…They are willing to turn
over larger and larger amounts of their income and more and more of their
decision making to this slick cadre of the elite who are promising to take care of
them….And who can make good on that promise for a limited time because of the
Ponzi nature of the financing. It has been possible for the promisors to take care
of Social Security and Medicare and Medicaid recipients until the financial
crunch comes. And, at that point, people who have trusted them to make good on
the promise learn what every other sucker in a Ponzi scheme learns, that it only
lasts until it crashes….”
Ambivalence
Many respondents were torn between the need for the government to provide
help, and the desire for individuals to rely on their own initiative. Even those committed
to the need for a larger government didn’t want the government “supporting everybody”.
They often accepted the existing order, but argued for incremental change. For some, the
inability to target benefits towards the greatest need caused ambivalence.
“And you see that on Katrina. And you know there are people that could do
more. And I agree wholeheartedly. It is just hard to… to say who can and who
can't. And you hate to make the ones that can't do better suffer for the ones that
may be taking advantage of these programs and the free ride.
…Well, again, you see the people in New Orleans. I am just watching Katrina
and everything and there is a lot of young, healthy people that were on welfare,
didn't have jobs, no means. I don't understand that. But when you see the elderly
and the sick and you understand that they needed that. I didn't understand why
there were so many young people there that had nothing and why they depended
on the government agencies for everything when maybe if you had to move some
place else and work, that is what you had to do. But I don't understand somebody
that is able-bodied not to want to work.”
Another form of ambivalence was shown by individuals who liked the goals of
government programs, but disliked the excessive bureaucracy and the inefficiencies
associated with public programs. One noted,
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“I think the problems have become more complex and -- but I think at the same
time the government could be more efficient in the way they handled
them…society has become more complex and therefore we need a bigger
government, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it has to be as big as it is. It could
be smaller. They could help people towards helping themselves more as opposed
to -- with less personnel and maybe in some cases not doing it for them but direct
them to what they need better.”
Federalism – Things the States Should Do for Themselves?
A number of respondents interpreted the question as implying Federalism. In
their mind, things people should do for themselves referred to things states and localities
should do without Federal assistance. One person said,
“It means to me …providing financial incentive to do things that you don't
necessarily need financial incentives for…. There is a lot of the pork barrel
spending…towns can get grants to build sidewalks…And towns and museums
can get grants to expand their services….yeah, I guess just pork barrel
projects….the government gets involved and things become more expensive than
they need to be to serve the need….Building a bridge in Alaska to replace a ferry
service that appears to be perfectly adequate.”
Government Involvement Rorschach Test
Some respondents believed this question referred to government involvement
with religion. Respondents interpreted the meaning of government involvement
differently depending on their particular views. One respondent saw the government’s
involvement in stopping school prayer as an example of unnecessary government
involvement. Another saw funding for faith based initiatives as unnecessary government
involvement.
For many, government involvement in things people could do for themselves
seemed to become a Rorschach test. Anything that one found undesirable about the
government could be seen in this vessel. Thus respondents mentioned a range of issues,
such as faith based programs, lawsuits to stop school prayer, gay marriage bans, pork
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barrel spending, unnecessary privacy regulations, financially unstable entitlement
programs, the IRS and welfare.
On the other side of the coin, most people also believed that the problems we face
have become bigger. Changes such as globalization, technological change, public health
problems or homeland security, among others, were mentioned. In most cases,
individuals could easily make the leap from the increased size and complexity of
problems to the need for more government.
It appeared that the generality of the question easily allowed most individuals to
develop responses to either statement based on a wide spectrum of specific issues. At the
same time, most individuals were able to select a statement, allowing their natural
disposition on the issue to emerge.
Observations
Overall, this question appeared to be a fairly good measure of people’s attitude
toward government programs. The question captures an important dimension of beliefs
about government, specifically, what the balance between individual initiative and
collective efforts need to be. It also captures an important component of individualism,
whether one should be left alone to develop more freely as an individual, or whether
perhaps one would benefit from greater guidance. This is an issue that cuts across the
traditional liberal-conservative divide. This may be one reason why individuals
displayed high levels of ambivalence when they answered.
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Should the Government Guarantee Jobs and a Good Standard of Living?
The fifth question on beliefs about government was more focused on measuring
economic individualism. Individuals were asked to respond to the following questions by
placing themselves on a scale.
“Some people feel the government in Washington should see to it that every
person has a job and a good standard of living. Suppose these people are at one
end of a scale, at point 1. Others think the government should just let each person
get ahead on their own. Suppose these people are at the other end, at point 7. And,
of course, some other people have opinions somewhere in between, at points
2,3,4,5, or 6. Where would you place yourself on this scale?”
This question probes more directly attitudes towards government assistance to the
individual. It was initially unclear to me how the specifics of this question would be
interpreted. For instance, does the government “seeing to it that everyone has a good
job” imply socialism and a centrally planned economy, or would respondents interpret
that more generally to mean that the government should provide for the conditions that
would create economic growth and provide opportunities for all? To what extent would
individuals see this goal as being achievable by the government? How should a good
standard of living be defined? On the other hand, does just letting each person get ahead
on their own preclude government programs such as student loans? Where did
individuals perceive the current U.S. status quo to lie on this continuum?
Interestingly, most respondents did not have trouble answering this question.
Only one expressed confusion about what it meant. Many of the respondents understood
the question to ask for comment about ideals that might not be achievable in the real
world. For instance, a number expressed skepticism that it was actually possible for the
government to guarantee a good standard of living for everyone. And on the other side of
the coin, a number commented that it was never really possible to get ahead on your own.
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Everybody was the recipient of some help during the course of their life. Respondents
did not seem to have any problem answering the question even though they might see
their answer pointing toward an ideal direction that they would like society to move in. It
was not necessary for either of the two options to actually be achievable.
Respondents answers tended to reflect the ideal nature of the question. All but
one respondent addressed issues of principal in their answer. Only 17 percent of (5/28)
responses used language that expressed ambivalence. (An expression of ambivalence
might be that it was a hard question to answer because of conflicted strong feelings.) The
relatively low levels of ambivalence found may be explained by the response format of
the question, which allowed individuals to select 4 and be in the middle on their answer.
Of the respondents, 17 percent (5/28) chose this option. Most of the respondents who
selected this option valued both the ideals of self reliance, and a government that
provided for the economic requirements of its citizens. Overall, slightly more
respondents favored the government guaranteeing jobs, with 43 percent (12/28) choosing
this option. Only 39 percent (11/ 28) respondents selected letting each individual get
ahead on their own.
Many respondents discussed both sides of the issue, with 79 percent (23/28)
referring to considerations both for and against their answer. Of the respondents, 45
percent (13/28) discussed what might be considered “issues of the day”. Issues of the day
would include concrete policy issues that were subjects of recent political debate and
news coverage. These were defined rather broadly to include just about any policy issue.
The fact that only 45 percent of respondents brought up issues of the day is notable, given
the fact that many gave rather long answers to this question. Answers tended to be
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metaphorical, or focused on broad issues of human nature. Judgments about the nature of
society, the economy and fairness were also common.
Only one of the respondents made statements that were partisan in nature when
they answered the question. Partisan was defined as referring to the administration,
political leaders or political parties. Only 14 percent (4/28) respondents referred to
communism in their answer. A couple of other respondents made references to womb to
tomb socialism or big brother. On the whole, most respondents didn’t perceive this
question to deal directly with the issue of creating a centrally planned economy.
Freedom
Respondents referred to freedom both when arguing for getting ahead on your
own and for having the government guarantee jobs. One respondent arguing for the need
of having government guaranteed jobs noted the following,
“Because people become more free to make better choices, and be more creative
and be more happy if those basic security blocks of life, the housing, the
healthcare, their jobs are all taken care of, if those basic little security building
blocks are taken care of… that is when things like the cure for cancer is
discovered, and we go to Mars, Jupiter and Saturn, that’s because people are
spending so much time trying to make sure that they have housing and food, they
are worrying about all those building blocks, they are never going to get up to that
self awareness, they can’t become the best person they can be “
Another respondent argued for the desirability of self-reliance. Interestingly, he
worked with homeless people, and volunteered in a homeless shelter. Nonetheless, he
found the concept of government guarantees to promote a dependency that was ultimately
damaging to the individual. For him, a good standard of living was premised on freedom
of choice. He noted,
“When I think of a good standard of living, I just immediately think that I have a
lot of freedom to go and do what I want, to spend my money the way I want to,
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and I don’t have the government telling me how to spend my money, that I have
to buy a certain thing, that I have to do this, that I have to do that, ….I don’t feel
the government owes me everything, but I think everyone is entitled to make
choices for a good way to live, now if you choose to live on the street, or you
choose to live in a cardboard box, and you feel life is ok, I respect that, I respect
that, that’s your choice, but for the person that writes and complains, and doesn’t
have the economics that you or I have, I think there are ways that they can be
challenged, and they have to challenge themselves, now I’m starting to
philosophize, I just don’t think the government owes me anything, it doesn’t owe
me a handout”
Some respondents saw government guaranteed jobs as a danger to freedom of
choice. A system where the government controlled the economy and distributed
resources was not consistent with the exercise of freedom.
“Getting along on your own abilities also means a lot of freedom to do what you
want to do and in an environment that encourages that. You know, that's -- you
know, we have a lot of options in this country. If we don't like the situation we
can go out and change it ourself, a personal situation. You know, we're not
assigned to jobs like, you know, in North Korea. We're not sent out to some
weird piece of Siberia to mine gold or whatever, you know. …Well, I mean, that's
your other side of the thing, you know. If we provide jobs to everybody the
federal government is going to send them where there's a job, you know.”
Ambivalence and Conflicts with Equality
A number of respondents expressed ambivalence. They saw economic
inequalities as unjust and damaging to society. At the same time, they saw the necessity
of inequality for rewarding good performance, and they disliked policies that were seen
as too indulgent and not asking enough of the individual. A respondent said the
following,
“I think that some people have a lot more than they need. You know, some
people who are able to get ahead on their own. I mean, they have really
expensive houses while other people have absolutely nothing. And I just think,
you know -- on one hand, you know, I do believe if you have talent -- if you have
a skill you should be, you know, rewarded more than if you don’t, but I -sometimes the disparity is just, you know, too much. And I think that it would
help…I think the government should do a whole lot to make sure that people have
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a good standard of living, but that they don’t have to give everything to everyone
on a silver platter.”
Some respondents were torn between the opportunity they perceived the market to
provide and the inequalities and suffering that economic competition created. One said,
“It kind of depends upon how I feel each morning almost, how grim the newspaper looks.
There's so much opportunity and yet there's so much suffering, folks that are being left
behind. I guess I would be maybe point three or something like that.”
One respondent argued that it was desirable for each to get ahead on their own,
because when most citizens were self-reliant, resources could be targeted to those that
really need them. He noted, “The goal would be to empower as many people as possible
to “get ahead on their own” whatever that means because then again it’s more likely that
that you can help those truly needy ones rather than sort of offering this pot of gold to
everybody in that continuum. The result is since the resources are always limited you can
only help either very thinly a lot of people or very deeply just a few people.”
Many respondents viewed this question as a referendum on inequality. While
some features of the ideal of self-reliance might appeal to them, the inherent social
inequalities that burdened the disadvantaged self-reliant person made this option
untenable. For them, the value of equality was more important than any type of market
efficiency or personal freedom that getting ahead on your own might imply. One
respondent noted the following.
“I really do feel that people should be -- should hold some level of accountability
for themselves. I just think that there are some people who are born into positions
or families, situations, economically privileged or whatever that put them at a
different standard and I think it would be really naive of me to say that -- because
I grew up in a middle class family that provided me with lots of opportunities to
become well educated and I have as much chance of being a success as someone
who is born into poverty.”
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Conflicts between Capitalism and Policies to Promote Equality
The belief in individualism and capitalism was fairly strong among many.
Respondents often perceived economic individualism and capitalism to conflict with
policies used to promote equality. A number of respondents noted that capitalism
requires a system where there are no guarantees. It is only under conditions of
competition for uncertain rewards that individuals put forth their best efforts.
Guaranteeing everyone a job would erode the incentives that promote economic growth.
One respondent noted, “I think capitalism doesn't work if competition isn't
there…if competition isn't there the people aren't constantly vying against each other to
do the next best thing or to do the next best thing for their paycheck…So it's to the
benefit, in the interest of everybody.”
Another said, “Giving people stuff doesn’t work because all it does is make
people mediocre because once they have stuff they don’t need to work for it. People
need a drive, they need some reason to succeed and do better.”
Measuring Extreme Viewpoints
The question allows respondents to place themselves on a scale to identify the
level of their agreement with each of the two statements. One individual appeared to
hold very intense libertarian views. He wanted to abolish the Federal Reserve, and he
was vehemently opposed to social security and other government programs.
Nonetheless, he placed himself as a 5 on the scale, arguing that he was not an anarchist.
He believed the government had a role in providing for the common defense, and
securing interstate commerce.
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Another respondent chose to designate themselves as a seven on the scale. When
they responded, their answer was a fairly moderate response, typical of that given by
many who placed themselves in the middle. In this case, the respondent had just returned
from Europe, and they contrasted their views with those held in Europe regarding the
welfare state.
Interpretation of where your views lie on a scale requires two distinct pieces of
information. First, you need to define what you believe, but also important, you need to
compare yourself against what others believe. Geography, social context or exposure to
political media thus may affect perceptions of what common political beliefs are, and
how one measures their own intensity of belief.
Attachment to the Idea of Self Reliance and Work
Individuals perceived a conflict between self reliance and government programs
to guarantee jobs. For many, self reliance and the virtues of work were seen as having
positive moral and psychological benefits for the individual. A number of respondents
argued that government guarantees were undesirable because they take away the pride of
accomplishment one gets from working. For these respondents, material gains achieved
through hard work were more satisfying than those that were guaranteed. One
respondent discussed how earning a million dollars as an entrepreneur would be more
inherently satisfying than winning the lottery. One noted, “if you go and work hard and
do something yourself, the satisfaction of doing that is always a lot more fulfilling than if
someone hands it to you.” Another noted,
“Well, you know, if you are guaranteed a standard of living, what difference is
that from welfare. You know? If you have done it and you have achieved things
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on your own and you have a pride there of what you have done, what you have
accomplished, I just don’t think the government owes you that, I don't get that.”
Respondents obtained a non-material benefit from “making it on their own”. Their
enjoyment of the material benefits was related to how they were achieved.
Religious Language on Both Sides
Respondents answering the question employed religious language to both argue
for getting ahead on your own and also for having the government guarantee jobs. One
noted, “I think that's an area where government could do a lot better and should. I think
that we are our brother's keeper and if we see somebody who has nothing and we have so
much that it would be nice if every rich person can take care of those who are less
privileged.”
Another noted the following, “You do the best you can for yourself…it means to
go out and get yourself more education. It means working while you are getting that
education, I think that is what you have to do....I don't think big brother ought to have to
provide your life for you. I think God made you to do the best you can on your own.”
Religious language was not typically employed by respondents, and my general
impression was that religious views were not closely linked to views about self-reliance.
Most individuals did express the general belief that economic rewards should be allocated
based on merit. The idea that “getting ahead on you own” was something to be valued
outside of the economic rewards associated with it was also often present.
The fact that religious language could be deployed on either side of this debate is
consistent with other research that shows religious beliefs don’t always serve as a force
for homogenizing disparate populations. “Religion acts more as a reinforcer of
community values than as a transformer of them” (Gimpel et al. 2003). General beliefs
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on this question are likely to vary significantly between denominations, levels of
religious observance and regional context. In some cases, religious beliefs and religious
social networks may conflict with other elements of the social environment. In this
context, they could serve as an important source of ambivalence.
Impossible Ideals
Many of the respondents selected between guaranteeing jobs or getting ahead on
your own, even though they perceived these options to be ideals. They argued that, in
reality, these ideas were impossible. One noted, “Well, I don't think anybody really gets
ahead on their own. I think somebody is always helping them. Somebody offers the
opportunity …everybody gets a hand up by somebody….So, getting ahead on your own
is really a misnomer. You know, it really doesn't exist. I mean it is like pulling yourself
up by the bootstraps. I mean that is an impossibility.” Another argued,
“Because I don't know where that's possible to get ahead on your own unless
you're -- you've got magic tricks up your sleeve. A general, honest hardworking
person is just going to work themselves right to the grave. They're never going to
get ahead. Some might get really lucky. I don't know, that's how it feels to me. It
just feels like life is just a big struggle and even though you work hard and pay
your bills there's never enough left over to get ahead. The cost of living
constantly increases but the wages don't.”
Many respondents were also skeptical that the government could solve all
economic problems by guaranteeing jobs to everybody. One said,
“Well, that means communism basically or communism as it played itself out in
the Soviet Union. Everybody will have a job, everybody will have the same
standard of living, but it probably won’t be that good and it will get worse
because nobody will really want to succeed. So, you know, you just can’t make
everybody have a good job. That’s crazy. Everybody can’t make $50,000 a year
doing stuff. It’s not going to happen.”
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Thus the choices offered where ideal goals, or myths for those who disliked the
choice. For many respondents this did not pose a problem. In the same breath that
someone would say that guaranteeing everyone a good job was not possible, they would
also say that it was a direction that society should move in. While a respondent would
agree that pulling yourself up by you own bootstraps was an impossibility, they would
also argue that this was something that should be aspired too.
These results were reminiscent of Hochschild’s findings in “What’s Fair”. In her
in-depth interviews with subjects, she found that many individuals did not believe that it
was possible to achieve a major redistribution of wealth through implementing socialist
policies. She notes, “Most people do not seek downward redistribution because they
cannot imagine it or do not believe in its possibility. Those who acquiesce do not
endorse the dominant pattern of beliefs in American society…they perceive no other set
of beliefs available to them” (Hochschild 1981, 278). For Hochschild, it was a failure of
imagination that prevented socialism in the U.S.
The findings from my interviews are somewhat different though. Individuals
tended to be fairly conservative when it came to their ideas about policy. When faced
with rendering a judgment on “guaranteeing jobs and a good standard of living for all”,
they tended to asses it as an ideal that should be worked towards, usually through
implementing fairly mundane incremental policy solutions like providing training or
promoting job growth in the private sector. The ideal was worthy, but implementing
socialist policies were not the first solution they reached for. Similarly, while most know
that “pulling yourself up by your own bootstraps” is by definition impossible, they
nonetheless have no problem aspiring to this as well. The ideal of self-reliance could
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help to improve the behavior and fortunes of individuals, even if it might never be
attained. In this sense respondents were imaginative in their thinking about values, but
pragmatic in the way they linked their ideals to what they saw as “the real world”.
Freedom and Potential
In some cases, individuals were guided by their social imagination more than their
economic reality. For some, getting ahead on your own represented an ideal of freedom.
Even though they might not get ahead themselves, one was freer living in a society where
this was still possible. One respondent noted,
“Well, I mean, you should have the opportunity to get ahead. I mean, any -everybody ultimately has the choice of doing whatever they want. I’m not really
very competitive and I’m not in a career where I’m really going to ever make any
money. Well, that’s fine. I’m a teacher and I’m going to be a youth minister
when I finish graduate school. I’m not ever going to make any money I ‘m never
going to be, you know, one of those people that have gotten ahead. It’s just a
matter of, you know, if I wanted to I could. ….And I’ve been successful in a
number of different fields and it’s worked out really good. If I’m interested in
something I can usually go after it without too much trouble. That’s what -- I
guess the potential of getting ahead is the important thing. There’s always people
that don’t want to get ahead and that’s fine. There’s nothing wrong with that
either.”
Self Reliance and Character
When discussing why it was more important for individuals to get ahead on their
own, respondents often referred to the character building function of self-reliance.
“Getting ahead on your own” taught individuals the value of money. Struggling to get by
taught individuals how to manage their lives. Overcoming obstacles gave them a sense
of their own worth and confidence in their capability. Struggling to make it taught people
to value what they did have. Respondents often discussed the value of getting ahead on
your own in the context of teaching children to be adults. One noted, “I mean it is like a
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kid. If his allowance is a dollar a week and he doesn't have to do anything for it, then you
know, so what if I blow a dollar….But if he has to take out the trash, walk the dog to get
his allowance, then it means something.”
Having the government guarantee jobs was like an indulgent parent that gave their
kids everything they wanted. Ultimately, the parent kills them with kindness, and they
never face the types of challenges that would allow them to grow up. One respondent
noted the following,
“Because if you don't show your own initiative -- it's like a child whose parents
have done everything for them and the day they're out of college they have no
idea what to do. They don't have to balance a checkbook, they don't know how to
manage money, they don't know how to save for the future, they don't know
anything because they get handed the money the entire time. They've never had
to manage anything…You put these people in decent jobs and give them a house,
what's to say they're going to keep their decent job and that house? They didn't
work for it. There's not an initiative….But it's okay to get a little help as long as
you're pushing forward as much as you can.”
Some respondents made the distinction between individuals relying on the government
and relying on family or community social networks. In regions with strong social
capital, such as rural areas, an individual might not need to rely on government
guarantees for a social safety net. Strong family and community ties lower the risks of
catastrophic social failures in rural communities.
In “Children of the Land”, Elder and Conger identified the specific values
associated with rural farming. They note,
“When parents and children talk about the virtues of living on a farm, they
invariably mention basic values of this lifestyle—those of hard work or industry,
self-reliance and a sense of responsibility, a commitment to family life, social
trust and a value system that is not devoted to money and consumerism. People
who depend on each other must learn to trust, as on farms and in small towns.
The work ethic of farm life is valued for the confidence it provides young people
who are thinking about themselves and the future, and what they can do with their
lives.”(p.52)
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Interview results tended to confirm this characterization of rural life, and
specifically the farming lifestyle. Respondents from rural areas did speak more
eloquently about the virtues of self-reliance. While social trust and social capital are
often conceived as a resource that increases the efficiency of government and allows for
more effective governance, social capital may also serve to be a source of individualistic
and self-reliant attitudes in some rural contexts.
Observations
Overall, this question appeared to tap important values. Rather than be confused
by the vagueness of the question, most respondents were able to answer at length and to
discuss their ideals. While the question focuses on the relative value of individualistic
verses social economic behavior, the question also taps important dimensions of freedom
and equality. From their responses, many individuals seem to believe that this question
required them to assess the relative value of freedom and equality. Given the significant
number of respondents who chose 4 or other responses in the middle, this was a choice
many preferred not to make.
Discussion
Over time, scholars have argued different things with respect to the value of
limited government. Some have suggested that limited government is not really an
important value, but merely a policy preference, or only a proxy for other important
values (Schwartz 1992; Goren 2005). Other scholars have argued that while limited
government might be a value, there is so much measurement error (Achen 1975) or
influence from contextual factors and top of the head responses (Zaller 1992), that current
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survey tools may not effectively illuminate a true belief about this value. A third
possibility is that the public does have deep seated beliefs about limited government, but
that ambivalence results from value conflicts.
Overall, the bottom line take away from my findings is that response instability
toward the value of limited government is caused by value conflict within respondents.
The public does have deeply ingrained beliefs about the value of limited government, and
in many respects, there is a strong tendency among the public to endorse libertarian ideas
that link a belief in limited government with personal responsibility, freedom and free
market capitalism. At the same time, these same values are seen as inconsistent with a
longing to achieve more social and economic equality in society. While the founders of
the country believed that equality, limited government and religious belief in natural God
given rights were consistent and self supporting values, many in the public today
understand these values to be in conflict.
These interview results reinforce the research of a number of scholars who have
found the public to be deeply conflicted about their core values (Hochschild 1981;
Tetlock 1986; Feldman 2003). Unlike some scholars who have argued that value
ambivalence is fairly rare (Alvarez and Brehm 2002), these interviews highlight how a
substantial fraction of the public is conflicted between the value of limited government
and equality. This conflict underpins many specific policy issues in American politics.
Most respondents were able to elaborate in a heartfelt manner on their beliefs
about limited government. While the public’s beliefs about limited government were
deeply rooted and conflicted, there were also a number of separate dimensions of belief.
Perhaps the most dominant interpretation of limited government was its association with
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personal responsibility. Personal responsibility was often contrasted with dependence on
government welfare programs. Limited government meant checks and balances for
some, while for others it meant federalism and a greater role for local government.
Limiting government power was desirable for some because they perceived the
government to represent the power of special interests. A fifth dimension of limited
government meant promoting individual rights and social freedoms. Gay marriage was
frequently mentioned, but freedom of religious expression was also often cited. A final
dimension of limited government was a mistrust of bureaucracy and its effectiveness in
achieving social goals. These basic dimensions of limited government are similar to
those found by Fee (1981), but individual rights and social freedoms were more
prominent in my interview findings. Individuals often argued that common moral beliefs
conflicted with the value of limited government.
While social freedom was an important dimension of limited government,
religious language was found in both arguments for and against limited government. In
addition, while those arguing for greater social freedoms often discussed the need to limit
the role of government in restricting gay marriage, social conservatives often also argued
for the need to limit the role of government in restricting religious expression. Even
respondents who were not supportive of the value of limited government often articulated
support for a specific dimension of this value. While some saw limited government as an
inherent part of social freedom, others saw government enabling social freedoms.
A number of scholars have argued that the value of limited government and
economic freedom exists in splendid isolation from the public’s conception of individual
rights and social freedom (Bennett and Bennett 1990). The findings from these
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interviews are somewhat different. While these values were related in my interviews,
specific individuals often differed in how they related these concepts. The direction of
the relationship between economic and social freedoms often differed between different
respondents.
The desire to limit government was related to how representative people
perceived the government to be. Unsurprisingly, the idea that the government “is us”
reduces the desire of people to limit government power. As suggested by a number of
scholars, the value of limited government was closely associated with the value of
freedom more generally (Goren 2005).
Individuals used a variety of different government program frames of reference
when they answered the question. Respondents not only discussed different government
programs, such as welfare, education and health care, but also differentiated between
different levels and branches of government. Some have argued that public endorsement
of limited government tends to reflect a dislike of welfare spending, but not other types of
government programs (Jacoby 2005). These interview findings were somewhat different.
Respondents identified a number of different areas in which they thought the government
should be limited. While these certainly encompassed welfare, they also included the
arts, restrictions on gay marriage, spending on the war in Iraq, foreign aid and pork barrel
projects.
The primary source of ambivalence among respondents was caused by a desire to
promote personal responsibility at the individual level. At a more general societal level,
respondents also endorsed the role of government programs in alleviating inequality.
These findings are similar to those of a range of scholars (Feldman 2003; Feldman and
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Zaller 1992) who have argued that the public is conflicted between their endorsement of
individualism at the micro level and their equally strong desire to promote equality at the
macro level.
The limited government questions tended to evoke higher levels of partisanship
than some of the other values questions. The control of government by a specific party
made it difficult for some respondents to separate out their abstract feelings about
limiting government from their specific feelings about the party in control. This is
consistent with the findings of some scholars that Republican control of government
tends to heighten the value of limited government among Democrats and reduce the
importance of this value for Republicans (Bennett and Bennett 1990).
Globalization has had an important impact on ideas about the free market. Many
respondents who endorsed the need for a strong government to handle complex economic
problems cited the role of foreign governments in manipulating the terms of trade. The
increased pace of globalization has played an important role in reducing the public’s
support for free market policies. When the free market is perceived to be dominated by
foreign big business, many no longer understand free market capitalism to be consistent
with the value of equality.
Hochschild has argued that American endorsement of limited government and
their rejection of socialism reflect a failure of social imagination. While it is certainly
true that most respondents rejected socialism, my results were somewhat different than
what Hochschild found. In my interviews, respondents tended to be fairly imaginative
when they conceptualized their ideals, but they were pragmatic and incremental when
they sought to link their ideals to policy solutions.
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Conclusions
Overall, these results support the idea that limited government is an important
American value. The public’s conception of this value is multi-faceted. Ambivalence
with regard to this value is caused, in part, by a deeply embedded conflict between a
desire for personal freedom and responsibility, which is associated with limited
government, and an equally strong desire to promote equality throughout society, which
is often linked to government programs to mitigate inequalities. Individuals were most
conflicted when they contrasted their views about society at large, with a different set of
standards which they applied to the individual.
The many different dimensions of limited government make it difficult to
generalize about how this value is linked to specific policy beliefs. Much of the public’s
belief instability with regard to this value is related to how they frame an issue when
answering specific survey questions. These results have several implications for
politicians. First, libertarians who wish to make the case for limited government should
frame their arguments in terms of personal responsibility. Support for personal
responsibility and economic individualism is based not primarily on materialism, but in
ideas about what is best and most natural for the development of good character. Because
limited government is a multi-faceted value, different parts of the public may be
responsive to other facets of this value as well, such as arguments about federalism, the
bureaucracy, the rule of special interests and individual rights and social freedoms.
Somewhat paradoxically, for politicians who seek to expand government
programs, it is best to appeal to broad ideas about social equality. At the macro-level,
strong support for social and economic equality is related not to narrow self-interest, but
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to idealistic beliefs about what is best for all of society. It is the conflict between the
ideal of freedom and responsibility, and the ideal of social equality that makes American
public attitudes so dynamic and unpredictable.
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Chapter 3: Measuring Moral Traditionalism
Some social scientists have argued that American politics has become dominated
by a culture war (Hunter 1991; Wuthnow 1989). On one side are those espousing
traditional or orthodox conceptions of morality. Traditionalists see morality as being
based on external and transcendent sources. They believe in non-negotiable moral truths.
On the other side of the cultural divide are those who espouse progressive moral beliefs.
Progressives believe moral standards are relative and change with the times. They expect
the boundaries of human knowledge and specific circumstances to alter the understanding
of what is, and is not, moral.
The moral divide extends to ideas about the family and traditional lifestyles. The
orthodox tend to see traditional family relationships as being based on a natural order.
Those espousing progressive moral beliefs argue that it is a sign of progress that social
standards and relationships evolve over time. William Bennett once characterized the
culture war by saying, “America is divided between people who believe there’s moral
decline and people who say, what do you mean by moral decline?” (Layman 2001).
Is it true that America is divided along a moral fault line? Can members of the
public be easily sorted into orthodox and progressive camps? Through in-depth
interviews with subjects, this chapter seeks to cast light on how respondents think about
questions designed to measure moral orthodoxy and progressivism.

Public Opinion and the Culture War
Hunter’s book “Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America” is a seminal work
in the literature. The book developed more fully many assertions that have become
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central to the debate over whether a culture war exists in the United States. Hunter had at
least five key assertions about the nature of the culture war.
First, Hunter argued that the center of conflict in U.S. politics was no longer
critically defined by differences between religious faiths. Religious persecution has a
long history in the United States. Catholics, Mormons, Jews and others have experienced
significant persecution in the past because of their faiths. Historically, denominational
differences defined key voting blocks in partisan coalitions. Thus Catholics and Jews
tended to vote Democratic. Mainline Protestants were often Republicans. Beginning in
the 1960s, differences between orthodox and progressive interpretations of the different
faith traditions have become more important. For instance, today it is common to find
orthodox Jews, traditional Catholics and fundamentalist Christians voting Republican in
opposition to abortion.
Second, Hunter also argued that the orthodox-progressive divide was a central
organizing principle of elite attitudes on a range of other issues not typically considered
to be moral issues. For instance, those with orthodox moral views tended to have
different attitudes about spending on welfare, healthcare, the environment and foreign
aid. A much higher percentage of the orthodox believed that the U.S. was a force for
good in the world. Those with progressive moral beliefs were more likely to believe that
the U.S. did not treat the third world fairly (Hunter 1991).
Hunter also found that the orthodox-progressive split among the public influenced
how individuals defined key values such as equality, freedom and tolerance. Those with
traditional moral views tended to understand freedom in social and economic terms. For
them, freedom was the condition that society enjoys when it does not live under
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despotism. Freedom exists when society is allowed to govern itself. It is not the
unfettered freedom of the individual to do anything they want, but rather the positive
freedom for an individual to freely achieve a common conception of the good. For many
with traditional moral views, economic freedom is linked with social freedom. A society
without control over economic resources will not long stay free.
Hunter argues that progressives understand freedom in negative terms, as a lack
of political and social restraints on behavior. For progressives, freedom is defined by
individual rights. Freedom is “a condition where an individual is granted immunity from
interference by others in his life, either by state or church or other individuals.”(Hunter
1991) Under this conception of freedom, being oppressed is the absence of choice. This
conception of freedom is intimately linked with tolerance of diversity.
According to Hunter, the orthodox also differ with progressives on their
understanding of justice. For moral traditionalists, justice is considered to be righteous
adherence to higher moral laws. Laws ultimately draw their authority from biblical
principles. Laws are just when they punish what is wrong and reward what is right. For
progressives, justice means the end of oppression in the social world. Progressives
conceive of justice as being intimately related to alleviating economic inequalities.
For progressives, the meaning of tolerance is to encourage moral pluralism and
the understanding of the relative nature of all beliefs. Progressive tolerance seeks to
celebrate different ideas about morality, seeing each of these ideas as having equal claim
to respect and acceptance. Because the idea of moral relativism is in stark contrast to the
orthodox moral vision, the orthodox often argue that social institutions and education
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based on moral pluralism are intolerant of their moral views. For the orthodox, a tolerant
society is one that provides space for the existence of absolute conceptions of morality.
There are also disagreements over the meaning of America. It is argued that
orthodox and progressive views define the meaning of American history and America
itself in different terms. Those espousing orthodox views are more likely to subscribe to
the idea of American exceptionalism. This view of history sees America as holding a
special place in the world. The orthodox tend to believe that laws and governmental
institutions are based on an authority greater than themselves. Rights come from god, not
from government. Individuals are “endowed by their creator with certain inalienable
rights.”
The progressive vision of America is based on pluralism and diversity. This
history focuses on the founders struggle to maintain a secular state that separates
religious beliefs from political institutions. Progressives stress that the constitution was
not based on absolute principles, but rather the Supreme Court was established to
interpret the constitution as a living document that will change with the times.
Moral divisions are also manifested in how one defines the family. Moral
traditionalists tend to see the family as being representative of a natural or divinely
ordained order. For progressives, the traditional family was oppressive. One activist
noted, “Where the women’s movement has stood for equality, the bourgeois family has
historically repudiated equality…Where the women’s movement has called for the
recognition of individualism, the family has insisted upon subordination of individual
interests to the group” (Hunter 1991). Progressives thus seek to move away from the
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definition of the family based on biological relationships and towards one based on a
conception of companionship, which allows for the validity of different family types.
Lastly, a key observation made by Hunter was that polarization along moral lines
was driven by activists, who tended to have more extreme views on moral issues than the
public at large. The culture war was powered by media technologies, political activists
and cultural institutions which worked to translate and magnify its ideas. In later works,
Hunter asserted that the concept of a culture war should not be tested with mass public
opinion data, but rather with the tools of cultural structural analysis (Dionne and
Cromarte 2006).
Other scholars believe that focusing analyses of the culture war on
individual opinions is necessary to capture the important effects that public opinion does
have on shaping politics (Wolfe in Dionne and Cromarte 2006). In contrast to the idea of
a nation divided on cultural issues, these scholars have argued that the idea of a cultural
war is a myth. Through analyses of public opinion data, they have sought to refute the
thesis of polarization. For instance, Paul DiMaggio reviewed data from the General
Social Survey and the National Election Study and found that with the exception of
abortion, the nation had not become more polarized (DiMaggio, Evans and Bryson 1996).
Through in-depth interviews with 128 subjects, Smith found that most people had never
heard of the culture war, and disliked the idea of it when it was described (Smith et al.
1997). In “One Nation After All”, Wolf interviewed 200 suburban individuals from eight
communities and came to the conclusion that if there was a culture war, it took place
inside Americans and not between them. Most Americans believed in both traditional
values and personal freedom (Wolf 1998).
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In later works, even Hunter argued that most of the public, about 65%, held
middle-of-the-road beliefs about abortion (Hunter 1994). The percentage of Americans
holding extreme views on abortion has not increased in recent years either (Fiorina,
Abrams and Pope 2006). Through analysis of the Survey of American Political Culture,
Hunter and Bowman also described how the public could be classified into different
categories with respect to their commitment to public culture. These included a number
of diverse moral interpretations including pragmatists, conventionalists and
communitarians (Hunter and Bowman 1996).
A somewhat related line of research has sought to test the proposition that moral
issues have served as a cross cutting issue that has realigned the coalitions that make up
the parties. Layman has argued that rather than displacing existing racial and economic
conflicts, moral issues have extended political conflict to a new dimension. Party
activists have become polarized on more issues, rather than reorganizing themselves
based on cross cutting moral issues (Layman and Carsey 2002).
For some, the idea of a culture war defining a key political divide in U.S. politics
implies that public views on moral issues are well developed and deeply embedded in the
public psyche. Some scholars have argued that the orthodox-progressive divide shapes
political behavior in many other countries around the world as well (Koster and Waal
2007; Barnea and Schwartz 1998).
The idea of public opinion being divided around orthodox and progressive beliefs
finds challenge in much of the general literature on mass attitudes, which has argued that
public opinion is ephemeral. For instance, Converse believed that much of the public did
not have meaningful opinions on most issues (Converse 1964). Survey responses were
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merely doorstep opinions offered in an off-the-cuff fashion to satisfy the needs of
researchers. They reflected little actual underlying belief or deeply felt opinion. In
fairness, Converse did note that moral attitudes tended to be more stable than other
attitudes. Nonetheless, they were still subject to significant instabilities over time.
Scholars have also understood public opinion as a reflection of a random
sampling of the most salient considerations that happen to be accessible during the
interview process (Zaller 1991). According to this conception, the ever shifting and
inconsistent responses of the public to survey questions are a reflection of underlying
beliefs, but this is highly sensitive to the timing and context of the survey.
Another possibility is suggested by scholars studying value conflicts. These
scholars have argued that the public is deeply conflicted about their core values and how
they should be applied to the political world. For instance, traditional moral beliefs may
conflict with egalitarianism or humanitarianism (Keele and Wolak 2006). Social
conservatism and moral traditionalism may conflict with freedom and individual rights
(Barnea and Schwartz 1998).
Scholars have disagreed on the prevalence of ambivalence among the public.
Some have argued that value ambivalence is fairly rare. Only in cases where one is faced
with a choice that requires a direct trade-off between two deeply held and irreconcilable
values does true ambivalence come into play (Alvarez and Brehm 2002). Scholars have
typically argued that ambivalence is uncomfortable, and subjects try to resolve their
cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957).
Recently, some social scientists have revised this belief, arguing that individuals
can comfortably live with many conflicting and inconsistent values and beliefs (Tetlock
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1986). They are rarely confronted with situations where value conflicts come into focus.
It may only be in cases where dissonant beliefs become simultaneously accessible where
individuals will experience uncomfortable cognitive dissonance (Newby-Clark,
McGregor and Zanna 2005). Scholars have also found that individuals are capable of
holding both positive and negative beliefs about the same attitude object (Martinez, Craig
and Kane 2002). Whether an individual says they feel ambivalent is often somewhat
unrelated to objective measures of ambivalence collected through multiple survey
questions (Priester and Petty 1996).
In stark contrast to the idea of a public polarized around moral issues is the
possibility that individuals themselves are often deeply conflicted about their basic core
moral values. They rarely systematize their beliefs into ideologies or consistent value
systems. A significant body of research has been devoted to defining and measuring the
ambivalence of the public. In-depth interviews are an important research tool to measure
ambivalence. Survey tools may allow a researcher to speculate on the existence of
ambivalence, but they can not empirically demonstrate that a respondent is conflicted.
In-depth interviews provide a format that allows the respondent to express conflicting
beliefs and ambivalence toward core values.

Data
The National Election Study asks four questions that are commonly used to
measure what political scientists have described as “moral traditionalism”. In general,
these questions measure attitudes towards traditional social arrangements and tolerance of
different moral views and outlooks. The results of my in-depth interviews with
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respondents for each of these questions are described below. Twenty eight subjects were
interviewed on tape to discuss their response to these questions. Individuals were
initially asked the question, and then prompted with follow up questions to elaborate on
why they answered the way that they did.
Methods
The research method used in this chapter is a qualitative analysis and presentation
of the interviewer responses. The selection and characteristics of the respondents are
discussed in more detail in Chapter 2. Qualitative research is obviously subject to more
interpretation by the researcher. In addition, in-depth interviews may provide a greater
opportunity for the researcher to influence the subject. Researchers may also have the
tendency to focus their analyses on the most interesting and distinctive respondents. All
of these factors introduce potential bias into the findings. In order to address these
potential weaknesses, an interview guide was developed prior to the research to provide a
consistent format to collect the information. The purpose of the guide was to ask
questions in a sequence that did not solicit specific responses, but provided a neutral
format that allowed individuals the maximum range to provide unsolicited feedback.
Selected interviewee responses to each of the four questions used to measure
moral traditionalism are show below. While some respondents could easily be
categorized into a progressive or orthodox category, many gave nuanced and qualified
responses that showed they were conflicted about their answers. In the same breath,
respondents could argue for and against traditional moral beliefs.
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Would Society Be Better Off with More Emphasis on Traditional Family
Ties?
Individuals were asked to respond to the following statement: “This country
would have many fewer problems if there were more emphasis on traditional family ties.”
Half of the respondents (14/28) either disagreed or disagreed strongly that society would
have many fewer problems if there were more emphasis on traditional family ties. Only
43 percent (12/28) either agreed or agreed strongly. Two respondents neither agreed nor
disagreed.
There were numerous interpretations of this question, and respondents varied
considerably in what they thought traditional family ties meant. While some stated
emphatically that traditional family ties were the most important thing in the world,
others saw traditional family ties as representing an outmoded, authoritarian and archaic
standard for organizing society. Many respondents were conflicted about family ties
because they viewed traditional family ties as being representative of conformity and as
restrictive of individual freedom. They also thought traditional family ties were
unrepresentative of the diversity of society and repressive of other non-traditional
relationships. Even when voicing these concerns, they also simultaneously voiced
arguments in favor of the traditional family.
Interviewees expressed relatively little subjective ambivalence with regard to this
question. Only 7 percent (2/28) respondents made a direct expression of ambivalence.
On the other hand, approximately 32 percent (9/28) respondents discussed considerations
both for and against traditional family ties. Only 4 percent (1/28) respondents made a
direct partisan statement by referring to the President, the administration or political
parties. This may under represent the actual level of partisan framing of this question, as
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a number of other respondents made statements that indicated a political interpretation of
the question. Because they didn’t refer to specific party labels, these were not coded as
partisan.
There was some confusion on what the question meant, with 14 percent (4/28)
respondents expressing uncertainty about what traditional family ties were. Reference to
“issues of the day”, were relatively uncommon, with 18 percent (5/28) respondents
referring to common political or policy issues that one might read about in the daily
newspaper. About 25 percent of respondents (7/28) referred to gay couples when they
discussed what a traditional family tie was, and was not. Approximately 18 percent
(5/28) referred to women staying at home with the children when they discussed
traditional family ties. Another 25 percent (7/28) referred to religion.
Traditional Family Ties don’t Exist Anymore
A common response of those who disagreed with the importance of traditional
family ties was that it was unreasonable to expect to go back to some golden age in the
past. They did not believe it was feasible to restore traditional family ties, and thus they
rejected the premise of the question. When asked what traditional family ties were, one
respondent noted,
“It means, you have to have a mom, you have to have a dad, you have to
have grandparents, brothers and sisters, you have to have uncles and aunts,
you have to belong to a church or synagogue, or a mosque, you have to
have a lot of things…but our society doesn’t have the luxury to provide
that to everybody…so I think people need to think outside the box, to
realize that because there are these huge market failures, if I can call it
that, because there are these social breakdowns, if I can pull that in from
the previous question, traditional cookie cutter, 1950s, traditional family
unit just isn’t there and things have to be looked at differently and thought
about differently in the context of today’s society, not in the context of
something that happened 50 years ago..”
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For a number of respondents, traditional family ties implied women staying home
and raising the kids. Traditional family ties represented an archaic and old fashioned
view of the world. It was neither desirable, nor possible, to return to this stable and
constrained world. One respondent said, “Well, because I think traditional family ties
could be interpreted to mean mom and dad married for forty years, you know, mom
staying home and raising kids and dad going out and working and that is just not going to
happen anymore.”
Some respondents believed that emphasis on traditional family ties really referred
to restricting gay marriage and gay adoption. Since they saw nothing wrong with these
practices, they disagreed with the statement. One noted,
“That’s just another way of saying …something about marriage being
limited to one man and one woman, some kind of concept like that. That's
another rephrasing of that I guess, right? You know -- I don't see that as
being the cure all.”
Rebelling Against Family Dysfunction
As one might expect, the quality of respondent’s personal experiences with their
own families affected their opinion of the importance of traditional families. Those
respondents that had not had good experiences with their families often rebelled against
them. One respondent said,
“I was adopted, and was raised in a very dysfunctional family. My mother was a
drunk. My father was very codependent. You can tell I have had a lot of therapy.
Ahh, very codependent…both parents are now diseased, I’m gay, I had to go to
church every Sunday because my father was Catholic, I was adopted from the
Catholic orphanage and he signed a paper saying he would raise a kid
Catholic…so for 18 years, traditional family values, I’m at church every Sunday
and at 18 I rebelled, no more church, so we all lost… we all lose in those types of
situations, I don’t think families are the old tradition anymore…”
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Traditional Family Ties Politicized
It was common for respondents to refer to “family values” when they responded
to the question, even though the question refers to “family ties”. This insertion of the
more politicized wording suggested to me that these individuals were interpreting this
question as having a more general political meaning. One respondent made this
connection explicit when he disagreed with the statement because it had political
overtones. He noted,
“Well, I would say that I disagree with that, partially because of what
"traditional family ties" has come to mean. If you had asked me that
before the great emphasis on it politically, I might have agreed with it
more, but now I would say I disagree with it… in the past it would have
meant to -- staying within the nuclear family of whatever kind, our
generation teaching other generations, and all of this I think would have
been good. Now it means being more sort of the selfish, political jargon
of those particular parts, and I don't agree with it. But it's become more of
a religious and political football.”
Focus on Traditional Families Shouldn’t Crowd Out Other Options
An emphasis on traditional family ties was often interpreted as excluding or
restricting non-traditional families. Even those who agreed that traditional families might
be better, argued that the choice was not between traditional and non-traditional family
ties, but between non-traditional and no family ties. One individual said the following,
“Well, you're talking about traditional families. You know, we need to
open our minds about what a family is. You know, gays want to adopt
AIDS babies but a lot of people don't like gay adoptions but then there's
nobody to adopt these people, okay. You know, many gay men will adopt
African American children and if they didn't what -- you know, nobody is
going to adopt.
You know, they say that the best family is a nuclear family, heterosexual
with kids, and that that's where -- that's the best situation for a homeless
child to be in or, you know, the best situation for a child to be in. That
may be true, okay, but if the option for a child who is up for adoption is a
nuclear family or no family, a gay family, a lesbian family, a non-
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traditional family would be far better, you know. So that's where I'm
coming from.”
Conformity
Traditional family ties were interpreted by some to imply conformity. One
respondent, who neither agreed nor disagreed, thought the question was open to
interpretations that he did not like. Traditional family ties were associated with a whole
value complex that was conformist and which he did not necessarily agree with.

“Because I am afraid that traditional family ties would be interpreted to
mean conformity. That we should all have short haircuts and shiny shoes
and neatly pressed pants. I mean well who cares?...I think that the whole
concept of the traditional family ties that are based on traditional moral
values is aesthetic preferences disguised as genuine moral values. And
mixed in with a small handful of what I would consider important moral
values …like pay your bills, for example… Mixed in with that would be a
huge amount of, oh, let's not have any more rock-n-roll music or rap music
or whatever the current musical outrage it. I mean let’s not have long hair.
You know, just silliness that I think is of no consequence.”
Traditional family values were seen as supporting arbitrary social hierarchy and
authority. Traditional family values created a “Leave it to Beaver” world where
“everybody is nice and polite and friendly all the time and no one questions anything.”
Under traditional family values, “everyone knows their place”. One respondent noted,
“Because I think -- I guess I take that statement to mean … if more people
lived in a nuclear families with the mom and the dad and all that and that
people respected their elders more, that that society would maintain its
hierarchical ways and that things would be better. And I don’t agree…”
For some respondents, emphasis on traditional family ties suggested past
oppressions and domestic violence. To imagine that a golden age of domestic tranquility
had ever existed was to ignore a history filled with a whole array of other problems. The
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world where traditional family ties were dominant was also filled with social unrest,
racism and sexism. One person noted,
“We wouldn’t have fewer problems, we’d have different problems. It’s
not -- I mean, people always like to look to the 50's as the golden age and - you know, sort of Leave it to Beaver. That never happened. I don’t
know where we’re getting -- you know, it’s all right for husbands to beat
the crap out of their wives all the time. You don’t see that on Leave it to
Beaver but it happened. Blacks and whites couldn’t use the same drinking
fountain, but that was the wonderful 50's.
It’s not that -- there would be different problems. Traditional family
values provided a lot of problems as well. You need to have some sort of
a balance in between, some sort of a flexibility because once you start
setting anything in stone you’re just going to get in trouble.”
Freedom
For many, traditional family ties conflicted with freedom. Under traditional
family ties, one was bound by custom, family obligations and arbitrary social
conventions. Traditional family ties prevented individuals from creating social
relationships and family structures that could secure their happiness. Speaking about
traditional family ties, one respondent argued,
“Well, it limits personal freedoms …if that's the only thing that a family is
under a traditional concept…it limits my personal freedoms, okay. It
limits other people's personal freedoms. It's an outmoded concept which
doesn't exist except in the minority in the United States.
Let's look at reality, okay. There are more divorced people than married
people, okay. You know, the traditional family doesn't exist in reality or it
does for the minority. And again it may be an objective, you know, we
would like to have more married people, but reality shows us that it's -that we're not, okay. You know, the non-traditional family is basically
what exists in the United States, okay.…Maybe 45 percent or 40 percent
of the nation is in the traditional family, and that's good. I don't have any
problem with that. But give me the personal freedom to set up a family
situation that suits me and that provides my children with the same kind of
education, personal growth, development, ….I mean, I came from a
traditional family except we had eight kids, but that family is
dysfunctional, okay. I don't see them because I prefer the family I set up
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here, even though I’m divorced, okay. It works for me and it works for a
lot of other people. So that's why, you know, I would strongly disagree
with that.”
In another form of ambivalence about family values, some respondents thought
more emphasis on traditional family ties was ok, but only if traditional family ties
referred to positive family relationships. One woman noted,
“I agree strongly if the family is intelligent and caring and loving towards
their kids, but people who were in families where the parents are on drugs
or indifferent to them or neglectful, then it’s not true. But family ties
should be increased -- families who are good to their kids don’t need to
increase their family ties because they already, you know, have strong
ones.”
While many respondents expressed frustration with traditional family ties, for
others, they were the most important thing in the world. Traditional family ties embodied
the values of selflessness and sacrifice. Being part of a network of family ties made an
individual stronger and gave meaning to their life. One respondent noted the following
about traditional family ties,
“I think that they’re the most important thing in life, in my life. I don’t
think there’s anything more important. I think that when you have
something else to work for than yourself that life is a lot more meaningful.
I think that knowing that they’re there gives me the confidence to keep
going on even when terrible things happen. And it’s just -- it feels good to
be a part of something bigger than myself. You know, that -- to have
other people who depend on me and who have an interest in me doing well
and I feel the same about them. It’s a great thing.”
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Reciprocity and Duty
Traditional family ties were described in terms of a set of reciprocal duties that
were required of parents and children. Parents provided for their children, and it was the
duty of children to respect their authority. When parents became older, it was the duty of
children to take care of aging parents. One respondent described it this way,
“your parents…raise you in an emotionally and physically stable and
healthy life, I think you should obey your parents because they're older
than you and I think they're wiser than you. And you should spend time
with your parents, -- because say what parents would not do everything
they could to ensure that their children are well rounded, successful human
beings? And I think if they did that, if they raised you in that way, then
you should reciprocate that and when they're older you should take care of
them when they're getting older and more physically and mentally
incapacitated. And when they know that -- or when you know that they
will not have long for this world you should go and spend time with them
because before you know it, they'll be gone, and then that will be the
end…”
Some of those that thought there should be more emphasis on traditional family
ties saw these bonds as creating a leveling effect that provided support for those that
needed help. Rather than creating inequality, traditional family ties represented an ethic
of sacrifice that worked to raise the fortunes of everybody.

“I think America obviously is an individual society. I'm going to go again
with my background roots. People from third world countries are more
family oriented and group oriented. They are not out there in the dog eat
dog world. It's not survival of the fittest. You're very tied to your family.
You're not trying to be out there trying to, beat other people or, you know,
let other people drown, or be richer than other people and have them at the
bottom end of society. Just kind of level things out and work with each
other, improve everyone's life as opposed to just your own.”
Some respondents struggled with what values should be passed on to a child.
They thought parental guidance was important, but they also valued the idea that each
individual must ultimately choose what type of person they will be. Ultimately, family
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ties were important in shaping what type of person they would be. They argued that
traditional family ties prevented problems such as,
“Dropping out of school, dropping out of high school. I guess living their
lives through a series of low paying jobs. I guess going from boyfriend to
boyfriend, girlfriend to girlfriend, changing partners all the time. Just kind
of making do and not really getting anywhere….But, see, that’s my value
and it may not be theirs. That may not be their goal in life, you know, to
make it in the corporate world. So -- but parental guidance, yeah, I think
is absolutely important, absolutely, and I think that that’s where a lot of
parents fail. They provide the home and the food and not much else. It’s
really up to the kids to figure out, you know, how to navigate in
adulthood.”
Family Values Are Good, but Keep the Government Out of It
One respondent was ambivalent because they thought that emphasis on traditional
family ties implied social or government policies. She thought that government action in
this field was likely to be ineffective, or worse, cause greater problems. She noted,
“I am for family values. But I don't think our society as whole should be
dictating to people that you should have mother, father and children. And
like in China where you can only have one child...I don't think that is the
way to do it. But, for instance, like if there is a woman that gets to her
thirties and she is not married and she wants to adopt and she can support
the child, fine. Good and well…You know, that is not the norm. But I
don't think as a society we should do anything to discourage the family or
make it harder for families. But I don't think you can pass a law and say
everybody go to church on Sunday.”
Observations About Traditional Family Ties
Respondents interpreted this question in a variety of ways. While some thought
the question related to gay rights or women staying at home with the children, others did
not mention these subjects when they answered. It may be the case that some instability
in response to this question is related to deeply held views about these subjects, and how
the question is being interpreted. A number of respondents argued for both the
importance of traditional and non-traditional family ties.
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Most respondents were not explicit in expressing partisanship when they
discussed their answer. While they lacked an explicit partisan reaction, respondents did
often seem to understand that the question could have a political meaning. A number of
respondents experienced a conflict between the objective and partisan interpretation of
this question.
Respondents often discussed religion even though this question does not ask
about it in any way. Traditional family ties were associated with general moral values for
a significant fraction of respondents. Many of those who agreed with this statement were
conflicted over how prescriptive the content of this morality should be. For many,
personal freedom directly conflicted with traditional family ties.
Many of the respondents framed this question as a debate over what should be
considered a family. Similar to the assertions of Hunter and other proponents of the
culture war, what was at stake in this question was the very meaning of a family.
Are New Lifestyles Leading to the Breakdown of Society?

One of the questions used to measure moral attitudes on the NES asks
respondents to agree or disagree with the following statement, “The new lifestyles are
contributing to the breakdown of our society.” Of those responding, 29 percent (8/28)
either agreed strongly or agreed somewhat and 11 percent (3/28) neither agreed nor
disagreed. The remaining 61 percent (17/28) disagreed, or disagreed strongly with the
statement. Approximately 14 percent (4/28) expressed ambivalence about the question,
saying that they were torn about how to answer, while 43 percent (12/28) discussed
considerations for both agreeing and disagreeing with the question. There was some
confusion about what the question was actually referring to, and 32 percent (9/28) of the
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respondents expressed uncertainty over what the various terms of the question meant.
Partisanship was not frequently referenced and only 7 percent (2/28) of the respondents
made references to political parties, the president or the administration in their response.
New Lifestyles: Code Word for Gay Rights?
Respondents were asked what new lifestyles they thought of. They did not
interpret this question in any one way. Approximately 17 percent referred only to gay
issues, 43 percent mentioned gay issues as well as other considerations and 40 percent
did not mention gay issues when discussing what a new lifestyle was. It was fairly
common for respondents to refer to family related issues when they responded to this
question. Approximately 39 percent (11/28) of the respondents referred to heterosexual
family issues, such as divorce and cohabitation before marriage. Approximately 14
percent (4/28) thought new lifestyles referred to women with children working. A
number of respondents referred to new lifestyles as being driven by materialism, with 18
percent (5/28) of the respondents referencing this issue. It was fairly common for
respondents to mention the bible or Christian values when answering this question.
Some respondents were angered by the question, seeing in it immediately an
indictment of their lifestyle. One respondent who thought the question referred to
divorce noted, “I just want to roll my eyes and vomit.” Another noted, “When I hear that
statement that sounds to me like it’s a guy from the 700 Club talking about the immoral
homosexuals and the homosexual lifestyle, and I think that’s ridiculous.”
While some interpreted this question as directly related to one’s attitude toward
gay people, other respondents saw in the question a broader array of issues. For these
others, this question really addressed itself to whether social changes were undermining
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moral values. The question seemed to elicit respondent’s general attitudes towards
human nature. Some saw human nature as basically good. It was natural to expect
progress in the future, and they saw new lifestyles as a natural process of social growth.
For others, the freedom to select any lifestyle often meant that individuals made choices
that were myopic, and did not consider their own, or societies long term well being
Another theme that came up during interviews related to respondents underlying
posture towards life. Could the choices one made about how to live one’s life be judged
by a higher standard? Does an individual have an inherent purpose to their life, or could
they freely select any lifestyle, as long as it didn’t harm others? Were all these choices
equally valid?
Some respondents questioned whether any lifestyle was new. One respondent
noted,
“I don’t think humans have figured out in all this time new ways of
expressing their humanity. I think these are things that probably get more
coverage and I think we just -- we live in a society where there’s lots of
free time so people have time to think about these things. They’re
definitely not new. I mean, there’s probably been a constant level of evil
in the world or moral decay. I mean, I think in every age there’s someone
saying that things -- that things looked better before but it never -- it never
was.”
While some argued that the very notion of a breakdown of society was political
fear mongering, others spoke in sincere terms of the evil that people could be capable of.
One respondent noted the following,
“Well, in our area, there is a lot of drug problems with methamphetamines
and -- oh, gee, it is just awful. You see families tore up. And every week
…and things that you wouldn't -- wouldn't think you would ever hear
these people do for drugs.”
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Moral Dimensions of the Lifestyles Question
For many, new lifestyles referred to moral decadence. Respondents mentioned a
wide range of issues both large and small, including drugs, abortion, sex on TV,
premarital sex, obesity, consumerism, vanity, greed, spending beyond your means,
materialism, instant gratification, infidelity, viewing pornography, cuss words on TV and
people wearing scanty clothing. A range of family issues, both positive and negative,
were also mentioned, including divorce, family fragmentation, children in day care,
interracial couples, adopting children from other cultures, couples cohabiting outside
marriage and single parents.
General considerations that respondents thought characterized some new lifestyles
included political apathy, lack of concern for others, lack of concern for future
generations, not making sure that children have the best lives possible and “everybody
just doing what they want”. Respondents also mentioned specific things that they
thought were indicative of new lifestyles, such as fast food, Paris Hilton snorting cocaine,
spending all your parents’ money on prom dresses and the TV show “My Sweet Sixteen”
on TV.
The question ties new lifestyles to the breakdown of society, and perhaps because
of this, a majority of the considerations mentioned were negative. Other positive
considerations mentioned included technology, online shopping, having everything at the
tip of your fingers, freedom to move and to change one’s life.
Some respondents who focused on morality saw new lifestyles as being in
contravention of traditional morality. One respondent noted that people flaunted their

104

“lifestyle in the face of the Judeo-Christian tradition. So -- and I think it's just horrible”.
Another said,
“I go by the Bible that people -- people just aren't the way they used to be.
They don't care anymore. You know, everything is just out there. Every
little thing. It is just out there.”
A number of respondents noted that a breakdown in moral values was a result of
materialism and the mass media. One noted,

"I think there's always been, I don't know, like decadent behavior,
especially among the upper class all over the world. But I just think that
with mass media and marketing of a certain image, people have strived to
be -- I mean, I look around Starbucks here and I see people talking on their
cell phones, drinking Starbucks latte, with the lap top, reading a trendy
newspaper. It just seems like that that is an image that has been sold by
our culture and people have bought it because it looks cool… why do
people wear a Polo shirt with a Polo label on it… it's just vanity that says,
yeah, I spent $65 for this shirt. …what in our society is making people
have that kind of mind set? ..the vanity of consumerism….”
Another conflated materialism and government spending with the loss of personal
responsibility.

“Because I believe that, particularly since the latter, particularly since let's
say the FDR era in the 1930s, people have been consistently told to behave
in ways that I consider financially irresponsible. And that is okay. That is
fine. They don't need to be responsible because being responsible is the
government's business…. So, I would consider that a form of modern day
increasing immorality.
The lifestyle of you can have it now. See it, want it, charge it. You can
have it all. As long as you have a pulse, you can qualify for a zero down
mortgage, so get the biggest McMansion they make and put it on, not just
a zero amortization, but even nowadays a negative amortization mortgage,
where your monthly payment pays so little that your mortgage amount
increases each month…. And the related reliance that, oh well, it is no big
deal, so what if it all blows up and the housing bubble bursts and I am
upside down in the mortgage and lose my house. No big deal because the
government is always there. And, worst comes to worst, the government
will bail me out, so I have nothing to worry about…. I mean what the
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heck, just have government provide the service and stick the next
generation with the bill.”
New Lifestyles and the Decline of Social Standards
Respondents frequently discussed the decline in social standards and families and
the loss of respect for established institutions. Respondents reported on this loss of
accepted social standards in different ways. This was manifested in things as small as
cell phones wringing in restaurants or late night comedians making fun of leaders, priests
or nuns. The loss of standards with respect to these small things was reflective of the
overall loss of respect for social, religious and government institutions.
Respondents linked a social environment that lacked common values and
standards with the loss of role models.
“I used to feel, you know, as a kid growing up that adults were somebody
I could look up to and have some security in, that they were stable, they
had reached a point in their lives where they knew who they were and
what they wanted and they were going to take care of the families, and it
was just a purity. But now I see people who are depressed…”
Many respondents found the degradation and loss of standards in conduct
indicative of a breakdown in society. Another respondent noted,
“I just think we are becoming a nation where everybody is just … you
know, they do what they want. They view pornography and it has become
an okay thing…And I don't--I don't think that is right. When you are
seeing cuss words and stuff on TV in prime time and then the -- everybody
thinks that is acceptable. I don't think that is acceptable.”
New Lifestyles and Individualism
While some respondents were narrow in their interpretation of this question, and
others perplexed by its ambiguity, many respondents identified new lifestyles with
general values related issues such as materialism, selfishness, and a lack of adherence to
moral and social standards. This characterization of lifestyles by some respondents
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matches fairly closely the description of the “lifestyle enclave” identified in Habits of the
Heart (Bellah et al. 1985).
Habits of the Heart describes the lifestyle enclave as an expression of private life,
linked closely with leisure and consumption. The life style enclave is typically unrelated
to the world of work and “brings together those who are socially, economically, or
culturally similar…one of its chief aims is the enjoyment of being with those who share
one’s lifestyle.”
They note that lifestyle enclaves are based on a degree of individual choice that is
mostly independent from traditional ethnic and religious boundaries. “Whereas a
community attempts to be an inclusive whole, celebrating the interdependence of public
and private life and of the different callings of all, lifestyle is fundamentally segmental
and celebrates the narcissism of similarity” (Bellah et al. 1985).
Besides measuring an individual’s posture towards relativism and moral
standards, this question also appeared to measures an important dimension of
individualism and attitudes towards freedom. It tapped attitudes towards an “expressive
individualism” that seeks to allow an autonomous self the freedom to select the values
and lifestyle that maximize its own personal good. Expressive individualism seeks to
allow each individual to define themselves and their own good. What may be lost in this
expression of individual good is any sense of the common values, goals and good that
must ultimately exist if people are to live in and maintain a society. Alexis de
Tocqueville noted the dark side of this individualism which “disposes each citizen to
isolate himself from the mass of his fellows and withdraw into his own circle of family
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and friends; with this little society formed to his taste, he gladly leaves greater society to
look after itself” (De Tocqueville 1969).
New Lifestyles and the “Plentyplaint”
The lifestyles question appeared to tap some key moral beliefs. Following the 2004
election, many pundits were surprised by polls that showed that a high percentage of the
electorate cited values as the more important factor in determining their vote choice. In
his recent book, Thomas Frank blames a conservative backlash movement driven by
cultural issues. He describes voters who are more motivated by cultural issues than
economic and class issues. He notes,
“But the culture—the everyday environment they lived in —- rankled them
the way pollen affects someone with hay fever. Their favorite magazines,
movie heroes, and politicians would never let them forget it, either, parading
before them an ever swelling cavalcade of grievances: tales of foul mouthed
kids, crime in the streets, rabid feminists, out-of-control government agencies,
crazy civil rights leaders, obscene art, welfare cheats, foolish professors, and
sitcom provocations, each one sending them into swamps of bitterness”
(Frank 2005, 141).
Frank argues that blue collar voters who are part of the conservative backlash
movement have foolishly become captivated by cultural issues at the expense of their real
economic interests. The answers of respondents to the lifestyles question were driven by
cultural and values concerns. Similar to Frank’s description of the conservative litany of
complaints – what he calls the “plenty-plaint” – respondents did often describe their
dissatisfaction with the new lifestyles as a list of the many small grievances.
These respondents would frequently link their many small concerns with society
together with larger moral considerations. The way respondents would jump from small
cultural concerns to larger values issues was reminiscent of the “broken windows” theory
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of the sociological origins of crime. The broken windows theory argues that small signs
of the breakdown of order, such as a broken window on a house, cause greater disorder
and criminal activity. Broken windows, graffiti, other small signs of neglect
communicate to criminals that nobody cares. These superficial details in the social
environment can actually serve to create a general atmosphere of lawlessness that
encourages worse crimes. Respondent’s description of the danger of “new lifestyles”
often evoked the danger that relatively small changes in social habits, such as cuss words
on television, or styles of dress, could have larger social implications.
Observations on the New Lifestyles Question
There were a number of different ways in which respondents were conflicted
about this question. A significant percentage of respondents did identify considerations
both for and against this question. Concerns about the decay of society conflicted with
the desire for personal freedom. Narrow interpretation of the question also caused some
conflicts. Some who were supportive of gay rights disagreed with this question even
though they made other comments that were indicative of concern about changes in
moral beliefs in society. While this question was strongly associated with gay rights, a
significant portion of respondents considered the question to be about broader
overarching moral issues.
The question prompted some respondents to discuss different conceptions of what
freedom should be used for. Unfettered freedom wasn’t desirable when it eroded social
standards, and led to violations of common standards of decency. Pornography, drug use,
hedonism, excessive individualism and lack of respect for social standards were thought
to be the result of new lifestyles by some.
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Should We Adjust Our View of Moral Behavior to Changes in the World?

One of the questions that measures tolerance and moral traditionalism asks
individuals to respond to the following statement: “The world is always changing and we
should adjust our view of moral behavior to those changes.” Overall, most respondents
believed that you should be able to adjust your view of moral behavior based on changes
in society, with 68 percent (19/28) either agreeing or agreeing strongly with this
statement. None of the respondents expressed any overt ambivalence when choosing
between these options. In general, respondents did not tend to discuss considerations on
both sides of this question, with only 14 percent (4/28) discussing considerations both for
and against the statement while answering. Partisanship did not appear to play a major
role in framing this question, with only 4 percent (1/28) of respondents referring to the
President, the administration or political parties. Respondents did frequently discuss
issues of the day, with 75 percent (21/28) respondents mentioning such topics. Issues of
the day would include policy or political issues that one might read about in a typical
newspaper article. For instance, if one referred to gay marriage or stem cell research, this
would be an issue of the day. If one just talked generally about one’s belief in religion,
then it would not be.
While the question was fairly vague, respondents did not express much confusion
over how to interpret it. Only 14 percent (4/28) respondents made any reference to
uncertainty about the meaning of the question. A number of respondents did note that it
could be interpreted in different ways, but they then easily provided an interpretation that
they had decided to use. This was not counted as confusion. Perhaps because the
question refers to changes in the world, terrorism was mentioned in 32 percent (9/28) of
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the answers. It was also common for respondents to refer to gay marriage, gay adoption
or other gay rights issue, with 50 percent (14/28) respondents referring to such issues.
Respondents had a number of different interpretations and reactions to the question.
These are discussed below in more detail.
Changes in the World
Respondents referred to a variety of different changes in the world that they
thought might require adjustments in moral behavior. Terrorism was frequently cited.
One respondent noted that it was justified for the U.S. to become more militant in the
face of terrorist attacks. Changes in the world were also frequently interpreted to include
the rise and fall of nations, changes in global markets and technological advances. The
most common social issue referred to was gay rights, but issues related to racism and
sexism were also discussed.
Changes in Our View of Moral Behavior
Respondents conceptualized changes in moral behavior in different ways as well.
Respondents frequently blurred issues of personal morality with larger international
issues. Respondents were asked to discuss what changes in moral behavior they thought
of. One noted, “there it would tend to be more of how one treats other people and other
governments, and I don't think we should change that.”
Individuals frequently referred to changes in beliefs about the morality of
homosexuality. One noted,
“For example, homosexuality…in the old days it was condemned, but
nowadays I think that people realize that we should have compassion for
others, just because people thought one way many, many years ago
doesn’t mean that that is the right way to think…”
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Respondents usually provided a reason why they thought morality should or
should not change. A number of individuals discussed the benefits of tolerance. Some
discussed relativism and their general lack of belief in the existence of morality, while
others referred to religion and the existence of eternal and unchanging moral principles.
What is Morality?
A number of respondents were skeptical of defining moral beliefs. They saw
reference to morality as a tool of those who were intolerant. One noted,

“And I think we should adjust our moral -- I mean, what is morality
anyway? You know, I always hear moral values. What does that mean,
moral values? Does that mean biblical values? Does that mean-- I don’t
know what that means. It means nothing to me, you know.…But I think
that we need to -- we need to accept people, we need to, you know, accept
what’s happening instead of denying it and saying it’s ungodly, or
unbiblical, or whatever the Christian right is, you know, saying. Am I
being bombastic?”
There is No Single Standard of Morality
Individuals often defined tolerance as the most important value because they did
not believe our society could have a single standard of morality. They were afraid to
emphasize other aspects of morality because a single moral standard would be oppressive
in a society as diverse as ours.
“I just think to me it means treating other people with respect, respecting
other people’s ideas, their beliefs, their values. I don’t think that there is a
single standard of morality in this country, there can’t be. We’re too
diverse …”
Most respondents had a very flexible understanding of what morality was. One
noted, “there are very few things that morally you can say are just black and white…there
are some -- like killing people I think is bad, in terms of the way you dress or whether
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you decide to have one child or four children, those are things that are going to change -our mind is changing, our collective mind as a culture and as a world is changing all the
time.”
Personal Freedom
A number of respondents argued that too much emphasis on moral values was a
danger to personal freedom. Everybody should be allowed to “do their own thing” as
long as they didn’t force it upon other people. One woman noted,
“I think he who has no sin should cast the first stone, because people who
are kind of trying to be too moral, and trying to give people too many rules
about morality and this that and the other, are kind of overstepping their
bounds…really, once again, overstepping their bounds, most of the people
I know don’t care for people trying to give them the moral riot act…as I
say, most people I know are not even doing anything that constitutes
immorality, but someone else just takes it that way…they really just want
to tell people what to do”
Technology Doesn’t Change Moral Standards
While a number of individuals referred to changing technology as a key reason
that morality needed to change, one woman argued that human nature, and the definition
of morality, did not change fundamentally over time. She noted,
“Because the world isn't changing that much that personal accountability
and reactions are changing. I mean, we're still the same human beings that
we were 50 years ago, it's just we now have TVs and cell phones. I don't - I don't think anything should be adjusted. People should be more moral
than they are but that doesn't mean we should change the definition.”
The Need for Eternal Principles
In many of the answers, respondents who applied similar qualifications, or
referred to similar examples, drew different conclusions. It seemed like individuals did
not reason their way through to an answer, but rather, had a basic pre-disposition. Some
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people liked the idea of believing in absolute principles, while others found the notion
distasteful. Religious beliefs often served as the basis for belief in absolute moral
principles. A college student noted the following,
“Number one, I am a born again evangelical Christian so I don't really
subscribe to moral relativism. So that is -- that's my own rationale. But
from a secular point of view it's like at the end -- if we just put the peg in
whatever hole at any time then at the end of the day what do we hang our
hat on -- hang our hat on to believe in, you know what I mean? Like what
do you -- what are you going to look to? ..You might believe in the all
encompassing power of nature as a law of the universe. And I'm like,
yeah, that's great. Then live your life according to that dictate. But if you
don't have something at the end of day, what has your life been? …your
life is kind of meaningless if you don't believe in anything as an eternal
thing.”
Religion Provides a Foundation for Absolute Moral Beliefs
Respondents who referred directly to their religious beliefs were typically the
ones that were willing to accept the idea of absolute moral standards.
“I think there are moral absolutes. I think the modern idea of relativism,
everything -- nothing is either right or wrong, it’s the lens you view the
world through…For some things that’s true, for issues of morals it’s
usually not…. Issues of morals, that’s another story. And something is
either moral or not, and that comes from the fact that I’m a religious
person anyway. And so obviously, you know, you can’t be religious and
not have some sort of set view of morals.”
Some Morality is Absolute and Some is Not
Some respondents noted that it was ok for some moral beliefs to change, but that
there were core beliefs that could not. Perhaps it was ok for society to be more lax about
cuss words on television, but just because sex crimes or rape became more common did
not mean that these things should be accepted. The balance between what should and
should not be accepted was often difficult to strike. One did not want to be inflexible, but
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on the other hand, moral issues often had implications that went beyond the individual.
One respondent noted,
“You know, that Victoria's Secret display they had at Tyson's Corner that
was on the news. Maybe that's a good example….So they had very
scantily dressed mannequins in very suggestive positions in their window
and it was right next to a movie theater where a lot of kids go, and some
people felt that it was not something appropriate for kids to see….So, you
know, on the one hand I think we've become a freer society and, you
know, people do dress more provocatively than they may have in the 18th
century and it's more accepted, but on the other hand is this the image that
we want to project to our children? I don't think so. So I think that while
morally in some arenas the morals have been relaxed but in other arenas I
think they need to be kept tighter.”
Become Enlightened, but Don’t Reshuffle the Moral Deck
One respondent, who neither agreed nor disagreed with the statement, also took a
nuanced position. Human beings had become more enlightened on a variety of moral
issues over time. Although this was a good thing, this did not imply that radical or
wholesale changes to moral codes should be contemplated. Because human nature was
unchanging, some moral standards were also not amenable to change.
“Because I think human nature has remained the same from the beginning
of time. Like humans are greedy, scared, are hopeful, are stupid, are
smart. I think that won’t change. But at the same time our sensibilities
are going to have to change on the issues. We have seen a drastic change,
women can vote now, blacks can vote. You know, it’s not appropriate to
have children serving in the Army or working in factories…So, I mean, I
think we’ve become enlightened on certain issues and we should account
for that, but in the end human nature is what it is…. I do not necessarily
think that it means we should precipitate some sort of full scale reshuffling
of, you know, moral standards.”
Reinterpret Morality to Apply to New Issues
A couple respondents argued that it was ok to adjust morality to account for new
and unanticipated situations that were encountered in the world. Moral beliefs could
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remain relatively unchanged, but like the law, some adjudication of these standards was
required to make them fit the many and diverse specific cases that one encountered.
“Because undeniably the world is changing in some respects. And even if
we want to maintain a consistent moral standard, it is inevitably going to
have to be reinterpreted and reapplied to confront new issues…. Because
society is not going to remain static, we can't simply have a cookbook list
of dos and don'ts and apply them in a computer-like fashion.”
Scientific Knowledge and Morality
For one individual, advances in scientific knowledge required morality to be
reinterpreted.
“Because we need to adapt to changes in the situation in the world.
Morality is close to absolute, but not absolute. People learn more and
more about things that affect our moral choices. And moral choices
become more and more complex. The Terry Schiavo thing, for
example….And we have to use what we have learned to make appropriate
moral choices in light of a changing world…Well, I mean there are some
absolutes or close to absolutes. You know, perhaps using the Terry
Schiavo case as an example, it perhaps wouldn't have been appropriate to
remove her feeding tube, you know, ten years ago when she first fell into a
vegetative state. We certainly don't understand everything about that state.
And it would have been morally wrong to guess that she was never going
to come out of that….I don't know all the ins and outs of things like
partial-birth abortion, but certainly very late term abortions are on shaky
moral ground, in my opinion…But, you know, an abortion at the stage of a
four stage…four cell embryo is not.”
Scientific knowledge also cast insight on the origins of human characteristics and
behavior. With advances in genetic knowledge, behavior that was once considered a
matter of free choice, or environmental conditioning, might come to be seen as deriving
from a biological basis. As a result, behaviors that were once considered immoral might
be reassessed in light of new information on the genetic bases of human behavior.
Expanding on his statement above, the respondent noted,
“Well, understanding complex issues. I am gay. And we are -- there is
more and more evidence that that is not a choice I made, I was born that
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way…And that I think then has implications in terms of issues like gay
marriage, equal rights for gays, you know, partner benefits and so forth.
…We have learned -- science -- I am also a scientist and science is
beginning to show us that -- that, you know, you are either born gay or
you are not. And -- and laws and morality need to adapt to that.”
Observations on Adjusting One’s View of Moral Behavior
This question appears to measure one’s basic posture towards tolerance and
relativism. To the extent that the question asks respondents to choose between relativism
and absolute moral standards, it may offer them a false choice. The moral considerations
of most people are probably not based on such a false dichotomy. In The Moral Sense,
James Q. Wilson argues that most people are, in fact, more sophisticated in their moral
beliefs. He notes,
“Someone once remarked that the two great errors in moral philosophy are
the belief that we know the truth and the belief that there is no truth to be
known. Only people who have had the benefit of higher education seemed
inclined to fall into so false a choice. Ordinary people do not make this
mistake. They believe they can judge human actions, albeit with great
difficulty, and they believe that most disinterested people will make
judgments that, if not identical, appeal to some shared sentiments. They
are dismayed both by the claim that somebody is in the possession of
absolute truth about all moral issues and by the thought that somebody
thinks that there is no truth at all about them” (Wilson 1993).
Ambivalence in response to this question is perhaps not unexpected, given the
moral choice it offers respondents. Respondents frequently qualified their answers,
arguing both for absolute moral standards, and also for flexibility and nuance in the
application of these standards.
Many respondents discussed gay rights when they answered this question, but it
was not my impression that they considered this question to be primarily about gay
rights. Rather, gay rights are an issue where the value of tolerance is often applied in our
society today. When individuals reached for examples, it was easily accessible to them.
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Should We Be More Tolerant of People Who Choose To Live According to
Their Own Moral Standard?
The last question on moral traditionalism asked respondents to agree or disagree
with the following statement: “We should be more tolerant of people who choose to live
according to their own moral standards, even if they are very different from our own.”
Tolerance is a first moral principle in our society, and 89 percent (25/28) of the
respondents interviewed agreed or agreed strongly with this statement. Respondents
were not ambivalent about this question, with none of them directly expressing their
inability to answer because of conflicting strong emotions. Respondents were asked what
they specifically could and could not tolerate, and 39 percent (11/28) respondents
expressed considerations both for and against tolerance. Only 7 percent (2/28) of
respondents made a direct reference to partisanship by referring to political parties, the
administration or the president. Everyone seemed to understand what this question
meant, and only 4 percent (1/28) respondents expressed any confusion over the question.
Many respondents referenced issues of the day, such as gay marriage, prayer in schools
and abortion, with 46 percent (13/28) referring to these or other issues. It was very
common for respondents to refer to gays when they answered this question, and 50
percent (14/28) did so.
Respondents had a range of interpretations and responses to this question. Some
saw tolerance primarily through the lens of personal freedom. The tolerance of others
was a precondition of having your own freedom respected. Some saw tolerance to mean
that we should celebrate, embrace or love the differences that we encountered in others.
Other respondents interpreted tolerance to mean only that we should put up with them,
not persecute them, or try to change them.
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Harm to Others
A very common reference point for answering this question was the harm to
others principle. Of those interviewed, 57 percent (16/28) made reference to the idea that
anything that didn’t harm others should be tolerated. The harm to others principle was
expressed in different ways. In a number of cases, harm to others was considered to be
any infringement on the rights of others. One respondent noted, “I think everyone
should be able to do pretty much and live pretty much how they want to as long as they're
not infringing on someone else's rights to do the same thing.” This question was
importantly related to the value of freedom, and many respondents referred directly to
freedom when they answered. One said, “I believe in the live and let live. As long as -as long as it doesn't hurt me or mine, you know, it's free choice.” Respondents varied in
the extent that they saw specific behaviors as affecting others. Some considered only
direct harm, while others also made reference to behaviors that “affected others”.
Actions that didn’t affect others were “nobodies business”. For some respondents, drug
use was ok, and could be tolerated, while for others, it could not. The use of the harm to
others principle was common, but individuals often considered different types of actions
to be appropriate or not, depending on how big a footprint they saw individual behavior
having on other social relations.
Diversity
One argument for tolerance that came up frequently was that the diversity of our
society made it necessary. Many respondents also linked tolerance to individualism and
freedom. To live in a free and diverse society, tolerance was necessary. One respondent
noted,
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“Everyone has different personal experiences, everyone has different
backgrounds, everyone has different beliefs …I mean, we're not going to have the
same education or the same views just because you're an individual. I think that's
what's special about our population. We're not all robots where we have the same
information or same views. They're all different and they're all distinctive.”
Similarity: All Moralities Have the Same Principles
Another respondent argued that tolerance was possible because of the
similarities between individuals. It was actually the fact that all major moralities
had similar moral principles that made tolerance feasible. In the consideration of
moral views, one was unlikely to encounter a completely alien moral philosophy.
He noted,
“most of the religions of the world provide a body of moral standards and
if you look at them they're all pretty much the same, you know, but some
go to church, some go to a mosque, some go to a temple, some go to
meditate, okay. …I guess I see a lot more commonality in the world and I
focus on the commonality rather than the differences, and if people really - and if other people, more people focused what we have in common and
respect other ways of -- other people's ways of doing things, this world
would be a hell of a lot better off.”
What is More Tolerant?
Individuals defined more tolerant in different ways. Some discussed
tolerance in the context of behaviors that one would find distasteful, but
nonetheless be required to endure. One noted,
“if somebody is standing over there completely naked, you don’t have to
look at them…that’s tolerating them…someone is over there, they’re
walking around with a skinhead, and they say they are a Nazi, and they
say everyone else should go away that doesn’t look like him, you have to
tolerate that, as long as it does not cross over the line to hate”
People often discussed typical vices as things that should be tolerated.
Drug use, pornography, drunkenness and other bad habits were often mentioned.
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Typically respondents modified these expressions of tolerance with the harm to
others principle. One noted,
“People who like pornography, as long as …no one is being physically
injured, there is a line in the sand, of course for people who enjoy
pornography, as long as what they are viewing is not of someone being
physically abused, or someone under an age where they can not give
consent for that to occur.”
For some, tolerance implied that one would be required to live with things
that they knew were wrong. Explaining tolerance, one individual said,
“Saying, okay, yeah, you know it ain’t right but I -- I can live with that.
You know, you’ve got your own thing. I’m just going to allow it because
we’re supposed to – we’re not supposed to cast judgment on nobody, you
know”
For some individuals, tolerance was the means to achieve a greater good. It
might be distasteful in some circumstances and it wouldn’t always be easy to live
with. One individual summed up tolerance by noting, “We have all sorts of
nonsense…but that’s the cost of freedom.” Another said, “Just accepting it
without making a stink over it. You know, if your neighbors are doing
something that you don’t like you just wouldn’t say anything about it. That’s I
guess what more tolerant means.” This version of tolerance was usually summed
by statements such as “live and let live” or “we may disagree, but we can
accept”.
There seemed to be a fairly wide spectrum of belief about what tolerance
implied. Thus while for some tolerance meant that you would merely stay out of
other people’s affairs, and generally ignore them, other respondents believed that
tolerance required a more active stance. Those with stronger religious beliefs
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often mentioned the idea that you should still love those who you disagreed with.
One individual noted the following,
“Accepting people for who they are, loving them in spite of what they are
whether you agree with them or not. I don't agree with the gay lifestyle
but I still love the people who are gay.”
For some, tolerance required that one be moderate and less absolute in
one’s own beliefs. For them, tolerance implied flexibility in the way one
conceptualized the moral universe. To be tolerant, one could not always believe
that they knew what was right. One respondent said,
“Like being able to accept and adjust to other people's views, not believing
that your way is the right way -- not that it's not the right way but -- not
believing that your way is the only way and acting or behaving in a way
where, you show belief – that your view in life should be explored by
everyone else. That's not the way it is.”
Perhaps somewhat further along the tolerance scale was the belief that
tolerance should include respect for other people. For some, tolerance was an
expression of respect for the individuality of others. One person said,
“I just think that we need to have a general level of respect for other
people. I think that – it’s like going back to the homosexuality thing. I’m
not homosexual but, if I were, the thought of somebody telling me who to
love or who I can or can’t love or have a relationship with really offends
me and I think that that’s wrong. I just don’t think that we have a right to
do that.”
A little further along the spectrum of beliefs about tolerance was the view
of some that tolerance implied that we should integrate those who are different
into our lives. Some respondents argued that tolerance meant that we should be
friends with those who are different, and we should not try to convert them to our
way. One respondent said that tolerance meant the following,
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“Less judgmental, more accepting. Like being friends with someone
who’s Jewish if you’re Christian or being friends with someone who’s an
Atheist if you’re Jewish or whatever. Or like -- I think it also includes an
element of not being evangelist, of not -- if you -- if you are a devout
Christian like not saying, Ah, nice to meet you. Have you accepted Jesus
into your heart yet? You know what I mean?”
Perhaps furthest along the spectrum of tolerance were those that saw
tolerance as requiring the active affirmation of the beliefs of others. One
respondent noted, “I think we should celebrate each other.” To some extent the
beliefs about tolerance expressed interpretations of what the object of tolerance
was. For instance, nobody expressed the belief that we should celebrate
pornographers.
On the other hand, the topics individuals chose to talk about were
probably related to their general predisposition towards tolerance. Those who
were most favorably disposed towards tolerating others chose to discuss it in the
context of friendships with others. Those who were not may have chosen to see
tolerance as being something that was less enjoyable.
Diversity and Intolerance of Mainstream Beliefs
When questions of religion were involved, it was often difficult to define
what tolerance was. Policies to encourage diversity and tolerance were
sometimes seen as intolerant of mainstream religious beliefs. One respondent
noted the following,
“And I think there is a real hypocrisy here on the part of the liberal elite in
this country -- and it seeps into education in a really weird way.
Everybody is look, oh, tolerance, and diversity and all that good stuff,
global community, it takes a village to raise a child and all that shit, but
then I think in the mainstream press, academia and in the legal community
there is severe bias against Christians -- I get almost apoplectic about it
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because it's just such a blatant hypocrisy. Like with the ACLU, they will
say -- say a teacher wears a cross necklace to school. I mean, this
happened in Pittsburgh. They will run to that school to try and get that
teacher removed or take that necklace off or whatever.
But in California recently a group of concerned parents who happened to
be Christians sued a school, which I'm not saying is right, sued a school
for having a classroom demonstration, and it was to educate them about
Islam. It was race to Mecca and doing all this stuff to educate them about
Islam….Now where was the ACLU on that one? They were nowhere to
be found. Say if it was a thing that emphasized Christianity – if it was all
about Christianity, they would be beating down the door. And that is the
kind of moral hypocrisy that really rubs me the wrong way.”
Freedom – It’s Best When We Make Our Own Decisions
A common frame of reference for discussing tolerance was personal
freedom. Because it is often the case that it is impossible to define what moral
goods a person should want, tolerance and freedom are necessary to allow each
individual to pursue a moral life. One respondent said,
“I have no right to tell someone how to live their life. I definitely have no
insight into what it means to be them and...so given that they’re probably
the best person to make the decision for themselves, I think we should -people should be left alone to do what’s good for them as long as they’re
not hurting anyone -- they can even hurt themselves to a certain extent I
think.”

The importance of freedom to make moral choices was discussed in
religious terms by some. One respondent noted,
“I think that each person has to be convinced in his own heart of what's
right and wrong and the only thing that can convince a person is the Holy
Spirit. We can -- we can try to tell them what's right or wrong, but most
times we'll push people away if we try to tell them”
For some, the importance of tolerance is that we usually lack the
knowledge of what is best for other people.
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“Because I think none of us has the wisdom to serve as an effective judge
of others. And that if we attempt to take on that role, it is a role we are not
qualified for…I think we have all we can do and then some to see to it that
our own individual lives are run as best we can.”
While some might define self destructive practices, such as “dope use,
alcohol use, the use of fried and fatty foods” as immoral, the freedom to make
choices was a prerequisite to being a moral person. One respondent noted,
“people should be free to go to Hell in their own way”.
Things That You Don’t Agree With, but Should Be Tolerated
Respondents were asked to discuss moral views that they might not agree
with, but could still be tolerated. Some respondents had a difficult time
describing practices that they didn’t agree with. The value of tolerance was so
strong in many people that they hesitated to identify things that they disagreed
with. One respondent noted,
“I’m a pretty open minded guy…there’s not a whole lot that offends me in
terms of what people do with themselves….Oh, I don’t know, maybe,
cross dressing. I think it’s nothing I’m interested in but I think definitely - it should be tolerated, or people that are trans-gender. It’s nothing -- I
can’t get my head around what that means, but if someone legitimately
feels that they’re stuck in the wrong body I think they should be able to
correct that situation”.
Is There Anything That We Can’t Tolerate?
Respondents were asked if there is anything that we should not tolerate.
In general, people reached for heinous crimes, such as child molestation and
child abuse.
“So I think we need to be tolerant to a point. If somebody believes that it's
not immoral to have sex with children, well, I'm not going to condone that
and I'm not going to accept that.”
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While respondents were often hesitant to apply moral standards, it was in
the case of children where they often drew the line most starkly. One noted, “If
you’ve got a child molester…I’m not going to allow that, it doesn’t matter what
kind of crazy system they come from or what sort of morals they have.” Another
noted that one could not tolerate “beating your kids or locking them in a box.”
Intolerance of Violating the Golden Rule
Respondents weren’t asked to discuss whether intolerance should be
tolerated. Interestingly, one of the few respondents who answered that we should
not be more tolerant towards others argued that it was necessary to be intolerant
of those that didn’t respect the rights of others.
“I disagree because when I think of morals, I think it's a simple, everyday
thing…you treat people the way you want to be treated and you don't cheat, lie or
steal kind of thing. I mean, no, I'm not going to be cool with somebody with
loose morals, just because they want to have loose morals like that, that kind of
thing…. It means relaxing my own standards for myself, I'm not going to be more
tolerant of obnoxious people….you could look out this window and see people
cutting each other off in traffic -- I just feel like it's obnoxious….people need to
be less self-centered. I'm not going to be more tolerant of them being more selfcentered.”
Observations on Being More Tolerant
Tolerance is a dominant value in our society. It was difficult for
respondents to disagree with a statement saying we should be more tolerant.
There was a wide variance in how respondents defined tolerance, suggesting that
this question does not capture the diversity of beliefs that respondents actually
held concerning tolerance. This is consistent with the findings of some scholars
who have argued that the measurement of tolerance is crucially related to the
target of tolerance being considered (Sullivan, Pierson and Marcus 1979). While
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most respondents endorsed the value of tolerance, some orthodox respondents
were concerned that the spread of relativism in education, governmental policies
and laws was intolerant of core Christian values. Similar to Hunter’s thesis, the
debate over tolerance was not so much concerned with whether society should be
tolerant, but how to define tolerance.
Many respondents referenced freedom when they answered this question,
indicating that it may also be a good measure of the value of freedom. The
question tapped important libertarian beliefs regarding freedom, and it was very
common for individuals to refer to the “harm to others” principle when
discussing the statement.
Previous studies have found that the value of tolerance is often held more
strongly by individuals that are exposed to a more diverse social environment.
Psychological research on opinions and beliefs has suggested that “People adopt
opinions not only to understand the world, but also to meet the psychological and
social needs to live with themselves and others” (Jervis 2006). In this sense, the
value of tolerance is a useful belief to hold for those that are exposed to a more
diverse society.
Gay marriage and gay rights were discussed by about half of the
respondents. While this question was often related to gay issues, I didn’t get the
impression that respondents saw the question as a proxy for opinions about gay
rights.
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Conclusions
Given the opportunity, respondents frequently qualified their answers to
questions measuring moral traditionalism. While some respondents could be
classified as relativists or moral absolutists, the vast majority of respondents were
more nuanced and ambivalent in their responses to these questions. Many
experienced conflicts between moral traditionalism and freedom. The questions
receiving the greatest levels of support were those moral values questions where
personal freedom reinforced the moral view. For instance, the high levels of
support for moral tolerance were directly tied to considerations of individual
freedom for many.
Both issues of gay rights and larger moral considerations were discussed
under all of the questions measuring moral traditionalism. Some scholars have
argued that the NES questions asking about emphasis on traditional family ties
and the role of new lifestyles tap a separate family values construct (Layman
2005). My interviews found discussion of both family values and more general
issues of moral orthodoxy under all four of the NES questions measuring moral
considerations.
Respondents brought in a wide array of considerations and interpretations
for each of the questions. For instance, widespread agreement on the value of
tolerance masked large underlying differences in what individuals thought this
question meant. In many cases, respondents showed a willingness to take
absolute moral stands on some issues, while also expressing the need for moral
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flexibility in other cases. Many expressed a fear of moral decay, and distaste for
the loss of freedom that could result from excessive moralism.
To the extent that individuals tended to be divided within themselves,
these results confirm Wolf’s thesis of a lack of stark division and polarization
between individuals (Wolf 1999). Many respondents had the ability to identify
positive and negative considerations on both sides of a given moral question. On
the other hand, respondents did tend to define tolerance, morality and the family
in significantly different ways when they answered. Their arguments for and
against different definitions of these values were like ships passing in the night.
In this sense, these results lend some credence to Hunter’s idea of deep seated
cultural differences between world views (Hunter 1991).
While Hunter posited that progressives and the orthodox defined freedom
in different ways, most respondents tended to view freedom in negative terms, as
a lack of restraint on individual behavior. Some respondents did articulate a
belief that people should not be free to do anything, but no one articulated what
would be considered a fully fleshed out concept of positive freedom. Perhaps
this is because this is a somewhat difficult concept to fully convey in a short
conversation.
Respondents linked issues together in diverse and unpredictable ways.
Unlike Hunter’s thesis of an isomorphism between moral and other policy
dimensions, systematic linkages between morals and other policies were not
immediately evident. For instance, while Hunter postulates a linkage between
orthodoxy and militarism, many respondents made the opposite linkage, arguing
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that changes in the world, the attacks of September 11 specifically, justified some
moral flexibility and a shift away from pacifism.
Hunter postulated a linkage between progressive moral beliefs and support
for the welfare state. At least within my sample, the issues were not clearly
linked together. There were strong libertarians who combined a strong antigovernment sentiment with an equally strong attachment to personal freedom
from moral dictates. There were fundamentalists who were strong advocates of
extensive wealth redistribution.
Layman has argued that conflict extension characterizes the division
within the electorate over moral issues (Layman and Carsey 2002). According to
him, moral beliefs are not a cross-cutting issue, eclipsing old dimensions of
political conflict. Rather, the new moral divide has been super-imposed onto the
old political divisions and has served to extend the issues over which partisans
are divided. Instead of defining a new political universe, cultural issues have just
served to further divide highly aware activists who perceive party differences on
specific issues.
It is difficult to speak directly to this with such a small sample, but highly
aware individuals in my sample tended to hold unconventional libertarian
combinations of beliefs that were not easily translated into a RepublicanDemocratic partisan issue divide. In addition, strong partisan beliefs were not
that common. Respondents openly admitted to not voting, not being interested in
politics or believing that “both parties stink.” It is likely that my interview
sample was too small to include many political activists. On the other hand,
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these results reinforce the findings of most scholars that political activist and
partisan ideologues comprise only a small share of the electorate.
As you might expect, those holding progressive beliefs tended to be more
ambivalent than the orthodox. Not being strongly attached to absolute moral
principles, they more often sought to qualify their answers to provide more
flexible and nuanced responses.
While some political scientists have sought to define public beliefs as
lacking substance (Zaller 1992; Converse 1964), my overall impression of
respondents was more positive. They might be conflicted in expressing their
values, but most respondents did seem to discuss their core beliefs in a very
personal and deeply felt manner. The set of ideas they put forward might lack a
sharp ideological clarity, but they seemed to embody balanced consideration of
the values questions. At least in my sample, respondents were inconsistent in
their answers, not because they didn’t care, but because they were conflicted in
their values. They understood values issues to be complex, and not easily
reducible to yes or no answers. They saw issues as involving difficult moral
tradeoffs that were not easy to make. Unlike some scholars (Alvarez and Brehm
2002) who have argued that true ambivalence is rare, these results suggest that
the public is conflicted on a fairly wide range of moral issues.
These findings are interesting because they cast doubt, as does much of
the scholarly literature, on the idea that the public has become polarized, and that
political compromise is impossible. Much of the public is conflicted, ambivalent
and open to the appeal of politicians who address the complexity of their moral
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universe. To argue that the moral universe of the public is complex is not to
argue that the public does not care about moral issues. Respondents had real
concerns about the moral climate of the country that were deeply felt.
One conclusion that could be drawn from these results is that politicians
will be most successful when they advance moral libertarian agendas. Programs
that serve to maximize individual freedom and tolerance, while also addressing
moral concerns are likely to be most consistent with the public’s values. For
example, an education program focused on school choice is thus more consistent
with the public’s values than one that seeks to inject moral content into the public
school system. The public wants to live in a tolerant society, but this also means
a society that allows them to transmit the values they think are important to their
children. The public’s moral beliefs are a tapestry of different ideas and not
easily reducible to a simple political divide. This type of complexity is best
addressed through policies that maximize individual freedom.
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Chapter 4: Measures of Equality
It is often said that equality is the first and most important American
political value. On visiting America in 1830, De Tocqueville wrote that
“equality of condition is the fundamental fact from which all others seem to be
derived and the central point to which all my observations returned”(De
Tocqueville 1969). Many scholars of modern public opinion would agree that
the value of equality plays a crucial role in shaping American political attitudes
(Feldman 1988; Feldman and Steenbergen 2001; Alvarez and Brehm 2002).
Despite the centrality and importance of equality in political culture, elites
and the public at large, have often held conflicted and inconsistent beliefs about
equality. Public opinion scholars have found that much of the public is
ambivalent about economic equality (Hochschild 1981) and some aspects of
racial equality (Hochschild 2006).
Students of public opinion have often argued that values are distinguished
by their stability and durability in the public mind (Rokeach 1973). In the
National Election Studies Survey, public beliefs about equality have been shown
to be significantly unstable (Feldman 1999). If equality is such a central value in
American culture, what can be made of the inconsistencies and instability in
public beliefs about the value of equality? How can the public care so much
about equality and yet be so ambivalent? This chapter employs in-depth
interviews to delineate what Americans believe about equality.
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The Meaning of Equality
To study the value of equality, one must distinguish between the different
meanings and interpretations of equality itself. In the public mind, equality has
several different dimensions which can conflict with one another, including
equality before the law, equality of opportunity and equality of outcome. Given
current or historical inequities, providing the same legal rights to everyone may
not be consistent with providing a level playing field and equal opportunity.
Similarly, given naturally occurring differences in physical characteristics,
intelligence and luck, providing equal opportunity will, by definition, lead to
unequal outcomes. Conflicts between equality before the law, equal opportunity
and equality of outcome have not been extensively studied by scholars due to the
survey tools and questions available (Feldman 1999). The interviews described
in this chapter cast some light on how respondents think about these and other
dimensions of equality. A number of different research frameworks have been
used by scholars to explain value conflicts in public opinion. These are briefly
described below.
Ambivalence
Scholars have put forward a number of different theories to explain public
beliefs about equality. In her seminal study of equality in America, What’s
Fair?, Hochschild argued that Americans were fundamentally ambivalent in their
beliefs about equality and fairness (1981). They often applied the value of
equality differently in separate domains of their lives. While individuals
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generally endorsed the value of equality in their social and political lives, in the
economic domain, they were conflicted about how equal things should be.
Hochschild believed that the public was incapable of challenging the
dominant free market ideology in the U.S. It was a lack of social imagination
that prevented the public from demanding something better. Nonetheless,
respondents were ambivalent in their views of economic equality, trapped
between what they thought should be and their understanding of what was
possible. Hochschild found the public’s ambivalence toward equality to be
notable because psychologists have traditionally argued that individuals seek to
hold beliefs that are consistent. Individual’s holding inconsistent values or
beliefs experience cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957). Cognitive dissonance
is uncomfortable and individuals seek to adjust their beliefs over time to avoid
this condition.
A somewhat different perspective on ambivalence is provided by the
cognitive efficiency school of thought (Taylor 1981). Researchers have
frequently noted that individuals do not collect exhaustive information about
most things or seek to develop consistent sets of beliefs if there is no tangible
benefit. In most cases, they can comfortably live with many inconsistent beliefs.
It is only when inconsistent beliefs are made simultaneously accessible to them
that they may experience cognitive dissonance. In a sense, Hochschild’s
interview process made subjects aware of the inconsistencies between their
values and beliefs.
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Differing Information Levels, Values and Reasoning
The amount of political information possessed by individuals has also
been shown to be an important determinant of how individuals structure and use
their values. For instance, one phenomenon some political scientists have
struggled with is the principle-policy puzzle. Although most Americans strongly
endorse the value of equality, they often do not endorse the specific policies to
ensure equality. This puzzle can be explained by two different processes used to
reason about policy issues related to equality. High information individuals tend
to use conservative beliefs about limited government to modify the application of
their abstract beliefs about equality (Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock 1991).
Those with less information tend to use their feelings about specific groups,
rather than their values, to determine their attitudes about specific policies to
ensure equality.
In later work, Hochschild also noted how important feelings about, and
membership in specific groups, were to the application of the value of equality.
For instance, she argued that there is a black ambivalence about equality. Many
blacks endorse policies to promote equality for blacks, but not for other racial
groups. White ambivalence toward equality also existed. Many whites strongly
endorsed the value of equality in the abstract, but not the policies that would help
ensure equality, like reparations or policies against racial profiling (Hochschild
2006).
Alvarez and Brehm have argued that true ambivalence is rare (2002). In
most cases, increasing levels of information tend to reduce value conflicts by
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allowing the public to more consistently connect their values to each other. The
public is ambivalent about hard issues such as euthanasia and abortion, where
greater levels of information are associated with greater levels of ambivalence.
For these issues, the public is forced to choose between two incommensurable
values and more information only makes the choice more stark, clearly drawn
and difficult.
Framing
Issue framing is important because it determines what values the public
uses when it forms an opinion. A number of scholars have noted that the public
often hold holds contradictory values regarding equality, and which values are
applied depends on whether the issue is discussed in a social or individualistic
frame of reference. For instance, in their study of inequality, Kluegel and Smith
(1986) found that the dominant American ideology consisted of three core
individualistic beliefs. The public believed that opportunity for advancement
was widespread, individuals were personally responsible for their positions and
that therefore, social inequalities were more or less fair. Layered on top of these
core individualistic beliefs were more liberal ideas about the importance of
equality for all groups in society as a whole.
These two sets of beliefs existed on separate planes from each other.
Public policies, such as job training, that appealed to both personal responsibility
and to social liberalism were consistent with both values and tended to be the
most popular. The public supported individualistic policies to achieve equality,
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but systemic solutions to remedy inequality were not consistent with the values
of most of the public.
Other scholars have discovered similar findings. For instance, in a study
of beliefs about the welfare state, Feldman and Zaller found that the public was
philosophically conservative and operationally liberal (1992). The public
endorsed personal responsibility and individualism, while also being for a range
of government programs to address social needs. Those who endorsed the
welfare state were conflicted between their desire for programs to alleviate
inequality and their equally strong individualistic beliefs.
More recently Feldman (2003) has argued that public support for the Bush
tax cuts can be explained by a similar schism between the public’s beliefs about
macro-justice and micro-justice. The public supports market mechanisms and
reward for merit. When answering questions about individual salaries, the public
believes that pay should be based on merit, not on need. At the same time, the
public also believes that the overall distribution of income in society is unfair. At
the macro-level, the public strongly endorses the principle of equality. Some
scholars have argued that the public’s attachment to market justice requires social
reformers to re-conceptualize political justice in order to provide a popular
ideological justification for egalitarian values (Lane 1986). In each of these
cases, scholars have shown that the public holds individualistic beliefs related to
equality of opportunity and a more general social understanding of equality
which is tied to the idea of equality of outcome. This conflict within the value of
equality itself affects beliefs about many specific issues.
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Psychological Bases for Conflicting Beliefs about Equality of Opportunity
The foundation for ambivalence toward equality can also be found in
psychological processes. Political psychologists have argued that individuals
hold beliefs for a variety of reasons. One reason people hold beliefs is that they
are useful for their survival. The principal of cognitive mastery states that people
seek to understand their place in the world and they construct mental models that
will help them guide their actions. People are attached to the idea that they are in
control of their own fate because this is a useful idea. The belief in the
importance of equal opportunity is associated with a belief in self-mastery. To
the extent one believes that society provides equality opportunity to all, one
believes they are in control of their fate.
There are psychological benefits to believing that you can control your
life. Belief in control over one’s environment can help to motivate action. This
will benefit the individual if indeed they can have some influence. Overall,
“trying to act effectively in situations that are actually uncontrollable often
carries little cost, compared to failing to act when it would be helpful…Overall
effectiveness in dealing with the environment would be maximized by a tendency
to overestimate one’s ability to control or influence events…” (Kluegel and
Smith 1986). Researchers have argued that humans are hard wired to
overestimate their control over the environment.
In addition, the belief in your ability to control your fate can also have
important psychological and health benefits. Even in animals “the ability to
terminate electric shocks by pressing a lever reduces the harmful motivational,
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behavioral, and emotional consequences for rats compared to identical
uncontrollable shocks” (Kluegel and Smith 1986). People who believe they are
in control of their life function better from both a psychological and
physiological perspective.
The belief that society should or does provide equal opportunity has
powerful bases of support in individual psychology. The belief in meritocracy
and a just world where individuals are rewarded based on their own efforts is part
and parcel of the belief that one is in control of their own destiny. As a result,
this is often an idea that individuals seek to protect, even if it means holding a set
of beliefs that are inconsistent with each other.
The principle of cognitive efficiency is another reason why people are
often attached to individualistic explanations for success or failure. Individuals
often look for the most readily available and most easily identifiable causal
factors to explain their world. Individual behavior is the most salient and readily
available explanation for the causes of success or failure. Psychologists have
called the bias of people toward individual explanations of behavior, and away
from situational explanations, “the fundamental attribution error”. The
fundamental attribution error may explain why some people are strongly attracted
to the idea that everyone does have an equal chance and that it is our actions that
matter”(Kluegel and Smith 1986).
Self-esteem maintenance is another function that beliefs serve. People
seek to maintain their self-esteem through the use of defensive biases. For
instance, individuals have the tendency to over-attribute positive outcomes to
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themselves, while locating the causes of negative outcomes in external factors.
Robert Lane has argued that there is a fear of equality in society among the
working class (Lane 1962). If one has a lower income, or is in danger of losing
one’s job and falling into poverty, there is a tendency to want to psychologically
distance oneself from the poor as a defense mechanism. “Working class people
need to distance themselves psychologically from the poor in order to maintain a
favorable social identity and self esteem…one way to do this is to emphasize the
lack of moral character, effort, or talent on the part of the poor, in contrast to the
more favorably viewed characteristics of the working class” (Kluegel and Smith
1986). Similarly, if one is poor, one’s defense mechanism would tend to bias one
towards systemic explanations for the cause of this.
Individuals thus may hold beliefs to satisfy certain social or psychological
needs, and may in some cases hold conflicting beliefs for different reasons.
Individuals are strongly attached to notions of individual control embodied in the
idea that everyone has an equal chance. Ambivalence towards equality may be
driven by multiple psychological needs that lead individuals to adopt, and
simultaneously hold conflicting beliefs.
Data and Research Methods
This chapter utilizes in-depth interviews to understand how respondents
interpret the meaning of the value of equality. Note that more detailed
information on the selection and composition of the respondents interviewed, and
the qualitative research methods used is provided in Chapter 2. The NES uses
six different questions to measure the value of equality. Respondents were asked
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each of these questions, as well as numerous follow-up questions about why they
answered the way they did and what different terms in the question meant to
them. There are many dimensions of the value of equality, including equality
before the law, equality of opportunity and equality of outcome. Most of the
NES questions are more closely associated with equality of opportunity, although
respondents’ answers tended to refer to more than one of these dimensions and to
blur the distinctions between the different dimensions of equality. Responses to
some of these questions are described in more detail below.
Our Society Should Do Whatever Is Necessary to Make Sure That Everyone
Has an Equal Opportunity to Succeed.
The first question dealt directly with equality of opportunity. Individuals
were asked to respond to the following statement: “Our society should do
whatever is necessary to make sure that everyone has an equal opportunity to
succeed.” Respondents could either agree, agree strongly, neither agree nor
disagree, disagree or disagree strongly. Respondents overwhelmingly endorsed
this statement. None of the respondents disagreed. Only 7 percent of the
respondents (2/28) neither agreed nor disagreed. Approximately 61 percent
(17/28) strongly agreed and 32 percent (9/28) agreed.
There was relatively little ambivalence associated with this question, with
only 11 percent (3/28) respondents expressing conflicted strong feelings about
their response. Discussing considerations both for and against the statement was
more common, with 36 percent (10/28) of respondents doing this. While the
results were somewhat homogeneous, with respondents overwhelmingly agreeing
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with the statement, there was some diversity in how individuals defined what
equal opportunity meant. Individuals tended to define the question in the manner
that allowed them to answer in the affirmative. Only one respondent expressed
confusion over what the statement meant.
Mention of political parties, the President or the administration did not
occur in the sample of people I spoke with, suggesting that it is not common for
individuals to use a partisan frame of reference when answering this question.
Reference to issues that one might read about in the daily newspaper was more
common, with 64 percent (18/28) of respondents referring to “issues of the day”.
General references to education were common, and coding these as issues of the
day raised the percentage considerably.
What Is Equal Opportunity?
Individuals were asked what equal opportunity meant to them, and they
defined it in a variety of ways. For some, equal opportunity meant preventing
discrimination. Closely associated with this idea was the notion that equal
opportunity implied a meritocracy. A number of individuals discussed equal
opportunity in individualistic terms. For them, equal opportunity was about
empowering a self-reliant and hard working individual.
In some cases respondents thought equal opportunity also created certain
types of inequality. Equal opportunity was the right of the individual to have an
equal chance to be successful. Not everyone would win in this competition, and
thus the social mobility that equal opportunity fostered also meant that some
might be rewarded more than others. While some respondents were
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individualistic in their conception of equal opportunity, other respondents were
more egalitarian. For them, equal opportunity meant a more even distribution of
resources. Many respondents mentioned education when discussing equal
opportunity. Achieving social advancement through education was perhaps the
most common understanding of what equal opportunity meant.
When respondents applied the value of equal opportunity to specific
policy areas, they tended to come to different conclusions. For some, equal
opportunity was associated with affirmative action programs. For others,
affirmative action was the antithesis of equal opportunity. Respondents were hard
pressed to object to the value of equal opportunity. This overall level of
agreement masked significant differences in what they thought equal opportunity
was. The diversity of this response is discussed in more detail below.
Meritocracy
The concept of a meritocracy was invoked by a number of individuals.
Developing standards of hiring or promotion based on merit was discussed both
in the context of racial and ethnic differences, but it was also referred to by
respondents who didn’t mention these subjects. One respondent noted, “People
of the same educational level and aptitude should have equal opportunity to
advance in their profession, a level playing field.” A number of respondents
mentioned the role of work in achieving success. They argued, “nobody should
be denied the opportunity to succeed. If they're working their asses off … then
they're eligible for the opportunity for sure.”
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Equal opportunity did not imply that society should allocate resources and
rewards to the individual and expect nothing in return. Indeed, respondents
usually argued explicitly that providing equal opportunity was not a giveaway for
the individual. One noted, “It is not handed to you on a silver platter. But the
opportunity is available to you if you want to take it.” Equal opportunity was
viewed by respondents as being consistent with, and maybe even requiring, a
strong individual. Equal opportunity provided the social framework for success,
but it was the empowered self-reliant individual that was responsible for
obtaining the results.
Social Mobility and the Possibility of Rising to the Top
Equal opportunity was often discussed in the context of the competition
for the best jobs and leadership positions. The social mobility made possible by
equal opportunity allowed some to rise on the economic or social latter. One
respondent noted, “Well, if I wanted to be a lawyer, I should be able to pursue
that. If I wanted to be a physician, I should be able to do that. I mean, that's
what the American dream is. You should be able to …become whatever you
want to become -- president, you know….”
Equal opportunity created winners and losers in the social and economic
arena. The right to succeed also allowed for the possibility of failure as well.
One individual said, “it means an equal chance. It doesn’t mean necessarily that
everybody is going to be the CEO of every corporation. It just means you have
that option.”
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Equal Opportunity and Resources
Some respondents framed the issue of equal opportunity in a more
egalitarian fashion. These respondents tended to discuss this issue not in terms of
legal or social barriers to advancement, but rather, they discussed the concrete
resources that one would need to obtain opportunities. A quality education,
access to good teachers, tax breaks and tax credits were mentioned by
respondents. Some respondents discussed numerous resources that were
necessary to achieve equality of opportunity. As the list of items needed to
achieve equality of opportunity became longer, some respondents blended the
concept of equality of opportunity with more general beliefs about the need to
reduce the overall level of inequality in society.
Respondents frequently mentioned education when discussing equality of
opportunity. Perhaps because education has become the basis for advancement
in our society, it was also the most common reference point for talking about
equality and opportunity. Many respondents discussed the lack of access to a
quality education as the major barrier to equality of opportunity.
Equality of opportunity did not imply that everybody should have the
same things or want the same things. There was no one single standard or single
good that individuals were competing for. Rather, equality of opportunity
allowed individuals the freedom to define their own good. It sought to minimize
social barriers that block individuals from achieving their goals. Equality of
opportunity thus required that maximum space be provided for individuals to
exercise their freedom. One woman put it this way,
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“It just means being given a fair chance to be successful and to live your
life in whatever way you see fit. I don’t think that that means that
everyone should be college educated. I don’t think everyone is meant to
go to college and or should even want to go to college. I don’t think
everyone is meant to have the same kind of career or job or station in
life….But I just think that there should be opportunity for everyone to
carve out their niche and do what they think is the best for their lives…”
Affirmative Action
A number of respondents did not believe that affirmative action was
consistent with the value of equality of opportunity. One noted, “But I think in
terms of things like race and gender and everything, everyone should have a
completely equal opportunity….I don't agree with affirmative action. Everything
should be based completely on merit, you know. The best man for the job.”
When asked what equality of opportunity was, one respondent noted,
“I think the wording of the 1965 Civil Rights Amendments couldn't be
beat. It says very clearly and plainly that housing and employment and
other issues are not to be determined on the basis of race, creed, color, sex
or place of national origin…It says that as clearly as humans could ever
put something into English…And for that to have been reversed one
hundred and eighty degrees so that, within a matter of a few years, the
Supreme Court had ruled a law that says we absolutely must not
discriminate really means that what we must do is discriminate in favor of
the poor, disadvantaged people…To have reversed the clear meaning of
the law to exactly its opposite within …I think it was maybe five, six years
of the law being passed …Is to me, just a staggering example of why
government is not to be trusted with power.”
The only doubt that respondents displayed about equal opportunity was the
phrasing of the statement that said society “should do whatever is necessary.”
The reference led some respondents who favored equal opportunity strongly to
say they somewhat agreed. The absolute nature of this statement led some to
consider that there might be other values that equality of opportunity would need
to be balanced against.
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An Impossible Ideal
A number of respondents noted that equality of opportunity was an ideal
that was impossible to achieve in reality. It was impossible both because of the
wide diversity of human personalities and circumstances, and also because of the
limitations of government and society to remediate these differences. One
respondent noted,
“Because although I strongly endorse the idea of people having an equal
opportunity to succeed, in the real world, that is not ever going to be the
case…. Some people are born smart, some are born stupid. Some are born
healthy, some are born sick…. And for government to attempt to redress
the infinite range of pluses and minuses each individual is born with,
would mean, to begin with, a government of almost infinite scope and
power…. And it would be just a completely screwed up mess for
government even to attempt such a hopeless task of ensuring that an
inherently unfair thing like life is somehow forced by government decree
to become fair.”
The fact that equality of opportunity was impossible to achieve did not render it a
meaningless concept. It was a goal to be worked towards. In the end, everybody
could not be made equal; nonetheless, society could strive to become more equal.
Policies to spread opportunity more widely could have a positive impact, even
when everybody knew that in the end, a perfect state of equality would never be
reached.
Acceptance of the inherent inequalities in the world was not an excuse for
the individual to give up. Rather, some respondents discussed a more pragmatic
outlook on equality of opportunity that sought to use the opportunities and
resources one did have to better one’s life.
“I would agree somewhat…. Like we discussed earlier, you know, our
government can only do so much….maybe a baseline, but in the end it's
really up to the individual to accept -- to accept what they're given in life
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and try to take what they have and expand it. I'd be in the middle of the
road on that.”
What Societal Actions Are Necessary?
Respondents were asked what societal actions were necessary to make
sure that everyone has an equal opportunity to succeed. Individuals differed
substantially in their assessments of what actions were necessary. Some
respondents believed that no new actions were necessary, and that the U.S.
largely had achieved conditions of equal opportunity. He noted, “Now I don’t
think any actions are required. I think that we’ve more or less reached that
point.”
Some respondents viewed the problem of equal opportunity primarily as
an issue that would need to be dealt with through the application and
enforcement of laws against discrimination. There were limits to how much
social change could be engineered. When discussing social actions that were
necessary to ensure equal opportunity, one respondent said that the actions
necessary were,
“Mostly legal protection and active monitoring to make sure that those
legal protections are being honored. And it’s not perfect, but I think
people are genuinely trying and I think that it will get better over time. I
don’t know that there’s anything more you can do right now because it
just takes -- society has to change as a whole. We still have people out
there who are just incredible bigots or incredible this or that. We just have
to wait for them to die off, for some of those opinions to change over
time.”
A wide variety of societal actions were mentioned, including accommodating the
disabled, eliminating redlining in bank lending, housing programs, affirmative
action, legal protections against discrimination, training programs, Title 9,
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improving public schools, employment programs and government subsidies.
Education was the most common policy that respondents mentioned when
discussing societal actions needed to ensure equal opportunity. Education was
mentioned by 54 percent (15/28) of those interviewed.
Why Should Society Do What Is Necessary?
Respondents were also asked why society should take actions to ensure
equal opportunity. Some respondents had a difficult time with this, since they
believed this was self-evident. Individuals provided a range of reasons this
should be so, including that it was the American way, that it was a moral
obligation, that it ensured human dignity and that it produced a more efficient
society. A number of individuals discussed how it was a necessary part of
democratic social arrangements that required majority support for government.
Other respondents argued that it was important to ensure equal opportunity
because a lack of opportunity created social unrest and violence.
Observations
Equal opportunity was a universally accepted principle among those I
talked to. It was a moral imperative, and it was good for business. It was a
benefit that every good society should provide, and a foundation on which to
build a good society. It was necessary to prevent social unrest. It was good for
the economy and a component of human dignity.
Equal opportunity was an impossible ideal and many disagreed on its
specific content and the policy implications that flowed from trying to attain it.
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For some it implied affirmative action, while others thought that affirmative
action was a violation of the principle of equal opportunity. Some thought
America already had achieved the basic conditions of equal opportunity, while
others pointed out the vast disparities that characterized society. Differences in
quality between public school systems were a common concern among many
individuals.
While respondents had little doubt of the value of equal opportunity, they
also balanced it against other values. Having no opportunity to interview
respondents who were against “doing whatever is necessary to ensure equal
opportunity” I can only speculate as to why individuals in the NES have
historically been ambivalent with regard to this question. Some respondents I
interviewed did express a belief that society could go too far in trying to obtain
equal opportunity. Some ambivalence on this question may be generated by the
feelings of some that there are limits to governmental and societal action, and the
policies of the government are often blunt instruments.
The tendency of some respondents to qualify their response with the
statement that “life isn’t fair” also suggests that some where skeptical of the
ability of society to achieve the conditions for equal opportunity. Many seemed
willing to accept substantial inequalities as part of the human condition. This
may also be another source for ambivalence with respect to this question.
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We Have Gone Too Far in Pushing Equal Rights in This Country.
One of the questions used to measure beliefs about equality on the NES
asks respondents to agree or disagree with the following statement: “We have
gone too far in pushing equal rights in this country.”
Of the respondents interviewed, only 14 percent (4/28) either agreed
strongly or agreed with this statement. Individuals overwhelmingly rejected this
statement, with 82 percent (23/28) either disagreeing or disagreeing strongly.
There was relatively little direct expression of ambivalence, with only 7 percent
(2/28) respondents expressing difficulty answering the question due to conflicted
strong feelings. Approximately 46 percent (13/28) respondents did discuss
considerations both for and against the statement when answering. There were
no references to the President, the administration or political parties, indicating
that there may not be much partisan framing associated with this question.
References to specific issues of the day were fairly common, and 68
percent of respondents (19/28) mentioned specific issues that might commonly
be read about in a daily newspaper. Issues of the day were coded to include such
issues as affirmative action or the glass ceiling. There was little confusion about
what this statement meant, and only 4 percent (1/28) respondents directly
expressed confusion.
Approximately 46 percent (13/28) respondents made a direct reference to
African Americans. References to affirmative action were common, but were
only mentioned by 36 percent (10/28) of those interviewed. Respondents
mentioned a wide array of other groups, including Latinos, gays, the disabled,
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women, men, the old, veterans, religious people, illegal immigrants, and Jews.
Respondents had a number of different interpretations of what pushing equal
rights too far meant, and which groups this statement referred to. These are
discussed in greater detail below.
Different Dimensions of Group Equality
Even when respondents made reference to race relations, they often interpreted
the meaning of this question differently. For instance, some older respondents thought
this question referred to segregation, while other respondents mentioned affirmative
action. One respondent said, “What does that statement make me think of? It makes me
think the person who made it and doesn't really want equal rights for other people.”
Another person framed the question in a historical context, noting that the statement
“pushing equal rights too far” made them think of,
“Segregation. Because I grew up during the time where you had the colored
balcony, you had the colored water fountain, White water fountain…. Restaurants
that said White only. And at the time they had separate but equal. And they were
separate, but they were not equal. They could not offer the same opportunities.”
Reference to women’s rights was almost as common as discussion of race.
Approximately 39 percent (10/28) of respondents referred to women’s rights
when they discussed the statement. Individuals often talked of pay inequities
between men and women, and the glass ceiling. Respondents who referred to
women’s rights often did not believe equal rights had been pushed too far
because they saw current social conditions as being inherently unequal. ,
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A number of respondents said that you can’t push equal rights too far. By
definition, equal rights were something that was good for everyone, and you can’t have
too much equality. One person argued,
“Because I don’t know if you can go too far, then you’re not promoting equal
rights anymore. If you’ve gone too far then somebody is going to be more equal
than others. I don’t think you can ever go too far in promoting equal rights
because when you go too far then they’re not equal rights anymore.”
Inequalities Are Widespread
Many respondents pointed to existing inequalities in society as an indication that
equal rights had not been pushed too far. When there were so many disparities between
the treatment different genders, races, sexual orientations or ethnicities, it was hard for
them to imagine that equal rights had been pushed too far. One man argued that it was
not the case that equal rights had been pushed too far,
“Because gay people can't get married. Because black people are systematically
poorer. Because women still argue with people over a choice to get an abortion
and women still make less money than men statistically. Mainly because we're
not equal, so if we're not equal on as many levels as possible then we're obviously
not doing enough.”
For some, differences in economic opportunities were a greater source of disparity than
discrimination against minorities. Equal rights had not been pushed too far because there
were large differences in the resources available to different segments of society.
Economic inequalities were corrosive to equal rights. Society had not done enough to
remedy these inequalities. One respondent noted,
“I think of the incredible disparity between minorities and people under the
poverty level versus the rich families, you know.…we have done an okay job of
lessening racism and we have done an okay job of saying …okay, we’re going to
make sure that our college has a representation of all these different minority
groups, but we haven’t done a good job of making sure that everybody when it
gets to the point where they’re applying for the job or when they get to the point
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that they’re in college that they have the same, the same background and
resources to call on.”
Pushing equal rights meant different things to different respondents. For some, it meant
obtaining basic rights, such as the right to vote, or the right to be free from legal
discrimination. For others, equal rights implied greater access to wealth or other social
resources that would enable one to compete on a level playing field.
Conflicts with Other Values: Why Only Somewhat?
Some respondents did qualify their response in certain ways, indicating that their
endorsement for equality was limited by other values that were also important. One
respondent, who somewhat disagreed that equality had been pushed too far, argued that
there might be cases where pushing equal rights could create too much government
interference into private decision making. While he stressed the importance of equality,
he also noted, “It's just a real risk if you have too many bureaucrats monitoring
everything, …what we do in terms of hiring, promotions and all these kinds of things.”
Some respondents who agreed with the statement were ambivalent. They were
torn between believing in equal rights, and what they saw as the negative repercussions
of affirmative action or other policies that were being used to push equal rights. In the
same breath, these respondents could both endorse and reject policies to advance equal
rights. They endorsed the basic values and goals of the program, but they rejected the
specific execution. When asked what pushing equal rights made them think of, one
noted,
“Well, I think of affirmative action and stuff like that, which is a really good idea
and I think it was a good idea at the time, but just you're going to give it to
somebody based on like race or gender that is like -- what if they're a horrible
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employee? …you should have the best man for the job. It should be merit
based.”
Some respondents made a distinction between groups that were legitimately
disadvantaged, and others that were not. Pushing equal rights had not gone far enough in
the African American community. The proliferation of disadvantaged groups demanding
“equal rights” did have a limit. One African American man noted,
“There's still problems with various minority groups that are not making headway
even with the benefits that are being provided. African Americans, there's still a
high proportion that are -- that don't have the opportunities that others have. I
don't want to get involved in the whole, you know, everybody is a minority kind
of thing and everybody ought to have a protected class, be a member of a
protected class. I think that goes a little bit too far….but there are major sections
of our country which still suffer even after 40 years discrimination and if it wasn't
there we would revert back to the old ways. Go down to Mississippi. If you took
equal opportunity laws out of existence they'd be back to Jim Crow in two
minutes, you know. So I think it needs to continue.”
To a great extent, beliefs about pushing equal rights are tied to the specific group that one
applies them too. While membership in a minority group tends to make one disagree that
equal rights have been pushed too far, a number of individuals qualified their answer,
depending on the specific group considered. Competition among minority groups can
make some minority respondents question the rights claims of other groups. This was the
source of some ambivalence for some minority respondents.
We Have Gone Too Far
While most respondents disagreed with the statement that we had gone too far
pushing equal rights, a number of people did agree with this statement. In some cases,
individuals who very strongly endorsed the value of equality also thought that it was
possible to go too far. For them, pushing equal rights too far meant employing policies
that were too heavy handed, contentious and ultimately not effective. One noted,
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“In some ways I do agree with that statement. I know that sounds contradictory,
but I do think in some ways it’s overemphasized. You know, I believe in equal
opportunity, I believe in government playing a part in that, but I also see where it
can kind of be overdone to the point where reverse discrimination happens …
either because in trying to provide equal opportunity I think some ways are better
than others. …You can tip the scales too much, not often, but it does happen in
some cases. I just want to find a balance, for things to be true and equal I guess
for all people.”
Some argued that pushing equal opportunity too far meant reverse discrimination. With
so much attention being paid to safeguarding minority rights, the concerns of the majority
were not taken into consideration. One respondent said,
“I think they have a double standard. They say that they are going to be behind
equal rights yet they give more floor space to the outspoken people, whatever that
group may be.”
One woman answered this question by referring to religious freedom. She argued that
concern for the minority who was offended by the display of religious sentiments
ultimately led to a loss of rights for the majority. Another woman argued that pushing
equal rights too far meant making unreasonable claims for equal treatment. There were
natural inequalities between individuals and sometimes between men and women. In
competition for physically demanding jobs, women would tend to be at a disadvantage.
Legal protections against discrimination should be balanced against the need for
employers to hire people who could best do the job.
Black Ambivalence toward Equality
One African American respondent did endorse the belief that we had gone too far
in pushing equal rights. In his case, it was the success of immigrants that led him to
speculate that immigrants were the recipient of special treatment. He noted,
“And I’m saying some people have more rights than others, especially nonAmericans. To me they’ve got more rights than others and they’re here and they
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got more rights than us. And we call it equal opportunity? No, they’re making it
better for them and you’re not doing to me, you’re not doing right for your own
citizens that were born here, my birthright …
Like I say, I’m not knocking nobody coming over here. But what about poor Joe
Blow? He want to do the same thing, but he don’t have the opportunities, he
don’t know where to go to start. If you take somebody from another country and
lead them by the hand and put it right on there, then that person there he thinks
he’s better than you, you know, because now he feel that you were lazy, you had
nothing to do.”
While this question did reflect beliefs about inter-group rivalry, it was not always the
case that it tapped into the social and economic insecurity of the majority over gains and
advancement of minorities. It also tapped into the fears that some minority groups might
be favored at the expense of other minority groups.
Affirmative Action
Respondents referred to affirmative action in about a third of the responses. For a
number of respondents, pushing equal rights too far meant using racial preferences to
promote equality. One retired man argued,
“Because I think we have simply adopted a mindless, moronic policy of
reverse discrimination…. Whatever was wrong about the pre-civil rights
race relations is now simply to be inverted a hundred and eighty degrees.
And that somehow makes it right….The theory is not discrimination
against Blacks is wrong…discrimination in favor of Blacks is now
right...Whereas, my view would be discrimination period, discrimination
of any sort on the basis of things like race and sex and so forth is wrong.”
Personal experiences with affirmative action often led respondents to agree that society
had gone too far in pushing equal rights. One woman was skeptical of office diversity
policy.
“Because I’ve seen too many incompetent people working and maybe it was to -maybe they were hired because they needed to hire a black person, they needed to
hire a Hispanic, and so they kind of evened it out, you know….I think it should be
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based on competence and not on representing a certain group….you know, having
the whole rainbow in your office. Do you know what I mean?”
Individuals were often either ambivalent or virulently opposed to affirmative action.
Conflicts between equality before the law, equality of opportunity and equality of
outcome were most prevalent when considering affirmative action.
Observations
Respondents discussed a range of issues and minority groups when they answered
this question. While references to women and African Americans were the most
common, individuals also mentioned a wide array of other minority or disadvantaged
classes of people. Some thought this question referred to segregation, while others
discussed affirmative action or other policies associated with discrimination. Some
ambivalence in the response to this question was associated with conflicts between
different dimensions of equality. It may be the case that those who believe most
fervently in equality are likely to be ambivalent if they believe this question refers to
affirmative action.
Positive responses to the question appear to be associated not only with majorityminority conflicts, but also with intergroup rivalries between minority groups. As such,
some ambivalence toward this question may also be generated by conflicts between one’s
minority status, and feelings towards other minority groups. For instance, if being
African American may tend to pre-dispose you towards believing that equal rights
haven’t been pushed too far, negative assessments of other minority groups may tend to
make one answer that equal rights for those groups have been pushed too far.
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Since individuals referred to such a wide array of groups whose rights should be
considered, a significant amount of ambivalence may be associated with whether one
considers oneself to be part of the majority, or the minority pushing for equal rights. For
instance, while one might assume that a white male is part of the majority, individuals
referred to the rights of fathers, veterans, the disabled, the old, the poor and Jews. One’s
frame of reference as to what minority rights are being considered, and what groups are
relevant to answering the question could change how one answers.
One of the Big Problems in this Country is that We Don't Give Everyone an
Equal Chance.
Another one of the questions that measures equality asks individuals to
respond to the following statement: “One of the big problems in this country is
that we don't give everyone an equal chance”. Respondents could agree, agree
strongly, neither agree nor disagree, disagree or disagree strongly. The
interviewees were more divided about how to answer this question. Half of the
respondents (14/28) either agreed or strongly agreed. Approximately 14 percent
(4/28) neither agreed nor disagreed, while the remaining 36 percent (10/28)
expressed some level of disagreement. Respondents were often torn about how
to answer this question because they typically endorsed both the value of social
equality and also the personal responsibility of the individual. For some,
admitting that everyone didn’t have an equal chance implied that individuals
lacked the power to improve themselves. Most respondents did not want to
believe that individuals were powerless to make themselves better. Some of this
was expressed directly as ambivalence, with 25 percent (7/28) of respondents
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expressing conflicted feelings about reconciling their beliefs about equality and
individualism. It was also common for people to express considerations both for
and against their position when responding, and 43 percent (12/28) of the
interviewees did this.
Individuals did not overtly express partisanship when they answered this
question. None of them referred to the President, the Administration or political
parties. Only one respondent expressed confusion over what the question was
asking.
Approximately 43 percent (12/28) of individuals referred to “issues of the
day” when responding. Issues of the day were interpreted to be specific issues
that one might read about in the daily paper. Respondents referred to a broad
range of issues, including funding for education, the high percentage of black
males in prison, training programs and the riots in Paris among others.
Respondents did not interpret this question to be about any particular type
of inequality. Only 18 percent (5/28) specifically mentioned African Americans
when they responded, and there were no mentions of women. Another 14
percent referred specifically to wealth, and a number of other respondents
discussed economic inequalities more generally. Individuals often referred to
discrimination in a generic sense without referencing a specific group.
Respondents thus had a number of different interpretations of this question.
While some focused on discrimination, others tended to discuss inequalities
associated with economic disparities.
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Many respondents discussed discrimination generally, or referred to
specific groups that were discriminated against. Respondents tended to differ in
their beliefs on how widespread discrimination was and what its sources were.
While some believed discrimination was rampant, others believed that it was
caused by a bigoted minority.
Support for Macro-Equality
A number of respondents discussed an equal chance in a broader economic
context. One individual argued that everybody did not have an equal chance because,
“…you have children being born into very poor families. Economically they don’t have
the same opportunities as children born into wealthy families….” Some discussed a more
expansive set of social resources, including parental educational attainment, family
structure, wealth and a safe social environment. One needed to consider the full spectrum
of resources that were available to the individual. No one could truly argue that
everybody had an equal chance when there were such vast differences in what was
available to different levels of society.
Reconciling Limited Government and the Need to Provide Equal Chances
A number of individuals seemed to struggle with how to reconcile their beliefs
about equality of opportunity with other values. For instance, individuals balanced the
need to provide an equal chance with the increases in spending and government programs
that might be required to achieve it.
Another respondent rejected the basic premise of the question. Assuming
that there was a “we” that could provide everybody with an equal chance was a
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mistake. It wasn’t within the power of government to provide this to people. He
noted,
“Because I don't think it is -- the phrasing we don't give everyone an equal
chance means that there is some we out there, probably the government,
whose job it is to look over everyone's shoulder and make sure everyone
does have an equal chance. And there is no we that can achieve such a
program, at least not until you can ensure that every child is born with the
same IQ and the same health potential and on and on…So, to imagine
there is any sort of a we that could ensure people are given an equal
chance is a -- I think a completely erroneous pre-text.”
Conflicts between Equal Chances and Equal Outcomes
Individuals were asked what they thought an equal chance meant. In
general, an equal chance was defined as being a lack of discrimination and a
merit based system were individuals competed based on their talents and
abilities. One man said that an equal chance was,
“Taking the person just as a person, giving that person, without any
prejudgments an opportunity to prove who they are, and do that the same
to next person, and the next person, regardless of their race, what they
look like, what they sound like, who they are, where they come from,
giving each and every person the same non-prejudging opportunity”
Respondents were torn between recognizing that inequalities would be created by
competition between individuals, and the desire to remedy historical inequities.
It was clear that ambivalence for some was caused by the tension between their
belief in meritocracy and their simultaneous desire to have more equality in
society. In the same breath, an individual could proclaim the desirability of
meritocracy and also expound on the need for programs to provide the
disadvantaged with a little extra help. One person noted that an equal chance,
“just means that the -- given the same situation you perform according to
your skills, that you are able to perform according to -- yeah. But then I
also believe on some level if the reason why you’re behind to begin with is
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because of some historical inequity, I do believe that you should also be
helped a little as well.”
For some respondents, distinguishing between legal equality and equality of
resources allowed them to resolve the conflict between their belief in equality
and their endorsement of a system of competition that produced inequality. One
person argue that an equal chance was,
“Equal access to, you know, our society in every sort of function of its
existence -- education, housing, work. Those are the principal ones. An
opportunity to -- as any other citizen of this nation, an opportunity
available to the richest man. But that doesn't mean that there's an equality
in terms of wealth, but there is an equal opportunity to the protection by
the legal system.”
Ambivalence – Social versus Individual Explanations
Overall, this question generated a great deal of ambivalence. At the heart
of this ambivalence was the desire of individuals to recognize that there were
significant inequalities in the world, while at the same time believing that the
future of an individual was not determined by their surroundings. Obviously
there were enormous differences in the resources in terms of education, wealth
and status. Very few would argue that these resources were irrelevant to the final
outcome. At the same time, most everybody believed that individuals still could
determine their own fate. One person noted the following,
“No, I'm kind of in the middle on this one. I think -- I think that people -people are always going to be -- there's always going to be unfortunate
circumstances out there, but there's plenty of people in there who have
risen up from destitute, Horatio Alger type stories, who have risen up from
poor conditions to make it….So I think that's what makes living in
America so much better than anywhere else. But there is a lot of people
who -- people who -- their schools are horrible, you know. There's crime
and poverty all around them, so it's a lot harder. But -- so I'm kind of in
the middle of the road because if you want it bad enough anybody can get
it.”
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One respondent who was an independent construction contractor who frequently
worked with recent immigrants noted,
“You know, a work ethic, a different work ethic, will bring more
opportunity even if you're a minority group. But again, you know, there
are always parts of society that are going to be left behind and equal
opportunity is meant to address that.”
Across many responses, individuals stressed both the importance of individual
behavior for taking advantage of opportunities, while at the same time
recognizing and wanting to remedy systemic resource inequalities. Even when
respondents argued for social programs, they also insisted that they be based on
and incorporate elements of individualism. One woman argued,
“well, I think we could do more for our less fortunate people, but then
again it's up to them to take advantage of those kind of -- you know, you
can put out your hand but it doesn't mean they're going to take it.”
These results are consistent with numerous other public opinion studies that show
that Americans tend to endorse social programs such as training or jobs programs
that emphasize individualistic solutions over redistributive programs that are
based on systemic explanations of poverty (Kluegel and Smith 1986).
The Land of Opportunity

Many respondents related the idea of an equal chance to the idea of
America as the land of opportunity. A number of them compared the
opportunities available in America to other parts of the world. One person noted,
“We have a fine country here that does give people -- anybody a chance. If they
are willing to go out there and get it….” In some cases, respondents seemed to
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acknowledge a certain level of ambivalence about America being the land of
opportunity. They were attached to this ideal, but they often recognized that one
needed to recognize that it didn’t capture the complete story. Another said,
“everybody does have an equal chance, that you can make your opportunities,
that you can overcome adversity...At the same time sometimes it's very difficult
to find access to those opportunities.” Respondents seemed to want individuals
to acknowledge and take advantage of the opportunities available, while at the
same time, not to blind themselves to the problems of American society.
Observations
Overall, individuals displayed a relatively high level of ambivalence in
answering this question. Respondents were attached to the idea of an equal
chance and the U.S. as a land of opportunity. The belief that one was in control
of one’s own destiny and that one only needed to act to improve one’s fortunes
was a powerful belief among most. Many also simultaneously endorsed the need
to improve the prospects of some members of society due to inequities.
If People Were Treated More Equally in this Country We Would Have
Many Fewer Problems.
Another question on equality asked respondents to agree or disagree with the
following statement: “If people were treated more equally in this country we
would have many fewer problems.” Of those I talked to, 54 percent (15/28) either
agreed somewhat or agreed strongly with the statement. A significant number,
approximately 21 percent (6/28) neither agreed nor disagreed with the statement.
The remaining 25 percent did not agree. Direct expressions of ambivalence were
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not that common, with only 11 percent (3/28) respondents saying that it was
difficult to answer the question because of conflicted strong feelings. Levels of
ambivalence may have been lowered somewhat by the relatively high percentage
answering in the middle, as noted above. Many of the respondents did discuss
considerations both for and against the statement while answering, with 50
percent doing this. This is notable since the follow up questions did not
specifically probe for arguments for and against the statement.
Partisan framing of this question was not detected. None of the
interviewees referred to the President, the administration or political parties.
Confusion about the meaning of the question was limited. Only 7 percent (2/28)
respondents directly expressed confusion over how to interpret the question. It
was common for individuals to discuss their answer by referring to issues of the
day. Issues of the day included subjects such as education, crime, the riots in
Paris, housing, credit ratings, the drug epidemic, tolerance of gays or hurricane
Katrina. Individuals interpreted the question in a variety of different ways.
Inequality was often interpreted within the context of racial, gender or other
group based discrimination. Of those answering, 75 percent referred to
discrimination. Many respondents referred to economic inequality when
answering as well, with 50 percent mentioning class based differences between
the poor and the rest of society. References to crime were also very common.
When asked to discuss problems that would be alleviated by greater equality, 43
percent of respondents (12/28) discussed crime.
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Respondents frequently discussed discrimination. Some respondents
discussed specific groups. For instance, 29 percent (8/28) discussed African
Americans, 46 percent referred to a specific race or the category of race, 7
percent (2/28) referred to gays, 11 percent (3/28) referred to gender and 21
percent (6/28) mentioned the poor. A significant fraction of respondents, 36
percent (10/28), referred to no specific groups when they answered.
Natural Inequalities
While racial groups tended to dominate the discussion, interviewees
mentioned a variety of other groups that were treated unequally, including the
old, short people, ugly people and immigrants. Respondents beliefs about equal
treatment sometimes depended on the groups they discussed. Thus for instance,
some respondents who were skeptical that equal treatment could help solve
society’s problems chose to discuss intractable inequalities between groups that
are not typically characterized as being discriminated against. There is no doubt
that society discriminates in favor of beautiful people or tall people. Income is
correlated with height, even though height is important to actual job performance
in only a small number of professions. Nonetheless, most people view these
types of inequalities as part of a set of natural inequalities and unfair practices
that are not damaging to society.
One’s assessment of equality depends to a great extent on whether one
considers the value in the abstract, or in reference to a particular group. If one
considers the question within the context of a particular group, which group one
thinks about and one’s feelings about that group play an important role in
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shaping belief. The frame of reference as to what groups are relevant when
considering the value of equality has a great impact on how one answers this
question. Some instability over time in how respondents answer this question
may be caused by changes in the group frame that respondents consider when
they answer.
Problems Caused by Inequality
Respondents differed on what problems they thought could be remedied
by reducing inequalities. Reducing inequalities referred both to addressing the
effects of race and poverty. One person simply said, “Well, if we never had
slaves, we would have fewer problems.” Inequalities were dangerous because
people that were socially isolated with no prospects for advancement were
dangerous. One person noted, “I think people who are not treated equally have a
higher propensity for anger, and they act out on that anger…”
The failure of society to provide upward mobility to all groups created
pockets of poverty that were the sources of serious social problems. Respondents
considered a range of groups when they discussed this danger, including urban
and rural poverty, immigrants and racial groups. One person noted,
“In this area we have transients that pick apples and other things. And, of
course, they bring their families with them. If, as a county, we provide
education for those children, so that not isolating them into one pattern, so
that they can never get out of picking crops. And the same way in the
slums. That there ought to be good schools available for them to go to.
And the slum condition, whatever is causing the slum, needs to be
improved.”
As noted above, 43 percent (12/28) of respondents discussed crime as a
problem that was caused by inequality. Respondents who thought that inequality
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caused crime had somewhat different interpretations of how they were related.
For some, inequalities caused crime because minorities were often demonized
and preyed on by the majority. Reducing inequalities would limit racial tension
and race based crimes. One person noted, “Well, I think some problems …that
would mean things like hate crimes, and riots, and that kind of thing.”
For others, inequality caused crime because individuals with few prospects
would find criminal activity a more attractive prospect. One argued, “If people
were treated more equally, it would help with employment issues, it would help
spread the monetary wealth, redistribute it more fairly, so that there would be less
crime…” Inequalities created individuals and groups that had no stake in society
and no particular reason to play by the rules. Another person noted, “Where you
don't give opportunity you breed people that are going to take their opportunity
I'd say by force, one way or another.”
Conflicts with Limited Government
For some, lawsuits and public organizations tasked with promoting equal rights
were the problems that needed to be solved. One person noted,
“Ok, and the statement is, if people were treated more equally, they would
have fewer problems, what would the fewer problems be? Well, we
wouldn’t have the equal employment opportunity commission. We
wouldn’t have the EEOC. I don’t know, that’s all I can think of off hand.
There wouldn’t be a lot of agencies, arbitrators or mediators involved,
because we wouldn’t have those problems anymore, we wouldn’t have
huge lawsuit settlements because so and so was overlooked at the job at
Wal-Mart, so we’re going to settle for 741 million dollars, I mean, come
on, we wouldn’t have these huge lawsuits that tie up the courts.”
While initially I found the above interpretation of the problems of inequality to
be rather quirky, it was mentioned by enough people that I wondered about its
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significance. For some, the social programs and laws set up to remedy
discrimination in our society have themselves become the problem. This
interpretation of the question was shared by respondents who described
themselves as liberal as well as a least one respondent who was African
American.
While some might see government as an instrument to promote equality, another
respondent speculated that government policies might actually lead to less equality. He
noted,
“What I think of is what I see on a lot of different levels. I see some minorities
still kept in situations where there is poverty, where there is lower economics,
they’re not given the opportunity, sometimes I feel it is almost planned, this is the
way the big picture is, and I wonder who planned that, could it be big
government? You know?”
While fairly liberal, this respondent was also often skeptical of the effectiveness
of government programs. His ideals for government action were often frustrated
by his experience with bureaucracy. This suspicion permeated many of his
answers.
Conflicts between Different Dimensions of Equality
A woman who disagreed took issue with the specific methods used to treat
people more equally. For her, the statement implied race preferences and
unequal treatment. Seeing society as mostly diverse and achieving a high level
of racial balance, she did not like these policies.
“Because I think the United States, it seems to embrace all this diversity.
So that’s why I don’t agree. I mean, for example, look at the Supreme
Court. Everybody was so happy when we had a woman on the Supreme
Court. Then we got a Jew, and then we got a black, and now they’re
pushing a Hispanic. Why do we have to judge them on that stuff? Why?
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It doesn’t make any sense. Maybe we’ll get an Asian-American and
maybe we’ll get an Indian-American….And for me it’s at the point of
absurdity. Vote for the competent judge period, you know what I mean.
Who cares about where he’s from, who cares what group is representative.
It’s just that – it’s just gone way too far.”
There was some uncertainty over what social domains this question applied to.
While some respondents argued that legal equality had already largely been
achieved in the U.S., they were ambivalent when they discussed the need to
reduce other economic and social inequalities. Their response to the question
varied according to whether they discussed legal equality or economic equality.
Some Problems Are Intractable
One respondent, who considered the statement primarily in a material context,
argued that the problem of economic inequality was intractable. Inherent and
natural inequalities would always be translated into economic differences in
wealth. The basic premise of the question, that these inequalities could be
remedied, was flawed. He said,
“Because I think a lot of the problems in America can’t be – aren’t going
to be eliminated by people treating each other more fairly or having more
equal protection….Because they’re just problems that every society has
that are just -- that have been with the world since the beginning of time.
There will always be poor people, there will always be, you know, old
people. No matter what you do some people won’t have access to things
or they’ll be too stupid to take advantage of it. So in terms of economic
problems I don’t think necessarily that treating people more equally will
solve a lot of our economic problems.”
The problem of inequality was intractable for others because it could not be
reached through legislation. Some types of discrimination could not be
addressed through the law, and would never be eliminated. For him,
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“How do I think people could be treated more equally? Well, I think a lot
of times -- I think the existing laws for the most part should be enforced.
That’s probably the best way. Some things just can’t be legislated. I can’t
-- you know, good looking people are always going to have an advantage
and there’s no law that can be passed that will ever eliminate that….or tall
people are always going to be afforded certain -- are going to be treated
differently than short and there’s nothing I can – there’s nothing I can do
about that…”
The frame of reference of the respondent was often critical to how they answered
the question. When viewed abstractly, respondents often discussed the
impossibility of obtaining equality. If viewed from the perspective of specific
social and economic problems, many interviewees argued for the necessity of
improving current conditions.
Conflicts between Equality of Opportunity and Equality of Outcome
Respondents often sought to justify existing inequalities. For them,
inequalities were natural. One argued, “I am afraid I would have to say neither
agree nor disagree…Because there -- there would be no good in treating people
more equally, as long as people are unequal.-- To simply pretend they are not, I
don't think would give us fewer problems. I think it would give us more
problems.”
The vision of a society that was totally equal was seen as implausible, and
maybe even a bit boring. A number of respondents defended current social
conditions, arguing that equal opportunities were provided to the extent that it
was possible. To seek greater equality was to try to move towards an artificially
contrived egalitarian society. One respondent argued both that society could not
be made more equal, and that it would be wrong to make society more equal even
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if it could be.

They seemed to reject both the feasibility and the moral

underpinnings of egalitarianism.
“Well, that is hard. I know you are going to see a lot of poor people that
are going to say yes, if I had what you had or -- if I had what they had, it
would be better….But do we owe everybody if you don't get out doing
work? I don't think so….I am middle line on this …if everybody had the
same income all across the United States and everybody, you know, had
the same house and the same cars and -- what could anybody holler about.
You know?...But can you really be in a society like that? I mean I still
believe the opportunity is there. I realize when you are poor or you don't
have education, you may think that it is not there. Maybe you can't get the
opportunity. I disagree. I think the opportunities are there.”
The statement that society would have many fewer problems if people were
treated more equally implies that equality has social utility. Some individuals
argued against this on two separate fronts. They saw a utility in inequality, but
they also justified inequality in moral terms as well. They thought that
individuals should not only seek to obtain material equality, but also to work to
deserve such rewards in a moral sense.
Observations
While respondents didn’t tend to openly express ambivalence when they
answered this question, their responses did highlight a number of factors that
could cause instability in response over time to this question.
When respondents discussed discrimination they sometimes discussed the
concept in the abstract and sometimes referred to specific groups. Respondents
had differing feelings about particular groups, and their group frame of reference
likely had an important impact on how they answered.
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It was clear that a number of respondents considered this question within
the context of other values as well. Some respondents mentioned the size and
limits of government power as a consideration that was relevant when
considering whether society’s problems could be remedied by treating people
more equally. At least some respondents who cherished equality were concerned
that it could conflict with other deeply held beliefs. The domain in which
equality was considered (social, political, economic) was also relevant to an
individual’s response. Changes in the domain frame that was used to answer this
question caused responses to differ with respect to this question.
It Is Not Really that Big a Problem If Some People Have More of a Chance
in Life than Others.
Another question on equality asked respondents to agree or disagree with the
following statement. “It is not really that big a problem if some people have
more of a chance in life than others.”
More than half of those interviewed disagreed with this question.
Approximately 63 percent (17/28) of those interviewed either disagreed, or
strongly disagreed. Most respondents did not directly express ambivalence.
About 15 percent (4/28) respondents had a difficult time answering because of
conflicting strong feelings. It appeared that ambivalence about this question ran
much deeper than this relatively low percentage would indicate. Approximately
56 percent (15/28) of respondents discussed considerations both for and against
the statement. In fact, even respondents who selected an answer to the question
fairly easily, and thus were not classified as being ambivalent, often later
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indicated in their extended answer that they really simultaneously held beliefs
that would allow them to answer in either direction.
Partisanship did not appear to play a large role in response to this question.
Only 4 percent (1/28) of respondents mentioned the President, the administration
or political parties when they answered. Only one person expressed confusion
over what the question meant. Respondents seemed to interpret this question to
be primarily about inequalities of wealth. About 85 percent (23/28) respondents
mentioned economic inequalities, while only 7 percent (2/28) mentioned
discrimination.
Overall, answers to this question were often qualified by a variety of
considerations, conflicting beliefs and interpretations of the question. While
most respondents considered this question to be primarily about inequalities of
wealth, education and status, their answer was often different depending on the
frame of reference that they used to consider the question. It depended whether
respondents considered inequality within the context of society or on an
individual basis. They often argued for the existence of opportunities for
everybody and the ability of everybody to make it, while at the same time
disliking the overall levels of equality in society. It also mattered whether they
considered inequalities within the context of those who were wealthy, or thought
about the bottom rungs of the economic ladder. Individuals were less concerned
about capping extreme wealth, than they were about ensuring that there was a
floor beneath which no one should fall. While many viewed inequalities as
unfair, they also often argued that inequality was inevitable.
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There was a surprising consistency in how individuals discussed what the
statement meant. Most respondents believed that “some people have more of a
chance” referred primarily to economic disparities related to family wealth.
Family money, high priced education and personal connections were the primary
types of advantages that respondents discussed. One person noted, “What does it
make me think of -- maybe a community college versus Yale or Harvard. You
know? Some people can't go to Yale or Harvard. But, I mean -- but there are
other ways to get educated.” Other types of disparities, such as health, good role
models and a strong family environment were also mentioned by some.
Even though respondents often expressed dislike for the inequality, they
would often qualify their statement by noting that there were other ways for
individuals to get ahead. Remarkably, some of the strongest advocates of
equality had less strong feelings about inequalities related to wealth. They may
not have liked these inequalities, but they had a difficult time denouncing them
either.
Another source of inequality was the personal networks and favoritism
that children of successful parents had access to. The inequalities related to
being born into wealthy and successfully families were unfair, but many
respondents thought that it was impossible for society to prevent this type of
favoritism. Some ambivalence with regard to this question was caused by the
tension between what was fair in the abstract, and the belief that it was natural for
parents to try to provide advantages for their children. The individual impulse of
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parents to help their progeny was positive, but the overall collective social
impacts were often unfair and not representative of their belief in meritocracy.
Individualism
Beliefs about equality were qualified by the individualistic beliefs of some
respondents. It was more important for individuals to focus on what they could
control, rather than worrying about what they did not have. For many, if you
worked hard enough, you could make you own opportunities. One person noted,
“I would disagree. It wouldn’t necessarily be a problem….You get out of
life what you put in. You can’t constantly worry about what someone else
is doing..you have got to take care of yourself, and everything else just
falls into place”
Some believed that having to work hard and struggle ultimately made individuals
stronger. One person noted, “Well, I don’t expect everything to be equal.
Sometimes it builds character when you deal with challenges.”
Many respondents struggled to rectify their belief in the power of the
individual to overcome their circumstances with their belief that more equality
was desirable. One individual noted that “our problems aren't going to go away
if we give people equal footing. It's really what they do with it. So it is a big
deal if we're not arming everybody with the same amount of information or
similar opportunities….” Providing some level of opportunity for all was more
important than providing total equality.
Personal experiences shaped the beliefs of some. Those who had
overcome obstacles to achieve success believed in the system. Having been able
to climb the economic ladder, they were less likely to argue that social
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inequalities provided immovable barriers to personal advancement and success.
One woman noted the following,
“I think that’s true that some people have more of a chance, but I do think
they can -- that it can even out if you look for it. I mean, I’m a great
example because I grew up on welfare in tenement housing in Iowa. And
my mother worked in factories, she worked in -- she worked as a cleaning
lady, jobs like that. And we didn’t have money for college and I got
financial aid, I got grants, I went to college.
I’ve done a lot of things and I could have grown up and become just like
my mom but I didn’t, and the fact that I’m not -- I wasn’t privileged, there
are a few privileged few, but the opportunities were there for me and so I
was able to, you know, get an education, a degree and all that. There’s
always going to be a few, privileged few, but there are always
opportunities for the unprivileged to move up.”
Observations
Overall, respondents tended to be more ambivalent about economic
inequalities. When considering society as a whole, individuals were troubled by
disparities of wealth and resources. At the personal level, they found it natural
that people should strive to make a better life for themselves and their family.
When individuals exploited the opportunities available to them, inequalities were
the natural result. The value of equality of opportunity thus conflicted with an
abstract desire of many for a more equal overall distribution of wealth.
Significant ambivalence arose among respondents when they tried to square their
individualistic beliefs in equal opportunity with other dimensions of equality that
were also important.
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Discussion
Throughout these interviews, most respondents endorsed the value of
equality strongly. At the same time, they were also often ambivalent when they
considered equality because they perceived different types of equality and the
conflicts between them. These results confirm the findings of many scholars
(Feldman 2003; Feldman and Zaller 1992; Lane 1986; Kluegel and Smith 1986).
There is a fundamental schism in public opinion. The value of equality when it is
applied to the individual is associated with equal opportunity. When equality is
considered in a social frame, as it applies to all of society, it tends to be
associated with equality of outcome. Within this context, the value of equality of
opportunity often conflicts with the value of equality of outcome. Equality is a
multidimensional concept and the questions used to measure equality may not
adequately distinguish between these different dimensions. Conflict within the
value of equality itself is a source of significant ambivalence among the public.
These findings also indicate that ambivalence is widespread. In contrast to
some scholars who have argued that ambivalence only exists for a few hard
issues (Alvarez and Brehm 2002), these findings indicate that Americans are
conflicted about the idea of equality itself, and the many specific issues it affects.
There is significant ambivalence on such issues as economic redistribution,
affirmative action and other issues where the value of equality of opportunity
may conflict with equality of outcome.
Previous research has found that individuals generally support equality in
the political and social domains of their life, but they are not egalitarians when it
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comes to the economic system (Hochschild 1981). An individual’s selection of
which domain the question referred to often seemed to determine their answer.
Some respondents who were strong supporters of legal equality did not support
equality within the context of the economy. These results confirm these findings.
There is little ambivalence about social or political equality. The domain frame
of reference in which the value of equality is considered may determine whether
an individual is ambivalent about equality. The public is more ambivalent about
economic equality, where conflicts between the different dimensions of equality
are most apparent.
Previous research has suggested that less informed voters often make up
their mind about specific policies to promote equality, not based on general
principles, but rather based on their feelings for particular groups (Sniderman,
Brody and Tetlock 1991; Hochschild 2006). Racial affect and an individual’s
group frame of reference can change how one expresses the value of equality.
These results showed support for this thesis as well. Some respondents appeared
to apply the value of equality differently based on which group was being
considered.
These interview findings also support the thesis that people are attached to
a belief in equal opportunity because it is linked to the individualistic idea that
one does or should have control over one’s fate. Those who were less fortunate
often were the most individualistic and strongly attached to the idea that one
must take responsibility for one’s life. Equal opportunity and meritocratic
achievement provided a way to make this possible. There was a strong
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attachment to the idea that America was a land of opportunity for most, and this
served to mold how individuals thought about equality.
Individuals did not tend to discuss the value of equality within the
framework of partisanship. These findings are at odds with those of McCann
(1997), who has argued that partisanship can serve to shape belief in the value of
equality.
Overall, the most important and widespread source of ambivalence among
respondents was caused by the perceived conflict between the individualistic
value of equal opportunity and the social value of equality of outcome. The
dominant value dimension was equality of opportunity, but many respondents
were deeply conflicted in their feelings about equality.
Conclusions
Values are substantive concepts. Much of the public does have
meaningful values with respect to equality and these values affect how they think
about specific political issues. At the same time, equality is a complex and
multidimensional value. Equality harbors within itself a paradox that makes it
difficult to apply for many. Equality before the law, equal opportunity and
equality of outcome conflict with one another, although these are often all
considered to represent a single dimension of equality.
Because of this, value framing matters for political persuasion. The group
frame (gender, race, ethnicity, religion), the domain category (political, social,
economic) and the personal frame (social versus individualistic) often influence
what an individual will believe about equality. Between these different frames of
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equality, an individual can simultaneously believe different things about equality,
and many in the public do.
Politicians who seek to convince the public of a course of action need to
appeal to the value of equality, but this requires attention to the way equality is
conceptualized within different frames of reference. There is significant room to
promote libertarian solutions to public policy challenges. The public is
individualistic, even in its belief in the value of equality. At the same time, the
public also cares deeply about equality of outcome. Policies that seek to mitigate
overall social inequalities within a policy framework that is individualistic and
promotes personal responsibility will resonate best with the public. Policies that
address social inequality at the expense of equal opportunity, meritocracy and the
individual are on shaky ideological ground. The public may be of two minds on
these programs.
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Chapter 5: Relationship of Libertarian and Traditional Moral
Values
Do the values of limited government and moral traditionalism go together? Are
those who believe strongly in one value likely to also believe in the other? Do these
values have a natural linkage in the minds of conservatives, liberals and the public at
large?
Historically, conservatives have argued that traditional moral beliefs and the
desire to limit government go together. Only a person free to choose can be a moral
person. Similarly, only in a society where individuals regulate their own behavior can
they be left to be free. Almost two hundred years ago, De Tocqueville noted, “Despotism
may be able to do without faith, but freedom cannot…How could society escape
destruction if, when political ties are relaxed, moral ties are not tightened? And what can
be done with a people master of itself if it is not subject to God” (De Tocqueville 1969,
294).
More recently, commentators have argued that “interventionist government is
inherently corrupt and corrupting. By its very nature it is unconservative…it is a
steamroller, rolling over traditions, shared beliefs, individual rights, old assumptions and
all else dear to conservative hearts” (Sager 2006, ). This conception of the relationship
between traditional moral beliefs and government power has been challenged by recent
Republican leaders, who have argued that government can serve the conservative cause
through such programs as Bush’s faith based initiatives or Senator Santorum’s panoply of
government programs to support the family (Santorum 2005)2. A constituency for big

2

Rick Santorum was elected to the U.S. Senate from Pennsylvania in 1994, and served until losing a bid
for a third term in the 2006 election. During his tenure, he obtained the position of Chairman of the Senate
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government conservatism became more vocal during the Bush presidency. Since 2000,
the Bush administration has ushered in the largest expansion of the Federal government
in a generation, even while so called conservatives ran the Federal government3. Do
these political developments reflect a shift in the way that the public or conservatives
organize their value systems and link their values together? Some have alleged that
partisanship has allowed conservative supporters of the Bush administration to ignore
their values. This chapter uses NES data to examine whether beliefs about limited
government and moral traditionalism are related to each other in the minds of
conservatives and the public at large.
The key argument and finding of this chapter is that despite the assertions of
numerous scholars that moral traditionalism and limited government are related to each
other in the public mind, analysis of survey data shows no relationship. Individuals do
not consistently relate traditional moral beliefs to the need to limit government. On the
other hand, conservative ideology and republican partisanship are related to belief in the
value of limited government. Lastly, the value of limited government conflicts with the
value of equality.
Culture Wars Thesis: Moral Beliefs at the Center of Value Systems
Research based on the culture wars thesis sees public opinion organized neatly
around a single moral and cultural divide. According Hunter’s culture war thesis, the
Republican Conference, the number-three job in the party leadership of the Senate. In 2005 he wrote a
book entitled “It Takes a Family” that advocated for Federal programs to help support the family.
3
Real annualized spending grew at a rate of 5.6 percent during the first term of George W. Bush. This
represented an 8.8 percent annualized increase in defense spending, a 7.1 percent increase in domestic
spending and a 4.7 percent increase in entitlement spending. Domestic and defense spending grew faster
under Bush than under any President in the last 30 years (including Johnson). George W. Bush entitlement
spending growth was less than Johnson (8.9 percent), Nixon (12.5 percent) and George H. W. Bush (4.8
percent). Bush Beats Johnson: Comparing the Presidents. Tax and Budget Bulletin. Cato Institute
http://www.cato.org/pubs/tbb/tbb-0510-26.pdf
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split between orthodox and progressive world views has come to dominate political
differences (Hunter 1991). This moral divide has become the key fault line along which
politics is waged. In the culture war school of thought, “the cultural divide may extend
its influence to policy arenas other than moral issues and create an isomorphism between
religious orthodoxy and general political ideology” (Layman and Green 2005).
According to this conception of the culture war, the split between orthodoxy and
progressivism is related to other values, such as equality and limited government. For
example, Fonte has argued that the intellectual underpinnings of the culture war are really
a battle between traditional democratic values expounded by Tocqueville (religiosity,
limitation of government, civic virtues, equality) and a Gramscian progressive
transformative agenda which seeks to liberate oppressed minorities from entrenched
power (Fonte 2001). Progressives in this tradition believe American institutions have
served to oppress minorities. Traditional values and institutions need to be deconstructed
to liberate those who have been left out. This struggle is a battle between those who see
American institutions to be based on transcendent moral truths, and those who wish to
see the understanding of these truths evolve and be transformed. The divide between
progressive and orthodox world views forms the basis of an ideological struggle that cuts
across a range of issues that are not typically considered to be moral issues.
A number of books in the popular press have also discussed the role of the culture
war on U.S. politics. From two different perspectives writers in the popular press have
described the coupling of moral traditionalism with the value of limited government in
politics. In The Elephant in the Room, Ryan Sager argues that the Republican Party’s
emphasis on moral politics threatens to alienate libertarians, who provide the western

186

base of support for the party (Sager 2006). Sager fears the end of “fusionism”, a political
formula that linked support for limited government with traditional moral beliefs. During
the fight against communism, this link was clear. Capitalism stood as the alternative to a
godless communism. In the post cold war era, the tension in the alliance between cultural
conservatives and libertarians has become the elephant in the room.
In What’s a Matter with Kansas Thomas Frank views the prominence of the
culture war from a somewhat different perspective (Frank 2004). He argues that voters
have allowed cultural issues to trump their economic interests. Low income voters who
should vote democratic to obtain the benefits of expanded government services have been
won over by the Republican’s appeal on “cultural backlash issues”. Frank sees these
voters embracing a form of false consciousness when they endorse the linkage of cultural
politics with free market values that directly threaten their economic interests. In the
literature of the culture wars, and in the popular press, social theorists have argued that
traditional moral beliefs are linked to the value of limited government.
Public Value Ambivalence
The culture war thesis argues that values are neatly organized into value systems
based on moral beliefs. In contrast to this theory is the idea that there exists widespread
value ambivalence among the public. Values conflict with each other, individuals are
often internally conflicted about their core values and the public at large does not always
perceive values to be systematically related to each other in any one way.
Students of public opinion have struggled to make sense of the organization of
political ideas in the minds of the public. Finding that most voters knew almost nothing
about politics, early scholars proclaimed that the voters didn’t measure up to the
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standards required of democratic citizenship. In his seminal paper on the “Nature of
Belief Systems in Mass Publics”, Converse found that a significant fraction of the public
didn’t even have meaningful attitudes on most issues (Converse 1964).
Converse’s theory of non-attitudes was based on his observations of the almost
random nature of individual’s responses to the same questions in panel surveys over time.
Other scholars (Zaller 1992; Alvarez and Brehm 2002) have argued that the lack of
consistency in response is not always the result of a lack of ideas about politics, but rather
can be caused by the existence of too many ideas. Conflicting considerations and values
could cause much of the public to provide unstable responses to survey questions over
time. Rather than reflecting a lack of opinion, seemingly inconsistent responses by the
public were an indication of an electorate whose individual opinions were deeply
conflicted.
In this sense, there is no paradox associated with a public that is strongly opposed
to the growth of government, while at the same time committed to the expansion of a vast
array of new programs and initiatives. George Will has said that,

“The American people will forever say one thing and do another. They will say
they want lower taxes and smaller government, but they will punish the
Republican Party if the giveaways it offers are any less generous than those
offered by the Democrats; they will say they’re against pork and waste, but they’ll
send their congressman packing if he doesn’t bring home that bridge, highway, or
stamp-collecting museum to boost the local economy; and they’ll say individuals
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should be self sufficient, but recoil in horror the second the state allows one
human need or desire to go unfulfilled”(Sager 2006).

Even while much of the public may be ambivalent about core values such as
limited government or moral traditionalism, studies have frequently found that values do
have an impact on the policy opinions that voters express (Feldman and Steenberg 2001;
Feldman 1988). The research literature on core values has argued that values help voters
with little information to make sense of the political world. While voters may not have
consistent ideological beliefs, their general posture towards values such as equality,
limited government and moral traditionalism can help them make up their mind on the
numerous specific policy proposals that are presented to them. Scholars have disagreed
on what the most important values are. For example, Rokeach argued that beliefs about
equality and freedom defined most important political conflicts. A number of research
articles have focused on the importance of equality and economic individualism to policy
attitudes (Feldman 1988). Jacoby has argued that limited government has only marginal
importance in attitude formation among the public (Jacoby 2006). Other research has
found that when a range of values are considered, moral traditionalism is the most
important. The value of limited government appears to primarily affect beliefs about
welfare spending (Layman, McTague, Pearson-Merkowitz and Spivey 2007).
Scholars have also argued that voters prioritize their values into value systems
(Rokeach 1973; Tetlock 1986; Jacoby 1994). Value systems define a structure and
priority between values that allow respondents to balance competing values and to use
multiple values in decision making. While this type of linkage between values sounds
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somewhat similar to ideological thinking, scholars have typically argued that value
systems are not as well organized as ideological systems. Nonetheless, values provide
hierarchical models of attitude constraint that provide voters heuristics that allow them to
develop opinions about specific policy issues with very limited information. (Peffley and
Hurwitz 1993)
Zaller has argued that although there is no logical constraint between most value
dimensions, the public behaves as if there is. That is, specific values are linked together
in a loosely ideological way that has not been adequately explained by scholars (Zaller
1992). Zaller’s extensive research into mass response to elite opinion provides one
model. The public may learn what values go together by taking cues from political elites.
Research has examined values in the context of the social learning model.
According to this research framework, members of society with greater levels of
information are more likely to learn and absorb dominant cultural values. In the U.S., the
dominant cultural values are democracy (equality) and capitalism (economic
freedom\limited government). The segment of the public that has the most knowledge
also holds both of these values most strongly (McClosky and Zaller 1984). Goren has
objected to this, arguing that the absorption of values and domain specific principals from
the broader political environment is not affected by political sophistication (Goren 2004).
A number of scholars have examined the impact of knowledge on the relationship
of values and found that political sophistication can cause value conflict. For instance
Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock found that higher levels of political knowledge served to
cause conservative beliefs in limiting government to conflict with egalitarian values
(Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock 1991). Alvarez and Brehm argued that true value
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ambivalence was rare, but did occur for hard issues like abortion and euthanasia (Alvarez
and Brehm 2002). Feldman and Zaller found significant value conflict with respect to the
issue of welfare. They argued that values of limited government and equality caused a
political culture of ambivalence (Feldman and Zaller 1992).
Values or Partisanship?
While some scholars have focused on values as the fundamental foundation for
thinking about politics, other social scientists have argued that partisanship is more
important. Instead of reasoning from basic values to support for a political party, voters
may identify which political party they support and then come to adopt the values that
they see are most consistent with the beliefs of this party. In addition, if voters look to
party elites to figure out what values they should hold, it might also be true that if party
leaders stress a linkage between particular values, voters would also adopt this linkage.
Thus if conservative opinion leaders come to adopt the idea that government programs
should be used to promote morally traditional values, perhaps the value systems of
conservative voters might, over time, come to reflect a new inverse relationship between
the values of moral traditionalism and limited government.
Some scholars who see partisanship as preeminent have stressed that partisan
identification is guided by the social identification of the parties with particular groups,
and one’s self conception of to which group one belongs (Green, Palmquist and Schickler
2002). Values may be similar to other attitudes in that the public responds to elite cues,
and tends to adjust their preferences to be consistent with the beliefs of their party. For
instance, using structural equation modeling, Goren found that partisanship shaped values
(tolerance, family values, equality, limited government), but that partisanship was not
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constrained by these values (Goren 2005). McCann found that the act of voting for a
party tended to cause voters to adjust their value preferences to be more consistent with
those of party elites (McCann 1997).
Overall, existing studies have identified a number of different areas of
controversy. Scholars have disagreed on whether politics has become dominated by a
cultural and moral divide. There has been significant debate within both the popular
press and among scholars over how moral values are linked to beliefs about limited
government. Scholars also disagree on the role that political sophistication plays in the
values held by the public. Lastly, scholars disagree on the importance of values. Some
see them as playing a critical role in the formation of political attitudes, while others have
argued that values are primarily shaped by partisanship. The research below sheds light
on each of these questions.
Data
The data for this analysis are drawn from the National Election Studies program.
Data for the years 1992, 1994, 1996, 2000 and 2004 were used to track trends in values
over time. The off years 1998 and 2002 were not used because they were missing some
of the key values questions.
The National Election Studies data contain numerous questions that measure
partisan affiliation, ideology and values, among other things. Since values are complex
ideas that are not easily measured, most researchers believe that it is necessary to use
multiple questions to measure each value. Each question measures a different facet of the
underlying value concept. Using multiple questions helps to minimize the measurement
error associated with any specific question. For instance, acquiescence bias is the
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tendency for respondents to agree with interviewers. Using questions that are worded in
both a positive and negative direction can help to correct for this bias.
The value of equality is measured with a battery of six questions. The questions
ask whether society should do whatever is necessary to ensure equal opportunity, whether
society has gone too far in pushing equal rights and whether society would have fewer
problems if things were more equal, among other questions.
The value of limited government is measured with a battery of three questions,
which ask whether the respondent believes there are more things the government should
be doing, whether the government has become involved in things people should do for
themselves, and whether they think the free market or the government is best able to
handle problems. There are four questions that are used to measure moral traditionalism.
Moral traditionalism is measured with questions that ask about whether the respondent
believes that we should adjust our moral beliefs to the times, whether society should be
more tolerant of moral beliefs we may not agree with, whether the new lifestyles are
leading to the breakdown of society and whether society would be better off with more
emphasis on traditional family ties. These questions generally capture attitudes about
progressive and orthodox beliefs about social and moral values.
Ideology is measured with the ideological self-identification scale that asks
respondents to place themselves on a seven point scale between very conservative and
very liberal. Political knowledge is measured through a battery of four questions that ask
respondents to identify who holds particular political offices. Partisanship is measured
both through partisan self identification, as well as through party feeling thermometers.
The feeling thermometers ask respondents to rate how positively or negatively they feel,
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on a one hundred point scale, about both the democratic and republican party. The
difference between these thermometers is used as a measure of how one relatively
evaluates each of the parties. In addition, a thermometer for Bush was used to measure
how feelings about the President might be relevant for shaping beliefs about values.
Methods
Several different research methods are employed in this chapter to address the
role of moral traditionalism in shaping beliefs about limited government. First, trends in
public beliefs about moral traditionalism between 1992 and 2004 are examined. These
are relevant since much of the literature has suggested that the nation has become
increasingly polarized around orthodox conceptions of moral values. If the public has
become more progressive with regard to moral values over time, this would cast doubt on
the thesis that a tide of orthodoxy has swept through the electorate. Second, the
correlation of limited government with moral traditionalism between 1992 and 2004 is
analyzed. If a culture war is truly raging in U.S. politics, one would expect to find
significant and growing levels of correlation between moral traditionalism and limited
government.
Finally, a structural equation model is used to predict beliefs about limited
government based on partisanship, ideology, equality, moral traditionalism, political
knowledge and a political knowledge\partisanship interaction term. The structural
equation model is comprised of two components, a measurement model and a structural
model. The measurement model uses multiple manifest variables to measure underlying
latent value variables that cannot be directly measured. Moral traditionalism, equality
and limited government are measured as latent variables.
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The structural model estimates the relationship between the independent variables
of moral traditionalism and equality and the dependent variable of limited government.
In addition, the structural model also includes manifest independent variables for
ideology, partisanship, knowledge, feelings about Bush and a knowledge\partisanship
interaction term. Figure 1 shows the overall structure of the model. Latent variables are
shown as ovals. Manifest variables (variables that can be directly measured) are shown
as rectangles. The multiple indicators used to predict each latent variable are designated
V1 – V13. The arrows linking the latent variables to each of these indicators are the
relationships that are estimated by the measurement model. The remaining arrows,
pointing towards the latent variable of limited government are part of the structural model
that predicts the value of limited government.
For the sake of brevity Figure 1 does not include error terms, disturbance terms or
covariance estimates that were calculated. According to standard modeling practices,
error terms were estimated for each manifest variable in the measurement model.
Covariance terms were estimated between all permutations of exogenous variables. A
disturbance term was estimated as part of the structural model.
The structure of the model shown in Figure 1 is founded on the literature
reviewed earlier in this chapter. Moral traditionalism is used to predict limited
government because proponents of the culture war thesis have argued that the moral
divide is central in predicting other elements of the public’s belief system (Hunter 1991).
Equality is used to predict beliefs about limited government because some scholars have
suggested that public beliefs are organized into value systems, and that equality and
limited government conflict with each other (Rokeach 1973). Knowledge is included in
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Figure 1: SEM Model
Predicting Belief in Limited Government
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the model because researchers believe that values are acquired through a process of social
learning. Those who are more politically aware are more likely to learn the dominant
cultural values (McCloskey and Zaller 1984; Zaller 1992). Political knowledge should
predict belief in core cultural values.
Partisanship and the knowledge-partisanship interaction term are used as
independents variables because a number of scholars have suggested that there are
significant partisan influences on value formation (Goren 2005; Zaller 1992; McCann
1997). In fact, Goren found that partisanship influences values, but that values do not
influence partisanship (Goren 2005). The Bush thermometer is included because social
scientists have argued that the public is responsive to elite opinion. The public may
adjust their attitudes, or even their values, if they perceive their beliefs to be discordant
with party elites who they identify with (Zaller 1992; McCann 1997). Lastly, ideology is
included in the model because research has found that ideology is associated with value
ambivalence (Feldman and Zaller 1992) and can modify the expression of other values
(Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock 1991).
Overall, the purpose of structural equation modeling is to confirm relationships
that the researcher has hypothesized. The goal is to build a model that fits the data well,
i.e. the relationships found between variables would be unlikely to occur by chance.
There are a number of different ways to assess the fit of an SEM model. Some key
measures include the chi-square, root mean square approximation, Bentler’s comparative
fit index and the Goodness of Fit Index. Each of these is discussed below.
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Model chi-square -The interpretation of the chi-square statistic in SEM models is
the opposite of the way chi-square is usually interpreted. In SEM, the null hypothesis is
that the model fits the data well. Higher values of chi-square indicate that it is
improbable that this is true. With large sample sizes like the ones used in this analysis,
high values of chi-square can occur even when the model provides a reasonable fit to the
data. A standard approach to assessing model fit in SEM is to divide Chi-square by the
degrees of freedom, to create a normed chi-squared value. Normed chi-square values as
high as 5 can still indicate reasonable fit (Kline 2005).
Root mean square approximation (RMSEA) - This measure is a parsimony
adjusted index of fit. This index of fit ranks parsimonious models higher than more
complex models. RMSEA values less than or equal to .05 indicate close approximate fit.
Values between .05 and .08 suggest reasonable error approximation. RMSEA values
greater than .1 suggest poor fit (Kline 2005).
Bentler’s Comparative fit index (CFI) - The comparative fit index measures the
relative improvement in fit of the researcher’s model compared with a baseline model.
The index assesses the model against an independence model (or null model) that
assumes zero population covariance among the observed variables. Generally, CFI
values greater than .9 indicate reasonably good fit for the researcher’s model (Kline
2005).
Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) – The goodness of fit index is a measure of the
explained variance of the model. A value of one equals perfect fit. A value of .9 or
greater is considered an indication of good fit. Values close to zero indicate poor fit.
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In addition to the overall fit of the model, one also desires to specify a model with
statistically significant coefficients. Coefficients with T-values greater than two are
significantly different from zero with 95 percent confidence. One can compare the
relative importance of significant coefficients in predicting variance in the independent
variable by examining the standardized regression coefficients. Each of these statistical
measures is reviewed for the models presented.
Findings
Figure 2 shows overall trends in moral traditionalism between 1992 and 2004.
Trends for each of the four questions are reported separately, and show the percentage of
the public holding morally traditional beliefs. The data show that moral beliefs are
relatively stable, and that responses to each of these questions tend to move together.
Additionally, Figure 2 shows that between 1992 and 2004, responses for three of the
questions have become less morally traditional. There has been a steady growth in the
percentage of the public that believes we should be more tolerant of moral views we may
not agree with. A smaller percentage of the public now believes we would be better off
with more emphasis on traditional family ties or believes that the new lifestyles are
leading to a breakdown of society. There has been some fluctuation in the percentage of
the public that believes we should adjust our views of morality to the times. Fewer
individuals now agree that we should adjust our moral views to the times. Disagreement
with this peaked in 2000 and fell in 2004.
Each of the questions appears to tap somewhat different dimensions of moral
traditionalism. Even after some erosion in support, 75 percent of respondents in 2004
believed that society would be better off with more emphasis on traditional family ties.
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Figure 2: Trends in Moral Traditionalism
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Approximately 61 percent believe that the new lifestyles are leading to the
breakdown of society.

The questions that received the least support from the public

required respondents to disagree with the statement posed, suggesting that acquiescence
bias may play an important role in shaping public responses to questions of morality.
The sharpest decline in support for moral traditionalism shows up in the family ties
question between 2000 and 2004, and it may indicate that the politicization of “family
values” during the 2004 election may have caused some respondents to perceive this
question differently.
The overall decline in support for morally traditional beliefs is striking in light of
the fact that many pundits have claimed that the current political debate has become
increasingly polarized around orthodox interpretation of moral issues. Some scholars
have argued that the struggle between orthodox and progressive beliefs has come to
dominate politics at the expense of other important economic and social issues (Frank
2004). During the period of time when moral issues have supposedly emerged to define a
new politics, the public has slowly and consistently come to adopt more progressive
views. This isn’t necessarily inconsistent with the thesis of a cultural war, but this is
different than the political reality that many proponents of this thesis describe (Frank
2005).
Table 2 shows the correlation between some of the limited government and moral
traditionalism questions between 1992 and 2004. Several observations about this data are
notable. There are fairly consistent relationships between these values questions. All of
the correlations have the correct signs, showing that belief in limited government tends to
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Table 2: Correlations between Limited Government and Moral Traditionalism

Need a strong government to handle complex economic problems or
Free Market can handle without government involvement.

1992

1996

2000

2004

The world is always changing and we should adjust over view of moral behavior to those changes.

0.15

0.17

0.14

0.14

We should be more tolerant of people who choose to live according to their own moral
standards, even if they are very different from our own.

0.16

0.19

0.12

0.08

This country would have many fewer problems if there were more emphasis on traditional family ties.

-0.09

-0.07

-0.05

-0.06

The new lifestyles are contributing to the breakdown of our society.
The less government the better
More things government should be doing.

-0.11

-0.08

-0.07

-0.08

1992

1996

2000

2004

The world is always changing and we should adjust over view of moral behavior to those changes.

-0.23

-0.24

-0.20

-0.25

We should be more tolerant of people who choose to live according to their own moral
standards, even if they are very different from our own.

-0.20

-0.21

-0.12

-0.13

This country would have many fewer problems if there were more emphasis on traditional family ties.

0.13

0.10

0.10

0.12

The new lifestyles are contributing to the breakdown of our society.

0.15

0.13

0.10

0.14

2,485

1,714

1,807

1,212

N=
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be associated with orthodox moral and social values. Nonetheless, all of these
correlations are fairly weak, with none greater than .25 for any of the questions analyzed.
Most of the question pairs had much lower correlations. In addition, seven out of the
eight limited government questions show these correlations weakening over time between
1992 and 2004. There was a slight rise in six of the eight correlations between 2000 and
2004, providing some support for the claim that values did play a more prominent role in
the political landscape in 2004. Nonetheless, the long term trends in the linkage between
the value of limited government and moral traditionalism has been towards less
association.
This data gives some credence to Sager’s concern about the end of fusionism in
conservative politics. Since the early nineties and the fall of communism, the electorate
has come to perceive limited government and moral traditionalism to be less linked to
each other. This data would appear to counter the assertion of some scholars that values
have come to dominate the political psyche of the electorate. On the contrary, moral
views appear to have less and less linkage to other elements of the public’s value system
as time goes by.
One problem with correlation analysis is that it does not control for other
variables that may be the cause of the association. Since values are conceptually
complex, and there is likely to be significant measurement error associated with
individual questions, it is desirable to use multiple measures of each value, and estimate
an error term for each of these questions. Employing a structural equation model
approach allows for one to measure latent variables and account for error.
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The SEM model described below estimates limited government as a function of
partisan feeling, ideology, Bush thermometer, knowledge, a knowledge / partisanship
interaction term, moral traditionalism and equality. The purpose of this exercise is to
estimate how values are linked to each other, and to determine what some of the causes
of this linkage might be. The form of the model is shown below.
Yi = C + b1X1 + b2X2+ b3X3 + b4X4 + b5X5 + b6X6 + b7X7 + b8X8 + μi
Yi = Limited Government
The dependent variable in this model is limited government. This is defined as a latent
variable measured with a battery of three questions. Scholars often use the value of
limited government as a proxy for freedom. The questions deal with whether the
respondent would like the government to do more things, whether they believe the free
market or the government can handle problems and whether the government has become
involved in things people should do for themselves.
X1 = Ideology
This variable tests for the association of conservatism with the value of limited
government. Conservatism is measured on a seven point scale, with higher values
indicating more conservative beliefs. The relationship of conservatism to the power of
government has varied over time. In recent history, government has often been seen as
an instrument of social change. Modern conservatism has thus typically been associated
with limiting government power. Since the 2000 elections, some conservatives have
championed the use of government to buttress traditional social institutions, or to allow
social services to be provided through faith based initiatives. If “big government”
conservatism has emerged as a significant political force, we would expect that
conservatism would not be associated with beliefs about limited government, or perhaps
even have a negative association with this value.
X2 = Partisan Feelings
This variable tests for the influence of partisan feelings on beliefs about limited
government. The partisanship variable is created by subtracting the feeling thermometer
variable of the Democratic Party from the Republican Party feeling thermometer. Higher
values indicate that a respondent has more positive feelings about the Republican Party
than the Democratic Party. The value of limited government has often been considered
to be associated with the Republican Party. Some have suggested that as the party has
begun to represent more low income voters, it has emphasized limited government less.
If limited government is a core value of the Republican Party, we would expect that
positive feelings toward the Republican Party should have a positive relationship to the
value of limited government.
X3 = Bush Thermometer
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This variable tests for the effects of Bush’s leadership on the value of limited
government. Higher values indicate more positive feelings about Bush. If the public
perceives Bush’s policies to be associated with limited government, positive feelings
towards Bush should tend to predict higher levels of support for the value of limited
government.
X4 = Knowledge
Knowledge is measured through a battery of questions about basic political knowledge.
This variable tests for the effect of political awareness on the value of limited
government. If limited government is a dominant cultural value, those who have the
most political knowledge are more likely to absorb this value (McClosky and Zaller
1984). We would expect that political knowledge would have a positive relationship to
limited government.
X5 = Knowledge / Partisanship Interaction Term
This variable tests for the combined effects that partisan feeling and political awareness
have on holding the value of limited government. A number of scholars have suggested
that those who are most aware absorb the values put forward by party elites. If party
leaders in the Republican Party support limited government, those who are most
politically knowledgeable and have the strongest partisan feelings should be aware of
this, and adjust their views accordingly. We would expect that the knowledgepartisanship interaction term should be positive.
X6 = Equality
This variable tests whether holding the value of equality has an effect on believing in
limited government. It is defined as a latent variable measured with a battery of six
questions. Higher values indicate a greater belief in equality. Some scholars have
suggested that conflicts between the values of freedom and equality define important
dimensions of political conflict (Rokeach 1973). If the value of equality conflicts with
beliefs about limited government (and freedom), then one would expect that equality
should have a negative relationship with the value of limited government.
X7 = Moral Traditionalism
This variable is defined as a latent variable that is measured through a battery of four
questions that assess whether one believes in absolute moral and social standards. Higher
values indicate more traditional and orthodox beliefs. A number of different scholars
have argued that moral beliefs are related to beliefs about the role of government and
markets in society. Weber argued that the protestant work ethic linked moral and
religious beliefs to support for capitalism. More recently, proponents of the culture wars
thesis have argued that the critical fault line in modern politics is between those with
orthodox and progressive moral beliefs. If the culture wars thesis is true, we would
expect there to be a relationship between orthodox\progressive beliefs and the value of
limited government.
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Table 3 shows the results of the structural equation analysis conducted on the 2004 NES
data. The data was split into a party identified sample and an independent sample to test
for the effects of partisanship. The independent model includes those who identified
themselves as independent, but leaning towards a particular party. Both the party
identified model and the independent model are significant, and provide a good fit to the
data. Significant variables are highlighted in gray. For the party identified model,
knowledge, the knowledge-partisanship interaction term, ideology and equality are all
significant and have the hypothesized signs. The independent model is similar to the
partisan model, with knowledge, knowledge-partisanship interaction and equality all
being significant variables. Unlike the partisan model, ideology did not significantly
predict beliefs about limited government for independents.
Of particular interest is the fact that moral traditionalism does not significantly
predict beliefs about limited government for either those who identify with a party or
independents. These results run counter to the culture wars thesis, which argues that
moral orthodoxy is a critical fault line that shapes other components of the public’s value
system. These results show that the public may consider moral traditionalism as existing
on a separate plane, somewhat unrelated to the value of limited government.
In both models, equality has a negative relationship to limited government. The
public understands these values to conflict with one another. Interestingly, the
knowledge variable is significant and has a positive sign. This confirms the findings of
other scholars who have argued that political knowledge helps to shape the formation of
political values. Because limited government is a dominant American value, the more
politically aware one becomes, the more likely one is to hold this value. Thus if equality
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Table 3: Relationship of Limited Government to Political Knowledge, Partisanship, Ideology and Values

Coefficient

Standard
Error

Standardized
Coefficient

T-Value

Partisanship
Knowledge
Knowledge X Partisanship Interaction
Ideology
Moral Traditionalism
Equality
Bush Thermometer

-0.009
0.097
0.010
0.059
-0.025
-0.228
0.000

0.008
0.016
0.003
0.018
0.032
0.067
0.001

-0.129
0.271
0.361
0.231
-0.067
-0.253
0.000

-1.137
5.958
3.506
3.224
-0.777
-3.418
0.006

Chi-Squared
Chi-Squared degrees of freedom
Pr > Chi-Square

413
113
<.0001

Goodness of Fit Index (GFI)
Bentler's Comparative Fit Index
Root Mean Square Residual (RMR)
RMSEA Estimate
RMSEA 90% Lower Confidence Limit
RMSEA 90% Upper Confidence Limit
R Squared
N

0.903
0.924
0.608
0.074
0.066
0.081
0.430
729

Coefficient

Standard
Error

Standardized
Coefficient

T-Value

Partisanship
Knowledge
Knowledge X Partisanship Interaction
Ideology
Moral Traditionalism
Equality
Bush Thermometer

-0.019
0.110
0.015
0.043
-0.017
-0.304
-0.001

0.014
0.023
0.015
0.024
0.038
0.108
0.001

-0.188
0.316
0.364
0.148
-0.046
-0.274
-0.083

-1.370
4.787
2.854
1.776
-0.461
-2.823
-0.906

Chi-Squared
Chi-Squared degrees of freedom
Pr > Chi-Square

254
113
<.0001

Goodness of Fit Index (GFI)
Bentler's Comparative Fit Index
Root Mean Square Residual (RMR)
RMSEA Estimate
RMSEA 90% Lower Confidence Limit
RMSEA 90% Upper Confidence Limit
R Squared
N

0.9034
0.913
0.5176
0.0667
0.0558
0.0776
0.3009
466

Party Identified Model

Independent Model
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is also a dominant American value, more aware segments of the public should have a
tendency to be more conflicted.
It is interesting to note that in both models partisanship is not significant, but that
the knowledge-partisanship interaction term is significant. These results would appear to
confirm the crucial role of both knowledge and partisanship in the formation of values.
The results indicate that the more knowledgeable and Republican one is, the more one
believes in limited government. This provides some confirmation for Goren’s thesis that
partisans adjust their value preferences to be consistent with the beliefs of those in their
party (Goren 2005). More aware partisans know what the views of party elites are, and
thus it is only the interaction of knowledge and partisan feelings that predict the value of
limited government.
Of course it might also be the case that less aware voters do not know that the
Republican Party has historically stood for the principle of limited government, and may
not factor this into their choice of parties. In either case, knowledge plays a crucial role
in shaping and determining how values are used. The most aware partisans still perceive
the Republican Party to stand for limited government.
The Bush thermometer is not significant on either model. If Bush was perceived
to be a proponent of the value of limited government, one would expect that positive
feelings toward Bush would be related to how strongly one holds the value of limited
government. These results would suggest that public support or opposition to President
Bush may not be related to the idea of limited government.
Also interesting is the relative importance of each of the significant coefficients.
By comparing the values of the standardized coefficients, one can see that it is the
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knowledge-partisanship interaction term that has the largest effect on predicting the value
of limited government in both models. The knowledge variable is the next most
important in predicting variance in the independent variable. Equality and ideology have
relatively less impact on beliefs about limited government. The crucial role that
knowledge plays in predicting the value of limited government suggests that values may
not be an effective heuristic to organize ones political thinking or select a party. Not all
of the public has sufficient knowledge to link their value preferences to their partisan
feelings.
Also of note is the fact that the partisan-knowledge interaction term is significant
for both party identifiers and independents. Independents who lean toward a party were
included in the independent sample, and this, no doubt, strengthened the relationship.
Nonetheless, it is notable that even among independents, the combined effects of political
knowledge and partisanship is still the most important variable. Perhaps whether one
identifies oneself explicitly with a party is less important than how one feels about the
parties.
The data provides little evidence that conservatism has begun to decouple itself
from the value of limited government. Conservative ideology predicts beliefs in limited
government for party identifiers. Ideology is not significant for independents, although
the T-value for this coefficient indicates that it approaches significance.
Discussion
Social scientists have often noted with amazement how the organization of
political ideas can significantly change over time. While philosophers will argue that
certain ideas are logically related to each other, history teaches us that shifting coalitions
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in politics often alter the way the public combines beliefs about politics and values with
each other. Political scientists have often been dismissive of the role of logical constraint
in organizing mass belief systems (Converse 1964; Layman 2005). At the same time,
much of the literature on the role of values in public opinion formation assumes that
values are organized into value systems. The exact mechanism of this organization has
been less studied. Typically explanations of the public’s value systems have relied
heavily on the role of culture in transmitting dominant beliefs (McClosky and Zaller
1984). It has been noted that the organization of value systems among the public is
related loosely to ideological beliefs (Zaller 1992). The results of the analysis above
provide additional evidence that partisanship serves to influence the organization of the
public’s values. The importance of partisanship in forming and mediating the expression
of values is of interest because scholars have often reached for values to provide an
alternative to partisan political thinking.
The findings discussed above are also important because they highlight the central
role of knowledge in affecting the expression of values. There has been substantial
debate within the literature on whether values provide a way for low information voters
to express their preferences. Some have argued that most of the public holds a set of
general beliefs and abstract postures that provide shortcuts in political decision making.
Others scholars have argued that connecting values with specific preferences can require
a substantial amount of information (Zaller 1992). The results discussed above provide
some support for the idea that values may not provide a shortcut around the public’s
general lack of information about politics. It requires information for the public to weave
their value systems together into a coherent system.
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The findings above also cast some doubt on the idea of a culture war. Proponents
of the culture war thesis have suggested that the moral divide between orthodox-and
progressive beliefs defines a range of political controversies. There is no evidence that
moral progressivism has much to do with the central American value of limited
government, or its priority in value systems. The traditional conception of American
politics as being defined by a conflict between equality and freedom appears to be a
better frame to think about American values.
There also doesn’t appear to be much support for the proposition that “big
government” conservatism is an emerging phenomenon. For partisans, conservatism is
still associated with support for limited government. President Bush has not championed
limited government, and feelings about Bush are not associated with the extent to which
the public holds this value.
Overall, value conflict is at the heart of American political culture. Limited
government and equality are core American values that conflict with each other. Those
who are most politically aware are more likely to subscribe to both of these values. The
most informed are thus likely to also be the most conflicted. While some scholars have
argued that the ambivalent use more information in decision making (Meffert, Guge and
Lodge 2004; Tetlock 1986), it may also be the case that people are conflicted because
they have more information.
Conclusions
The study of the role of values in public opinion is in many ways a search for a
replacement for ideology. Social scientists have sought to find a structure with which to
make sense of the vagaries of public opinion. But value systems are exceedingly
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complex, and not necessarily a parsimonious way to predict attitudes. Values often
conflict with each other. This research suggests that significant information is required to
link value systems together into a coherent whole and that partisanship plays a role in
molding the relations between values. In the case of moral traditionalism, the public
considers this value on a separate plane from the value of limited government. It seems
likely that when values are not tightly linked together in value systems, issue framing
becomes more important. The public’s attitude on any given issue may depend on which
values they choose to apply.
These results suggest that existing political value coalitions are fragile. Each
party is associated with a set of core values that are only weakly linked together. The
libertarian wing of the Republican Party isn’t so closely linked to moral conservatives.
Indeed, dissatisfaction of Republicans with their candidate choices in the 2008
nomination contest is emblematic of the difficulties that candidates have in bringing
together the different elements of the conservative value coalition. No one candidate has
been able to fully embody all of these values simultaneously. Conservatives reflect back
to the Reagan era with nostalgia to a time when they had a leader who tied the different
elements of their coalition together. Certainly the political context of that time, and the
conflict with communism, made the linkage between limited government and traditional
moral values more pronounced in the public mind. Nonetheless, an ambivalent public is
also open to political leadership and an appeal to latent core values. Historical memory
may whitewash the considerable political skill that is required to present the public with a
clear picture of what the political implications of their values are.
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In the same vein, the Democratic Party can not always easily appeal to a complex
of liberal and morally progressive values either. Liberalism and relativistic moral beliefs
do not always fit neatly together in the voters mind. Significant blocks of the democratic
electorate are liberal and morally traditional. Other segments of the public are torn
between their egalitarian values and a fondness for libertarian ideals and limited
government.
Overall, these results suggest that a set of core American values are no longer
seen as consistent and linked by the public. Believing strongly in all of the dominant
cultural values creates value conflict and ambivalence.
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Chapter 6: Sources of Instability for Equality and Limited
Government Values
Does the public have meaningful and measurable values concerning equality,
freedom and limited government? Many scholars have discussed the prevalence of core
values in American culture. De Tocqueville described how America’s dedication to the
values of equality and individualism made the country exceptional (De Tocqueville
1969). Scholars have argued that Americans hold a distinct set of values that play a
crucial role in shaping political attitudes (De Tocqueville 1969; Hartz 1955; Rokeach
1973; McClosky and Zaller 1984; Feldman 1988; Feldman and Zaller 1992; Feldman and
Steenbergen 2001; Alvarez and Brehm 2002).
Values are typically conceptualized as overarching beliefs that can affect
numerous, more specific, attitudes. Values are different than attitudes because they are
more stable over time and can be prioritized into value systems (Rokeach 1973). Some
scholars have argued values provide a means for citizens, who have little political
knowledge and a limited conception of ideology, to organize their political thoughts and
beliefs into a coherent structure (Feldman 1988). Even individuals with stable values can
exhibit significant instability in their attitudes because they may experience value
conflicts (Hochschild 1981; Alvarez and Brehm 2002) or not have sufficient information
to connect their values to their attitudes (Zaller 1992). Nonetheless, many scholars start
with the assumption that although attitudes may be unstable, that values are conceptually
different, of greater substance and more stable than attitudes.
While the concept of public opinion being organized around two or three
overarching beliefs is intellectually pleasing, some scholars have found the reality of
public opinion to be more complex. In interviews, individuals are conflicted and
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ambivalent, even about their core values (Hochschild 1981). They hold opposing ideas in
their head and fail to prioritize their values. The public’s thinking about core values is
compartmentalized and individuals apply different values in different domains of life.
Many people comfortably live with contradictory values and beliefs, even concerning the
most basic values of equality and freedom.
How should scholars make sense of the data used to measure the public’s values?
Do large scale surveys such as the NES show the existence of values among the public,
especially for the most important core values of freedom, limited government and
equality? Or is the concept of well structured values something that is pleasing to
academics, but unreflective of the way real people think?
Public Opinion Measurement and Value Stability
Early studies of public opinion found that most voters had little information about
politics or policy. Only a tiny fraction of voters employed any kind of ideological
structure in their thinking about politics (Campbell et al. 1960). Not only was public
opinion not organized ideologically, but in his seminal study of belief systems, Converse
found that, on many issues, response instability was so high in panel studies it was best
explained by completely random choice mechanisms. Converse speculated that a
substantial fraction of the public did not have meaningful attitudes or values (Converse
1964).
Later research sought to revive the concept of the public having meaningful
political preferences. Achen argued that measurement error in panel surveys tended to
overstate the extent of attitude instability (Achen 1975). Individuals have a distribution
of opinions for any given survey question, and response instability was the natural result
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when sampling from this distribution. Vague or poorly worded questions tended to yield
responses with a wider variance, and hence to increase response instability. In short, the
public did have underlying preferences, but survey research tools were not always able to
accurately measure them.
Using panel datasets with observations at three points in time, statistical methods
can allow researchers to estimate what percentage of attitude instability can be attributed
to measurement error (Heise 1969; Wiley and Wiley 1970). When adjusted for
measurement error, a number of scholars have found the public does have relatively
stable attitudes and values (Achen 1975; Steenbergen and Brewer 2004; Green, Palmquist
and Schickler 2002).
A central assumption of much of the literature is that stable values are a
precondition for the meaningful expression of preferences by the electorate (Alvarez and
Brehm 2002). Other scholars have taken issue with the idea that value stability is an
unambiguous good. They have argued that the ambivalent actually use more information,
integrate their thoughts in a more complex fashion, and make more accurate political
assessments (Meffert, Guge and Lodge 2004; Tetlock 1986).
Value instability may be caused by multidimensional attitudes. For instance,
people may harbor both positive and negative considerations about the same value.
Psychologists have often postulated that individuals with such conflicted feelings will be
motivated by the negative experience of cognitive dissonance to resolve them (Festinger
1957). Other scholars have noted that individuals only experience cognitive dissonance
when the conflicting considerations are made simultaneously accessible (Newby-Clark,
McGregor and Zanna 2002). Most people never encounter situations where they are
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required to resolve potential conflicts between different elements of their value system.
As a result, substantial portions of the public have internalized and maintain conflicting
beliefs, even about their most basic values. Scholars have highlighted a number of areas
where the public has displayed significant ambivalence about core values and these are
described below in more detail.
Ambivalence Concerning Limited Government and Freedom
In the 1960s, in the midst of the Great Society era of government expansion, Free
and Cantril found the American public had mixed feelings about the size of government
(Free and Cantril 1968). In public opinion surveys, the public endorsed the belief that the
government was too powerful and had become too large. At the same time, surveys also
found that when asked about specific policies, the public supported spending on most
individual programs. Free and Cantril argued that public opinion was “schizophrenic” on
the role of government in society, being ideologically conservative, and operationally
liberal.
In a later study examining attitudes towards welfare, Feldman and Zaller argued
liberals were more likely to experience ambivalence and value conflict when justifying
welfare spending. Conservatives based their opposition to increasing the size of the
welfare state on the values of individualism and equal opportunity. Liberals experienced
a value conflict in arguing for social programs because these policies were not consistent
with their equally strong belief in individualism and limited government. In open ended
responses to questions about welfare, liberals commonly discussed opposing values such
as individualism, the dangers of dependency, and the inefficiency of bureaucratic
government. For liberals, “ideological consistency requires not just attention to politics
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and political debate, but a rejection of some elements of the political culture.” While
conservatives experienced some conflicted feelings when they considered the specific
beneficiaries of government programs, “the ability of conservatives to appeal to a wide
range of individualistic and anti-government values keeps their sympathy for the needy
within definite and comfortable bounds” (Feldman and Zaller 1992). A number of
scholars have noted welfare liberalism does not have a natural ideological basis in
American political culture (Hartz 1955; McClosky and Zaller 1984). In essence, liberals
justified the welfare state in pragmatic terms, while conservatives based their opposition
to it on a more abstract cultural plane related to values and ideology.
Some have argued Americans not only experience ambivalence as a result of
conflicts between values, but have conflicting emotions and considerations internal to
their basic values. They have internalized conflicting views about individualism, equality
and social justice (Hochschild 1981). The particular social area being considered may
determine which value will predominate. Feldman has argued that the public uses
individualistic values, based on hard work and reward for merit, to judge particular cases
and more egalitarian values when considering the distribution of wealth in society as a
whole (Feldman 2003).
Recently, Cantril and Cantril examined attitudes towards spending for
government services and found portions of the public to be significantly ambivalent in
their core beliefs about limited government (Cantril and Cantril 1999). Many Americans
reported a concern about the role and power of government in society even as they
supported additional spending. Other portions of the public accepted the need and
desirability of extensive government services at an ideological level, while at the same
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time believing that some of these activities should be scaled back. From a political
standpoint, these ambivalent publics can be contested by politicians on either side of the
ideological spectrum.
Some scholars have questioned whether voters are truly ambivalent about the size
of government. Jacoby argued the public considers spending on such programs as
education, the environment and science separately from welfare programs. The value of
limited government influences attitudes about welfare spending, but does not have a large
effect on opinions about spending in many other program areas (Jacoby 2005). In short,
when the public say they are against big government, they actually mean they are against
expanding welfare programs.
Ambivalence Concerning Equality
Scholars have also argued the public is ambivalent about the value of equality.
Hochschild has found there exists a “white ambivalence about equality” in the United
States. While many whites endorse the norm of equality, they reject the specific steps
and policies that could be taken to promote equality. Thus in areas such as school
desegregation, reparations to blacks for slavery or racial profiling within the criminal
justice system, many whites who strongly endorse the value of equality do not support
busing or other programs to remedy inequality. Hochschild also argues that there is a
black ambivalence toward equality as well. Many blacks strongly support affirmative
action or other programs for blacks, but not for women or other groups (Hochschild
2006).
In Reasoning and Choice, Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock describe a similar
inconsistency in public opinion. Americans express support for the principle of racial
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equality, but not for the policies to achieve it. They argue there are several explanations
for this “principle-policy” puzzle. First, citizens who have less information and
education tend to make up their mind about policy issues based on their likes and dislikes
of the groups that will benefit from the policy. Citizens with more information tend to
incorporate a larger array of considerations into their decision making process. For some
of the highly aware, conservative ideology and its opposition to activist government limit
support for policies to achieve racial balance. This is true even when there is support for
the general principle of equality itself. (Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock 1991)
Much of the core values literature assumes that there are overarching values that
affect the specific attitudes an individual holds. This conception of values is somewhat at
odds with what people actually say when asked about their values. Frequently
individuals don’t have an integrated conception of the value of equality. Individuals
consider values separately in different domains of life (Hochschild 1981). Thus, an
individual might score high in their belief in political and social equality, but be less
concerned about economic equality. Such an individual could be viewed as being
ambivalent about equality if one thinks about equality as a value with a single dimension.
On the other hand, their nuanced position could also be considered to be a quite
consistent combination of several separate “values” of equality.
In a similar way, in the case of the value of limited government and economic
individualism, an overall posture towards limiting government power might affect what
one believes about welfare spending, NSA wiretapping, affirmative action, tax increases,
international trade restrictions, business subsidies or the war in Iraq. Conversely, it might
be the case that individuals make distinctions between international and domestic
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government activities, or between state and Federal government programs. A desire to
limit the Federal government might quite easily be associated with a demand for an
increased role for local government. However, questions that ask about these values may
fail to capture this complexity.
Scholars encountering inconsistencies in public opinion sometimes assume the
public doesn’t have meaningful value preferences. The majority of the public does not
strive to maintain ideological purity or complete consistency in their belief systems.
Values contain numerous dimensions within them, and survey measurements of core
values frequently do not effectively capture these.
Data
The National Election Studies data for the years 1992, 1994, 1996, 2000 and 2004
were used for this analysis. The off-year 1998 and 2002 years of data could not be used
because they did not contain a number of the values questions analyzed. The data
provides a rich resource for analyzing changes in public opinion over time. Sample sizes
vary by year and are shown below.
Table 4: NES Data Sample Size by Year
Year

Sample Size

1992
1994
1996
2000
2004

2,485
1,795
1,714
1,807
1,212
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The 1992, 1994 and 1996 data contain panel surveys that re-interviewed a sample of
respondents over time. The panel sample was used to measure the stability of individual
values. Three of the limited government question items were missing in the 1994
election study, so not all statistics could be calculated for these variables in the 19921994-1996 panel. The use of the panel survey dataset as well as the prevalence of
missing values reduces the number of observations available for any specific analysis.
Sample sizes for the panel surveys were typically between 300 – 500, depending on the
prevalence of missing data among the variables used.
A number of different question formats were used to measure values. For
instance, the equality battery uses a seven point agree – disagree scale to measure general
attitudes about equality. Several of the limited government questions employ a forced
choice format that makes respondents choose between two options. For instance,
respondents choose between “the less government the better” and “there are more things
government should be doing”. There are slight differences in some of the response
choices between years. In some years, the data reports information on respondents who
volunteered “both” in the forced choice question. In other years, “both” responses were
not coded. To allow comparison across years, the “both” responses were coded as
missing for panel analyses.
The idea of using multiple questions to measure the same value is that each
question is an imperfect measurement of the underlying concept. By using multiple
questions that capture different dimensions of this latent construct, a better measurement
of the concept can be achieved. There are also numerous sources of measurement error
that can confound the ability of any particular question to accurately characterize a
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respondent’s opinion. For instance, respondents can be highly sensitive to question
wording. Respondents often have an acquiescence bias that causes them to agree with
statements posed to them by a researcher. One can try to account for this by posing
positively and negatively worded statements measuring the same belief. This can
introduce other sources of measurement error. For instance, respondents often assume
that redundant questions in surveys must be asking about different things (Tourangeau,
Rips and Rasinski 2000). In my in-depth interviews, respondents did appear to interpret
similar questions in quite distinct ways. The methods used here seek to identify what
component of opinion change was related to measurement error and what component
reflected an actual underlying change in beliefs.
Research Methods
Several different research approaches were applied to address the question of
whether the public is ambivalent in it values. First, descriptive analysis was used to
outline overall trends in public opinion over time for the questions used to measure the
values of freedom, limited government and equality. Scholars analyzing the consistency
of public opinion have employed a variety of measures of ambivalence. One can
measure ambivalence by the level of consistency in individual answers to the same
question at different points in time. Test-retest correlations of the same individual’s
response to values questions at different points in time can provide a measure of value
stability. The NES 92-94-96 panel dataset was used to develop these correlations.
One problem with this is approach is some fluctuations in respondent answers are
the result of measurement error. Respondents may interpret the question in different
ways or be influenced by context effects, such as media framing or question order effects.
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Data could be miscoded by interviewers or errors could be introduced at other points
during the data collection process. A number of scholars have employed structural
equation modeling techniques to estimate the level of measurement error and true change
in survey responses in panel data (Wiley and Wiley 1970; Achen 1975; Steenbergen and
Brewer 2004). Using panel data with the same questions asked at three points in time, it
is possible to use a latent variable model that estimates the level of true change and error
in respondents reported beliefs over time. This model assumes that an opinion expressed
in a survey is an imperfect representation of ones true belief, and that every answer is
representative of a latent true belief, a disturbance term and an error term that captures
measurement error. Employing structural equation modeling techniques, stability
coefficients were calculated that provide an estimate of the true change in values over
time.
Another measure of attitude stability and ambivalence is what some have called
horizontal constraint (Converse 1964). Respondents who answer similar questions
inconsistently could be characterized as ambivalent (Cantril and Cantril 1999). Pairs of
responses that were deemed to display inconsistent beliefs were identified, and
descriptive statistics were generated to identify what percentage of the public held these
sets of views. For instance, an individual who selected “the less government the better”
and later answered that “the government should provide many more services” could be
characterized as taking an inconsistent position.4
Logistic regression analysis was also used to identify variables that cause
inconsistent responses. The models predict how changes in the independent variables
4

Of course interviewees could interpret these responses in a manner that could make them consistent.
They might believe the government could be run more efficiently so as to provide more services with less
bureaucracy. Nonetheless, this type of interpretation still represents an ambivalence about the value.

224

affect the probability of an inconsistent response. By identifying variables that predict
ambivalence, the underlying causes of value instability can be identified. This can cast
light on the extent to which inconsistencies reflect measurement error or actual
ambivalence in the mind of the respondent.
Findings
Table 5 shows the percentage of respondents agreeing or disagreeing with five
statements designed to measure beliefs about limited government and six questions
designed to measure the value of equality. The table tracks how these percentages have
changed over time. In 2004, on four of the five questions a majority of respondents
provided answers that were favorable to expanding government programs. The one
exception was the question which measured beliefs about the government guaranteeing
jobs. A plurality of respondents favored individuals getting ahead on their own over the
government guaranteeing everyone jobs in 2004. This question seemed to most closely
tap economic individualism. The support for greater amounts of government ranged
between 34 percent and 66 percent. When provided the option, a significant fraction of
respondents chose to be in the middle on the question of the size of government.
There was more variation in the response to the equality battery of questions.
Respondents appeared to draw a sharp distinction between equality of opportunity and
other dimensions of equality. In 2004, 88 percent of respondents believed that society
should do whatever is necessary to ensure equal opportunity. On the other hand, 65
percent of respondents believed that society would be better off if we worried less about
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Table 5: Changes in Beliefs about Limited Government and Equality Over Time
Year
1992

1994

1996

2000

2004

Need a strong government to handle complex economic problems
Both
Free Market can handle without government involvement.

70.3
4.5
25.3

66.94
5.4
27.67

61.78
NA
38.22

61.74
NA
38.26

65.86
NA
34.14

More things government should be doing.
Both
The less government the better.

63.1
2.8
34.1

59.73
3.49
36.78

54.59
NA
45.41

58.15
NA
41.85

56.66
NA
43.34

Government has become bigger because problems are bigger.
Both
Government is bigger because it is involved in things people should handle themselves.

57.2
5.1
37.7

57.24
5.5
37.27

50.33
NA
49.67

56
NA
44

59.15
NA
40.85

The government in Washington should see to it that every person has a job and a good standard of living.
In between
The government should just let each person get ahead on their own

30.09
22.4
47.5

28.87
24.15
46.97

25.87
21.96
51.97

19.69
31.97
48.34

33.64
20.4
45.97

The government should provide fewer services even in areas such as health and education in order to reduce spending.
In between
The government to provide many more services even if it means an increase in spending.

31.44
31.33
37.23

42.44
27.57
30

37.31
31.38
31.31

18.97
41.94
39.08

23.11
26.79
50.09

Limited Government and Economic Individualism

Economic Individualism Multi-Item Measure

Equality of Opportunity
Our society should do whatever is necessary to make sure that everyone has an equal opportunity to succeed.

Agree
In between
Disagree

91.28
3.8
4.92

87.67
4.17
8.17

82.34
7.59
10.07

83.73
5.87
10.39

88.44
6.39
5.17

We have gone too far in pushing equal rights in this country.

Agree
In between
Disagree

45.21
14.59
40.21

53.17
13.95
32.88

54.33
13.83
31.84

38.4
13.9
47.71

36.37
17.67
45.96

One of the big problems in this country is that we don't give everyone an equal chance.

Agree
In between
Disagree

64.02
10.22
25.76

52.69
13.71
33.59

47.94
16.9
35.16

46.86
11.25
41.89

48.73
16.27
35

If people were treated more equally in this country we would have many fewer problems.

Agree
In between
Disagree

47.7
11.39
40.91

54.39
14.6
31.01

53.24
15.19
31.57

44.01
14.58
41.41

37.91
17.22
44.87

It is not really that big a problem if some people have more of a chance in life than others.

Agree
In between
Disagree

32.1
15
52.9

31.56
16.09
52.35

36.78
19.44
43.78

30.4
16.53
53.08

27.42
20.56
52.02

This country would be better off if we worried less about how equal people are.

Agree
In between
Disagree

76.06
9.97
13.97

63.78
14.32
21.9

60.95
15.76
23.28

62.9
11.38
25.73

65.23
15.32
19.45
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how equal people are and 36 percent believed society had gone too far in pushing equal
rights. Responses favorable to equality varied between 38 percent and 88 percent.
Figure 3 and Figure 4 graphs beliefs about limited government and equality over
time. The responses are coded to show the percent in favor of more government and
more equality respectively, so one can see if responses to different questions tend to track
one another. The high water mark in recent history for belief in limited government and
economic individualism was in 1996. The questions that track beliefs about expanding
government tend to all move in the same direction over time. Positive evaluations of the
growth of government have mostly gone up since 1996. The exception to this is the
question regarding whether the government should guarantee jobs. Belief in government
guaranteed jobs was still falling in 2000, while other evaluations of the growth of
government were becoming more positive.
Trend lines over time for the equality questions do not consistently move in the
same direction. Over time, the percentage of the public believing that equality is the root
of most problems has fallen. At the same time, when asked whether “we have gone too
far in pushing equal rights”, the public has become more positive in their evaluation of
equality. Fewer now believe we have gone too far.
Beliefs about limited government and equality are fairly stable over time. The
limited government questions would appear to be more closely associated with a single
underlying belief about government, since all but one move together. The public’s
capacity for becoming more individualistic with regard to getting ahead on your own
while at the same time also favoring expanded government services provides some
support for Feldman’s argument that the public’s thinking about individual circumstances
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Figure 3: Trends Over Time in Beliefs about Limited Government
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Figure 4: Trends Over Time in Beliefs about Equality
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tends to be somewhat disassociated from their beliefs about government and society as a
whole (Feldman 2003).
With regard to equality, the public has become less offended by measures
designed to push equality. Fewer people believe we have gone too far in pushing equal
rights. At the same time, they have become less optimistic that reducing inequalities will
solve many of society’s problems. The public believes society should do whatever is
necessary to ensure equal opportunity, but they also believe that we would be better off if
we worried less about equality. One reading of these results would be that the public is
pragmatic. The public wants to do what is possible to create equality. Nonetheless, the
public doesn’t believe that equality will solve all problems and does not care for
intellectual exercises focused on “worrying” about equality. The questions that measure
equality may tap into both idealistic and pragmatic dimensions regarding beliefs about
equality. As the data show, these measures may trend in different directions over time.
Table 6 shows test-retest correlation coefficients for the equality and limited
government values questions. It also shows stability coefficients calculated using a
structural equation latent variable model, where measurement error terms are estimated.
The test-retest correlation coefficients show that responses to the values questions are not
stable over time. Between 1992 and 1996, the test retest correlation coefficients for the
equality questions ranged between .30 and .46. Interestingly, the correlation coefficient
was the lowest for the equal opportunity question. One might think the correlation for
this question should be high, since over 80 percent of respondents tended to agree with
the statement. One factor which may have lowered the strength of this relationship was
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Table 6: Test-Retest Correlation Coefficients and Stability Coefficients for Equality and Limited Government Values
Correlation Coefficients
92 - 94
92 - 96
94 - 96

Stability Coefficients
92 - 94
94 - 96

Equality Questions
EQ1 - Our society should do whatever is necessary to make sure that everyone has an equal opportunity to succeed.
EQ2 - We have gone too far in pushing equal rights in this country.
EQ3 - One of the big problems in this country is that we don't give everyone an equal chance.
EQ4 - If people were treated more equally in this country we would have many fewer problems.
EQ5 - It is not really that big a problem if some people have more of a chance in life than others.
EQ6 - This country would be better off if we worried less about how equal people are.

0.24
0.47
0.40
0.44
0.40
0.39

0.30
0.46
0.44
0.41
0.37
0.38

0.39
0.53
0.49
0.45
0.36
0.44

NA
0.81
0.97
0.81
1.03
1.19

NA
1.00
1.04
0.86
0.88
1.01

Latent Factor for Equality

NA

NA

NA

0.77

0.81

Correlation Coefficients
92 - 94
92 - 96
94 - 96
Limited Government Questions
Gov1 - Need a strong government to handle complex economic problems or
Free Market can handle without government involvement.

Stability Coefficients
92 - 94
94 - 96

NA

0.41

NA

NA

NA

Gov2 - More things government should be doing. Or
The less government the better.

NA

0.48

NA

NA

NA

Gov3 - Government has become bigger because problems are bigger or
Government is bigger because it is involved in things people should handle themselves.

NA

0.34

NA

NA

NA

Gov4 - The government in Washington should see to it that every person has a job and a good standard of living.
The government should just let each person get ahead on their own

0.44

0.49

0.57

0.78

1.04

Gov5 - The government should provide fewer services even in areas such as health and education in order to reduce spending.
The government to provide many more services even if it means an increase in spending.

0.44

0.44

0.52

0.87

0.85

Latent Factor for Limited Government

NA

NA

NA

1.28

0.96
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that relatively fewer respondents selected the middle of the scale for this question.
Midpoint responses tend to be more stable (Schuman and Presser 1996).
The limited government correlations were somewhat higher, indicating that
opinions may be more stable for this value. Correlations ranged between .34 and .49 for
these questions. Nonetheless, these correlations are fairly low when considering that the
variables being correlated are the response of the same individual to the same question at
two points in time.
The stability coefficients are much higher, suggesting that measurement error
plays an important role in causing instability in the measured values of respondents.
Stability coefficients were calculated separately for each question as a measure of the
change in the latent value of equality. In addition, an overall stability coefficient was
calculated using all of the equality questions to measure the latent value of equality.
Since only two of the limited government questions where available in the 92-94-96
panel data, only these two questions could be used to estimate an overall stability
coefficient for this value. Across all of these measures, the values of equality and limited
government are substantially stable, never falling below .77. A value of one indicates a
perfectly stable value. Due to the method used to estimate these coefficients, values over
one do occur, and are indicative of stability as well. The overall stability coefficient for
limited government is higher than that for equality for both 92-94 and 94-96. These
results provide some evidence for the idea that values are significantly stable, but that
measurement error plays an important role in attenuating the capability of surveys to
capture this.
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Another way to study public ambivalence towards limited government and
equality is to examine how answers to similar questions are related to each other.
Scholars have often referred to this as horizontal constraint. Table 7 identifies several
values questions where a substantial percentage of the public could be characterized as
holding inconsistent beliefs. For instance, six percent of the public agreed with both “the
less government the better” and that “the government should provide many more
services”. Another 10 percent agreed that the government should provide fewer services
and that “there are more things government should be doing”. With respect to these two
questions, a total of 16 percent of the public could be said to hold inconsistent views on
limited government.
Table 7 also shows 11 percent of the public believes the government should
guarantee every person a job and a good standard of living, while also believing that the
government should not provide more services. Another 10 percent believes each person
should get ahead on their own, and also that the government should provide many more
services. This would seem to indicate about 21 percent of the public is somewhat
conflicted about their beliefs on individualism and the size of government.
The last pair of questions in Table 7 is from the equality battery. Approximately
14 percent of respondents agreed both that “One of the big problems with the country is
that we don’t give everyone an equal chance” and that “It is not really that big a problem
if some people have more of a chance in life than others.” Including respondents who
disagreed with both statements as well, 25 percent of the public appeared to be
ambivalent with regard to these measures of equality.
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Table 7: Inconsistencies in Public Beliefs about the Size of Government and Equality
1996 NES
Govt. Provide
In the
Fewer Services
Middle
The less government the better
More things government should be doing

36%
10%
Govt. Provide
Fewer Services

Government ensure everyone has a job & good SOL
In the middle
Each Person get ahead on their own

3%
8%
10%
6%
10%
6%
31%
15%
10%
Not a big problem if some have more of a chance
In the
Agree
Middle
Disagree

One of the big problems with this country is
we don't give everyone an equal chance
Agree
In the middle
Disagree

14%
6%
17%
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16%
21%
In the
Middle

Govt. Provide
More Services

7%
5%
7%

6%
11%
Govt. Provide
More Services

26%
6%
11%

Ambivalent
Responses

16%

21%

25%

Of course there may be interpretations of these questions that might make them
consistent. For instance, one equality question refers to “the country” giving people an
equal chance, while the other question refers to individuals having an equal chance in
life. It could be respondents draw sharp distinctions between natural and political
inequalities. It would certainly be reasonable for them to consider equality in each of
these domains separately. Additionally, based on the analysis in Table 7, it is also likely
that measurement error may play an important role in creating these seemingly
inconsistent responses. Nonetheless, the most direct interpretation of this data would be a
substantial fraction of the public appears to be conflicted about their basic values.
Table 8 shows regression models that predict inconsistent responses based on a
number of other variables. Identifying the causal factors related to inconsistent responses
can shed some light on the extent to which these responses are caused by measurement
error, ambivalence about core values or some other factor. The first three models test the
same pairs of inconsistent responses discussed in Table 7. These are ambivalence
regarding the size of government and the provision of government services, ambivalence
regarding having the government guarantee jobs and increasing government services and
lastly, ambivalence concerning the lack of equal chances provided by government and
life. The fourth model defines ambivalence about equality in terms of those who say
society should do whatever is necessary to ensure equal opportunity, while also saying
that society has gone too far in pushing equal rights.
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Table 8: Logistic Regressions Results
Ambivalence concerning government size and provision of services
Coefficient
Intercept
Welfare Feeling Thermometer
Black Feeling Thermometer
Ideology
Awareness

Standardized Coeffient

0.04
0.01
-0.01
0.20
0.41

P value
Standard Error Wald Chi-Square

0.08
-0.07
0.15
0.20

0.57
0.01
0.01
0.07
0.10

0.938
0.117
0.205
0.003
<.0001

Ambivalence concerning economic individualism and provision of government services

Intercept
Welfare Feeling Thermometer
Black Feeling Thermometer
Ideology
Awareness

P value
Coefficient
Standardized Coeffient
Standard Error Wald Chi-Square
0.24
0.52
0.645
-0.01
-0.09
0.00
0.062
0.00
-0.04
0.01
0.454
0.26
0.20
0.06
<.0001
0.32
0.15
0.09
0.001

Ambivalence concerning whether it is a problem that everyone doesn't get an equal chance

Intercept
Role of Women
Reduce Economic Inequality
Ideology
Awareness

P value
Coefficient
Standardized Coeffient
Standard Error Wald Chi-Square
1.20
0.29
<.0001
-0.08
-0.07
0.04
0.08
-0.07
-0.07
0.04
0.07
**
**
**
**
0.13
0.06
0.08
0.11

Ambivalence concerning whether we have gone too far in pushing equal rights

Intercept
Race
Gay Thermometer
Hispanic Thermometer
Black Thermometer
Age
Ideology
Awareness

P value
Coefficient
Standardized Coeffient
Standard Error Wald Chi-Square
1.08
0.47
0.02
0.87
0.12
0.31
0.01
0.01
0.08
0.00
0.07
0.01
0.11
0.01
0.04
0.00
-0.04
0.01
0.41
-0.02
-0.14
0.00
<.0001
-0.24
-0.18
0.05
<.0001
0.18
0.09
0.08
0.02

** Model was tested with this variable, but it was not significant
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Logistic regression analysis is used to predict the likelihood of a consistent
response. The form of the first two models is:
logit (Yi )= C + b1X1 + b2X2+ b3X3 + b4X4 + μi
Logit (Yi ) = Probability of Consistent Response
The dependent variable is Logit (Yi ), a mathematical expression of the probability of
having a consistent response.
X1 = Welfare Feeling Thermometer
This variable tests for the effect that feelings towards welfare recipients have on the
probability of consistency in response. One would expect that as the feeling thermometer
toward welfare recipients increases and becomes more positive, the likelihood of a
consistent response would also increase. Some scholars have argued that when
Americans say they are against government expansion, they really mean they are against
welfare spending (Jacoby 2005). Positive evaluations of welfare recipients should thus
reduce the likelihood of the inconsistency of being for increases in services such as health
and education, but against the expansion of government more generally.
X2 = Black Feeling Thermometer
This variable tests for the impact of racial affect on the consistency of feelings about
government spending. Some scholars have argued that many perceive the beneficiaries
of government programs to be composed predominantly of minorities. Due to media
bias, government programs, and welfare in particular, have become racialized. If this is
true, one would expect that positive feelings towards blacks would tend to reduce the
probability of maintaining the inconsistent position of wanting less government, but
being for services such as healthcare and education that may be considered to benefit a
more universal clientele.
X3 = Ideology
This variable tests for the effect of ideology on the consistency of belief about the size of
government. Some have argued that liberals are more ambivalent about their values since
the desire to improve society through social programs often conflicts with core
individualistic cultural values. If this is so, one would expect that as one becomes
increasingly conservative, one should become less conflicted in their beliefs about the
size of government.
X4 = Awareness
This variable tests for the role of information on the consistency of response. If
inconsistencies and ambivalence in public opinion are the result of measurement error
caused by poor survey tools, one would expect differences in information levels among
the population would not have a large impact on response consistency. If everyone is
exposed to the same poorly worded survey questions, there should not be more
measurement error among those who are less informed. Conversely, if the
inconsistencies in public opinion reflect a deeper ambivalence, or lack of opinion among
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the public, one would expect increasing levels of information should increase
consistency. More informed citizens will have more crystallized opinions and thus tend
to provide responses that have some logical relation to each other.
The first two models in Table 8 show that as one becomes more conservative, it
increases the probability of consistent responses toward questions about limited
government. Liberals are more ambivalent regarding the size of government than
conservatives, at least with respect to the value measurements used here. The
significance of the awareness variable for both models is also notable. A number of
scholars have argued that because response consistency and stability have a different
prevalence between high and low awareness populations, measurement error can not be
the sole source of inconsistencies in public opinion (Converse and Markus 1979). These
results confirm this assertion.
The black feeling thermometer variable is not significant, providing little
evidence of the impact of racial affect towards consistency of belief about the size of
government. The welfare thermometer for the first model is not significant, although it
approaches significance at 90 percent confidence. The welfare thermometer for the
second model has the wrong sign and is not significant at the 95 percent confidence level.
This provides little evidence that negative public feelings towards welfare cause some
who like specific government services to oppose the expansion of government in general.
The second two models shown in Table 8 deal with predicting inconsistencies
related to equality. These models thus consider a number of different variables. The
models have the same logistic form as the models discussed above, but include the
following variables.
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Equality Model 1: Ambivalence concerning whether it is a problem that everyone does
not get an equal chance
X1 = Role of Women
This variable tests for the effect that feelings towards gender based social inequalities
have on overall consistency of beliefs about equality. Respondents place themselves on a
scale between two options. 1) men and women should have an equal role in running
business, industry and government and 2) a woman’s place is in the home. Higher values
indicate a greater acceptance of social inequalities. Some scholars have argued that
Americans think about equality on three separate planes, treating equality differently in
the social, political and economic domains (Hochschild 1981). In a culture where
equality is a dominant value, acceptance of inequality in a specific domain would
increase the probability of ambivalence about equality overall.
X2 = Economic Equality between Rich and Poor
This variable tests for the effect of beliefs about inequality in the economic domain on
the consistency of views about equality in general. Individuals place themselves on a
seven point scale between 1) government should reduce income differences between the
rich and poor and 2) the government should not concern itself with these. Hochschild has
argued Americans are ambivalent about equality because they value equality in the social
and political domains, but accept it in the economic sphere. If this is true, one should
become less consistent about equality in general as one becomes more accepting of
economic inequality.
X3 = Ideology
This variable tests for the effect of ideology on the consistency of belief about equality.
If it is the case that conservatism conflicts with core cultural beliefs on equality, one
would expect that as individuals become more conservative, consistency of belief about
equality should decrease.
X4 = Awareness
Similar to the model above, this variable tests for the role of information on the
consistency of response. If inconsistencies and ambivalence in public opinion are the
result of measurement error caused by poor survey tools, one would expect that
differences in information levels among the population would not have a large impact on
response consistency.
The first equality model was the weakest in Table 8. None of the variables were
significant at the 95 percent confidence level. Both the role of women and the economic
inequality variables were significant at the 10 percent level, suggesting that beliefs about
equality in different domains of life can cause ambivalence toward the overall value of
equality. Believing that economic inequality is acceptable tends to cause individuals to
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be conflicted about equality in general. In a similar fashion, believing that gender
inequalities are natural also causes individuals to be more conflicted about equality
overall. The fact that belief in inequality in particular domains of life causes ambivalence
suggests that there is not a single dimension to the value of equality. If there were a
single dimension, then acceptance of inequality within one domain of life should tend to
be replicated in other domains, leading to consistently lower expressed values for
equality. Rather, these findings suggest that when individuals accept some inequalities in
particular areas of their lives, they become ambivalent towards equality as their
expression of the value of equality in different domains tends to conflict with each other.
The low level of error explained by the model, and the fact political awareness
was not significant may suggest that measurement error plays a greater role in creating
the inconsistencies between these questions. Specifically, this would indicate
acquiescence bias is a substantial problem when similar questions differ primarily in that
one is worded in a positive fashion and one in a negative fashion.

Equality Model 2: Ambivalence concerning whether we have gone too far in pushing
equal rights
X1 = Race
This variable tests for the effect of being black on consistency of beliefs about equality.
One would expect that being black would tend to heighten the value an individual places
on equality, and hence make an individual’s views on equality more consistent.
X2 = Gay Thermometer
This variable tests for the effect that feelings about gays have on ambivalence toward
equality. Hochschild has suggested that blacks and other minorities groups can have an
ambivalence toward equality because they endorse measures to ensure equal treatment
for their own group, but not for others. If views about equality are compartmentalized
along group lines, then negative feelings toward gays may cause ambivalence toward
equality.

239

X3 = Hispanic Thermometer
This variable tests for the effect of feelings toward Hispanics on the consistency of belief
about equality. If views about equality are compartmentalized along group lines, then
negative feelings toward Hispanics could cause ambivalence toward equality.
X4 = Black Thermometer
This variable tests for the effect of feelings toward blacks on the consistency of beliefs
about equality. If the value of equality is compartmentalized along group lines, negative
feelings towards blacks could cause ambivalence about equality.
X5 = Age
The effect of age is tested for in this model because one question asks if society has gone
too far in pushing equal rights. It is assumed that those who are older may be more
resistant to new policies designed to promote equality.
X6 = Ideology
This variable tests for the effect of ideology on the consistency of belief about equality.
If it is the case that conservatism conflicts with core cultural beliefs on equality, one
would expect that as individuals become more conservative, ambivalence about equality
should increase.
X7 = Awareness
Similar to the model above, this variable tests for the role of information on the
consistency of response. If inconsistencies and ambivalence in public opinion are the
result of measurement error caused by poor survey tools, one would expect differences in
information levels among the population would not have a large impact on response
consistency.
The last model in Table 8 provides additional credence to the argument that consistency
in beliefs about equality may vary depending on feelings about specific groups. Age,
ideology, awareness, race and the Hispanic thermometer are significant at the five percent
level. The Gay Thermometer is significant at the 10 percent level. The black
thermometer was not significant. The model suggests that negative feelings towards gays
and Hispanics can cause individuals to feel conflicted about the value of equality more
generally. The fact that the black thermometer was not significant is interesting. Perhaps
the struggle of blacks for racial equality is so prominent in America that it is impossible
to separate views about the equality of blacks from the value of equality more generally.
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On the other hand, it does suggest feelings about other minorities, specifically gays and
Hispanics, can lead to value ambivalence.
The results also show there is a conservative ambivalence with respect to equality.
Being more conservative tends to cause conflicts with the core cultural values related to
equality. This is true even after controlling for age. By examining the standardized
regression coefficients, one can see that ideology is the most important variable in
causing conflicts about equality.
Discussion
Overall, this analysis pulls in two different directions. The stability coefficients
calculated appear to show values to be fairly stable over time, but subject to significant
measurement error. These results are qualified by the fact that some inconsistencies in
public opinion can be predicted by variables such as political awareness, ideology,
feelings about minority groups, race and age. Clearly measurement error is not the whole
story. Some inconsistencies and instabilities are reflective of underlying nuances of
belief about core values. There is a significant ambivalence about the core values of
limited government, freedom and equality for a portion of the American public. This
ambivalent public perceives multiple dimensions in the values of equality and limited
government, and makes fine distinctions between different domains of application.
Conflicting responses to the values question reflect the fragmented nature of public
beliefs about these values.
These results help to confirm and reinforce the insights of a number of different
scholars (Feldman and Zaller 1992; Feldman 2003; Hochschild 1981; Hochschild 2006)
who have argued the public is ambivalent in its application of values. Values often differ
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according to the social domain in which they are applied. The results also affirm the
importance of group identifications and feelings towards other social groups in shaping
core beliefs about equality, as suggested by a number of scholars (Sniderman, Brody and
Tetlock 1991). These findings may go beyond those of Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock.
They argued that feelings about minorities modified the application and expression of
values. These results would seem to indicate respondent’s values may change depending
on which groups they are considering and their feelings towards these groups. The
results also challenge a number of scholars who have argued measurement error is the
whole story and that public values are fairly stable when this is taken into account (Achen
1975; Steenbergen and Brewer 2004). Inconsistent responses can be predicted by range
of other variables, including political awareness, suggesting that measurement error does
not explain all of this variation.
Conclusions
Overall, these findings suggest a substantial portion of the public is conflicted in
its basic values. For this ambivalent public, values have different meanings in different
domains of life. To some extent, this calls into question the conception of a value. To
what extent can one be said to have a single value if it has different meanings in different
domains of life? What is the meaning of a value of equality if this primarily means
equality for groups that one likes, but not for groups that one disdains? Certainly value
measurements can be used to predict important things about public opinion. Nonetheless,
the construction of value systems among the public is a complex and nuanced affair.
The preliminary analysis provided above suggests that between 16 and 25 percent
of the public is ambivalent with regard to the values of limited government and equality.
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Although measurement error makes interpretation of the results difficult, it is also true
that this percentage likely underestimates those who are ambivalent. In in-depth
interviews, respondents who were consistent in their responses also expressed
ambivalence about their value choices. Even using conservative estimates of the size of
the ambivalent public, this slice of the electorate is large enough to provide a swing vote
on most issues.
The ambivalence of liberals with respect to limited government and conservatives
with respect to equality also has important implications for the practice of politics. It
suggests the country is not nearly as sharply divided as is sometimes argued. An
ambivalent public is open to the appeals of political leaders of both parties. If liberals
have different beliefs about limited government depending on whether they think about
individual needs or the overall size of government, the way in which a political debate is
framed can make the difference in who wins the argument. There is room for
conservatives to appeal to the libertarian leanings of liberals. Many liberals are
conflicted about the value of limited government.
Likewise, there is an opportunity for liberals to make appeals to conservatives on
the grounds of equality. Many conservatives also value equality when it is considered
outside the context of individual behavior and personal responsibility. Inequalities that
occur outside the economic domain, or are considered in a society-wide context are a
source of angst for some conservatives. The complexity of the public’s value system
opens the door for political argument. It provides a potential resource for dynamic
political change. There is space for substantial debate, political leadership and
persuasion, even with regard to core values.
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Chapter 7: Conclusions
The findings of this dissertation challenge the values paradigm in public opinion
research and also suggest that the values of the modern public are significantly different
than those described in historic studies of American culture. Values have typically been
conceptualized by scholars as overarching beliefs that can affect numerous, more specific
attitudes. Public opinion researchers working in the values paradigm have argued that
values are different than attitudes because they are more stable over time and can be
prioritized into value systems. Further, some scholars have made the case that values
provide a means for citizens, who have little political knowledge and a limited conception
of ideology, to organize their political thoughts and beliefs into a coherent structure.
Other research has shown that even individuals with stable values can exhibit
significant instability in their attitudes because they may experience value conflicts or do
not have sufficient information to connect their values to their attitudes. Nonetheless,
many scholars start with the assumption that although attitudes may be unstable, values
are conceptually different, of greater substance and more stable than attitudes.
While the concept of public opinion being organized around two or three
overarching values may be appealing, in-depth interviews have shown individuals to be
conflicted and ambivalent when given the opportunity to discuss their values in an open
ended format. Individuals hold opposing ideas in their head and have difficulty
prioritizing their values. The public’s thinking about core values is often
compartmentalized and individuals apply different values in different domains of life.
Many individuals comfortably live with contradictory values and beliefs, even
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concerning the most basic values of equality and freedom. The findings of this research
provide evidence for some of the sources of this ambivalence.
This dissertation also suggests that modern American values are substantively
different than those portrayed in historical studies of American culture. Many scholars
have argued that American political culture is defined by several core values.
Historically these values have formed a value complex whose elements reinforced each
other. For instance, equality before the law served as an important limitation of
government. When the law applies equally to everyone, it was thought to serve as a
check on the abuse of government authority by those in power. Similarly, a belief in
natural God given rights was also seen to serve as a limitation on government. When
rights were conceived to have a divine origin independent of government power, belief in
transcendent and unchanging moral truths was thought to be consistent with the idea of
limited government.
In early American history, limitation of government and economic individualism
were seen as consistent with the value of equal opportunity. When economic rewards
were determined in a market economy instead of by a mercantilist state, opportunities
were spread more equally across society. Lastly, a robust civil society was thought to
require, and be related to, limited government. Excessive centralization of resources and
power in society were thought to enervate free, independent and voluntary action by the
agents of civil society.
There is no definitive public opinion data with which to verify the above
assertions about the historical value systems of early America, but many scholars have
argued for this linkage of American political values. The results of this study stand

245

opposed to this traditional conception of values. The public is ambivalent and conflicted
about their core values.
This research has employed both in-depth interviews and quantitative analysis.
The purpose of the in-depth (or cognitive) interviews was to obtain information on how
respondents think about the questions as they answer them. Cognitive interviews help to
identify interpretations of the question and sources of error that may create ambivalence
or instabilities in the response. Quantitative analysis of NES data was used to develop
these findings further with a larger representative sample of the entire U.S. population. A
variety of statistical techniques were employed on this larger sample, including
descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, logistic regression analysis and structural
equation modeling. The findings from these different data sources and statistical
methods generally support each other, providing more confidence in the final
conclusions. This combination of “soft” and “hard” analysis has been used by other
eminent scholars including Feldman, Hochschild, Lane and others. A brief summary of
the results from each of the chapters is provided below.
Major Chapters

Results Overview

Chapter 2 – Limited Government Interview
Results

•
•

•

•
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Deep seated beliefs about limited
government exist.
Response to limited government
questions invokes higher levels of
partisanship than other value
questions.
Limited government is a
multidimensional concept including
personal responsibility, checks and
balances, federalism, opposition to
special interests, mistrust of
bureaucracy and individual rights.
Ambivalence is caused by conflicts
with equality.

•

Chapter 3 – Moral Traditionalism
Interview Results

•
•

•
•
•

Chapter 4 – Equality Interview Results

•
•
•

•

•

Chapter 5 – Predicting Belief in Limited
Government with NES Data

•

•
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Respondents discussed conflicts
between morally traditional beliefs
and freedom.
Respondents showed flexibility and
nuance in the application of
absolute principles.
Agreement on tolerance masked
underlying differences in the
objects of tolerance that were
considered.
Respondents expressed both a fear
of moral decay and a concern for
maintaining social freedoms.
The results caste doubt on the thesis
of polarization; individuals were
actually divided within themselves.
Frame of reference was important
for shaping beliefs about equality.
Domain frame (economic, social,
political) affected the expression of
values.
Individuals applied values
differently in different domains
The choice of a social or individual
frame of reference affected belief in
equality. Individuals tended to
believe in personal responsibility
within the individual frame and
equality within the social frame.
Conflicts existed between different
dimensions of equality, including
equality before the law, equality of
opportunity and equality of
outcome.
Correlation analysis showed the
linkage between moral
traditionalism and limited
government has declined between
1992 and 2004.
SEM models showed that morally
traditional beliefs were not related
to belief in limited government in
2004.
Partisan-awareness interaction was
the most important variable for
predicting belief in limited

•
•
•

Chapter 6 – Predicting Ambivalence
toward Limited Government and Equality
with NES Data

•

•
•

•

government.
Equality and limited government
conflicted with each other.
Conservatism and Republican
partisanship predicted belief in
limited government as well.
NES data showed that
approximately 16 to 25 percent of
the public was overtly ambivalent
with respect to limited government
and equality. Actual ambivalence
is likely higher than this.
Increasing levels of political
awareness caused more consistent
responses, suggesting that factors
other than measurement error may
have caused ambivalence.
Acceptance of inequality in specific
domains caused ambivalence
toward equality more generally.
Conservative beliefs predicted
ambivalence about equality while
liberal beliefs predicted
ambivalence about limited
government.
Negative feelings about minorities,
including gays and Hispanics,
predicted ambivalence about
equality.

Overall, the research has documented two primary sources of value ambivalence
within public opinion. First, values conflict with each other. The public holds a set of
deeply held core values, but it is often difficult to make these values consistent.
Individuals have difficulty prioritizing their values into a value system. Second, the
public often harbors both positive and negative feelings about different dimensions of the
same value, or the application of values in different contexts. Ambivalence can be
created when these feelings surface simultaneously.
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When prioritizing values, the value of equality and limited government often
conflict with each other. Policies to achieve economic and social equality are seen by
many to conflict with the ideal of freedom, personal responsibility and limited
government. Traditional moral beliefs are not consistently related to ideas about limited
government. Some see government power as a threat to traditional morals, while others
have argued for a greater intervention of government within the moral sphere. Many are
concerned that government policies based on morally traditionally beliefs will limit
personal freedoms.
The public’s values are often multidimensional. Many are conflicted between
different dimensions of limited government and equality. Even with regard to traditional
moral beliefs, many have considerations both for and against traditional moral beliefs.
Different interpretations of the meaning and implications of traditional moral beliefs
often result in mixed feelings.
Context plays an important role in shaping values and creating ambivalence.
Individuals do not apply their principles rigidly and without exception. The application
of values may differ depending on the specific situations individuals find themselves in,
or imagine themselves to be in. Individuals may reason differently depending on how
close they are to a situation, or how closely they identify with specific groups they may
think about. For equality, the group context being considered may influence the extent to
which one believes in equality. Negative feelings about specific groups such as gays or
Hispanics may cause some to be ambivalent towards equality. The belief in tolerance
may be influenced by the specific groups that are considered as the object of tolerance.
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Proximity to self may also influence the extent to which people believe in a
specific value. One may believe one thing when one thinks about how a value applies to
individual behavior and something different when one considers how the value may
affect society at large. Whether limited government is framed within a social or an
individual context may determine the extent to which this value is expressed.
Political and temporal context may also influence the expression of values. A
political dialogue that links values to partisanship may serve to provide highly aware
partisans cues for what they should believe. Within the context of a politically charged
election, “traditional family ties” may come to have a highly political meaning.
Individuals may be conflicted between logical, social, political and psychological
linkages between different values and beliefs. More generally, the clear distinction
between political ideas and a more abstract consideration of values is blurred for many.
Partisanship may serve as the glue that ties value systems together.
Even geographical context may affect how strongly one expresses a particular
value. One may compare oneself to others in a particular community to determine
whether one is moderate or extreme with regard to their belief about values such as
limited government, equality or moral traditionalism. In a socially conservative rural
context, one may consider themselves to be “in the middle” in their belief about limited
government. Being moderate may have a different meaning for someone in a more
liberal urban social context.
One conclusion that may be drawn from the importance of context to values is
that the public does not have values as they have been traditionally conceived by
scholars. If the value of equality, limited government or moral traditionalism may vary
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depending on the particular situation, one cannot be said to have a durable, unified and
overarching value that affects many specific attitudes. The public’s beliefs are not neatly
organized around a unified and clearly delineated system of values. In short, values are
not a replacement for ideology in understanding public opinion.
While values, as scholars have traditionally conceived of them, may not be clearly
delineated, the public’s ambivalence on specific issues does reflect deeply held beliefs.
Individuals may be conflicted about their beliefs, but there are underlying cultural
“values” that shape their thinking. The values of the public are nuanced and applied
differently in different contexts, but they are not meaningless. They do structure
individual thinking, even if they may be difficult for social scientists to build predictive
models to explain them.
A related implication of the importance of context is that it can also be said to be
one of the sources of value conflict. Individuals who compare their beliefs within
different contexts may become aware of the inconsistencies in their beliefs and
experience ambivalence. Overall, there is a lot of value conflict within individuals. This
is because values are complex, influenced by context, and also because many in the
public often understand that they cannot simultaneously have all of the things that they
value, and they have trouble balancing these considerations.
Complexity and value conflict do not necessarily negate the importance of core
values. The existence of ambivalence and value instability are not an indication of
ignorance or a lack of concern for the importance of values. Rather, the public’s
ambivalence shows a consideration of the lines of cultural conflict that exist. A
conflicted public accurately reflects the state of our politics. The fact that the public has
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two minds, even with regard to their core values, should not be a source of angst among
scholars. It reflects both deeply felt beliefs and also provides a political resource for
change for those who understand the bounds that core values set.
The findings of this study suggest new directions for future research. They show
that additional cognitive interviewing can be used to help gain a better understanding of
value ambivalence. The impact of geographical, political and situational context on
values has not been a major theme in literature on values, and is an area worthy of
additional research. More research is needed to help social scientists understand the
underlying instability of the public’s values, and the role that context plays in shaping
response. One way to approach the study of value ambivalence is to employ branching
survey questions that inject specific contextual information into the questions used to
measure values. For instance, a survey could collect information on how respondents
think about equality in a society-wide context as well as within an individual context.
Including this type of question on an NES pilot survey would help researchers to more
fully understand how the importance of context varies by different population groups,
and how important it is across the population at large. More research is also needed to
fully capture the impact of partisanship on the expression of values. For instance,
questions could be designed to introduce partisan cues into the values questions. This
might also be accomplished by varying the order of questions. Measuring the extent to
which these cues change the expression of values could caste some light on whether
partisanship may mold value systems.
In addition, additional information is needed to probe respondents beliefs about
tolerance. Introducing group cues or other contextual information could help to provide
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more information on how sensitive tolerance is to the group frame of reference. Another
area that is worthy of further study is how individuals place themselves on a value
intensity scale. For instance, do individuals compare themselves to their friends and
family, individuals in their local community, or some different reference group when
deciding whether they hold a value strongly? This potential line of research could
examine the role of geographical context on the expression and measurement of values.
A better understanding of the frames of reference for response can help researchers
understand the factors that influence value intensity, as well as factors that may alter the
expression of intensity.
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Appendix A: Interview Guide
Interview Goals
The purpose of the interview is to assess what the NES values questions measure. Do the
NES values questions accurately measure values? Do respondents interpret these
questions in different ways? What are the sources of error in the survey questions? How
does the framework of values that political scientists employ match the complex structure
of individual thinking about values? This interview will begin by first asking individuals
to answer a selected set of NES values and other questions. Following this, the interview
will probe respondents about what they think the questions mean, and why they answered
the way they did.
NES Values Questions
Limited Government / Economic Individualism
Some people are afraid the government in Washington is getting too powerful for the
good of the country and the individual person. Others feel that the government in
Washington is not getting too strong. Do you have an opinion on this or not?
If yes, what is your feeling, do you think the government is getting too powerful or do
you think the government is not getting too strong?
A. Government too powerful
B. Government not getting too strong
C. Other
Why do you think the government is too powerful \ not strong enough?
Next, I am going to ask you to choose which of two statements I read comes closer to
your own opinion. You might agree to some extent with both, but we want to know
which one is closer to your own views.
ONE, the less government, the better; OR TWO, there are more things that government
should be doing?
Why do you think this?
When you think of less government \ more government, what things do you think
off?
Why is it that the government should \ should not do those things?
ONE, we need a strong government to handle today's complex economic problems; OR
TWO, the free market can handle these problems without government being involved.
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Why do you think this?
What complex economic problems do you think of?
Why should government \ free market handle these problems?
ONE, the main reason government has become bigger over the years is because it has
gotten involved in things that people should do for themselves; OR TWO, government
has become bigger because the problems we face have become bigger.
Why do you think this?
What does the phrase “government involvement in things people should do for
themselves” mean to you?
Does the government face bigger problems? What are these?
Some people feel the government in Washington should see to it that every person has a
job and a good standard of living. Suppose these people are at one end of a scale, at point
1. Others think the government should just let each person get ahead on their own.
Suppose these people are at the other end, at point 7. And, of course, some other people
have opinions somewhere in between, at points 2,3,4,5, or 6. Where would you place
yourself on this scale?
Why is this?
What does “seeing to it that everyone has a job and a good standard of living”
mean to you?
What does a good standard of living mean to you?
What does getting ahead on your own mean to you?
Why is guaranteeing a standard of living \ getting ahead on your own more
desirable?
Some people think the government should provide fewer services even in areas such as
health and education in order to reduce spending. Other people feel it is important for the
government to provide many more services even if it means an increase in spending. If
you imagine that those who want the government to provide fewer services are at point 1
and those who want the government to provide many more services are at point 7, with
others in between at points 2,3, 4, 5 and 6. Where would you place yourself on this scale.
Why is this?
Why is government spending good or bad?
What types of services would you increase \ cut?
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Moral Traditionalism
Now I am going to read several statements. After each one, I would like you to tell me
whether you agree strongly, agree somewhat, neither agree nor disagree, disagree,
somewhat, or disagree strongly with this statement.
The world is always changing and we should adjust our view of moral behavior to
those changes.
Why do you agree / disagree?
What do you think “changes in the world” refers to? What adjustments in moral
behavior do you think of?
The new lifestyles are contributing to the breakdown of our society.
Why do you agree / disagree?
What new lifestyles do you think of?
Do you think society is breaking down?
What does “breakdown of society” mean to you?
This country would have many fewer problems if there were more emphasis on
traditional family ties.
Why do you agree / disagree?
What do traditional family ties mean to you?
What kinds of problems do you think of?
We should be more tolerant of people who choose to live according to their own
moral standards, even if they are very different from our own.
Why do you agree \ disagree?
What does more tolerant mean to you?
What kind of moral standards do you believe should \ should not be tolerated even
if you might not agree with them?
Equality
Next, I'd like to ask you about equal rights. I am going to read several more statements.
After each one, I would like you to tell me how strongly you agree or disagree. The first
statement is:
'Our society should do whatever is necessary to make sure that everyone has an
equal opportunity to succeed. 'Do you agree strongly, agree somewhat, neither
agree nor disagree, disagree somewhat, or disagree strongly with this statement?
Why do you agree \ disagree?
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What does equal opportunity mean to you?
Why should we \ should we not do whatever is necessary?
What societal actions do you think off when you hear this statement?
'We have gone too far in pushing equal rights in this country.' (Do you agree
strongly, agree somewhat, neither agree nor disagree, disagree somewhat, or
disagree strongly with this statement?)
Why do you agree \ disagree?
What do you think this statement refers to?
'One of the big problems in this country is that we don't give everyone an equal
chance. '(Do you agree strongly, agree somewhat, neither agree nor disagree,
disagree somewhat, or disagree strongly with this statement?)
Why do you agree \ disagree?
Why do you think \ not think this is a problem?
What does the phrase equal chance in this statement mean to you?
'If people were treated more equally in this country we would have many fewer
problems. '(Do you agree strongly, agree somewhat, neither agree nor disagree,
disagree somewhat, or disagree strongly with this statement?)
Why do you agree \ disagree?
What do you think of when you hear this statement?
How do you think people could be treated more equally?
What problems do you think of?
'It is not really that big a problem if some people have more of a chance in life
than others. '(Do you agree strongly, agree somewhat, neither agree nor disagree,
disagree somewhat, or disagree strongly with this statement?)
Why do you agree \ disagree?
What do you think this statement refers to?
Why \ or why not is it a problem?
'This country would be better off if we worried less about how equal people are.
'(Do you agree strongly, agree somewhat, neither agree nor disagree, disagree
somewhat, or disagree strongly with this statement?)
Why do you agree \ disagree?
How would the country be better off? Or why wouldn’t the country be better off if
we worried less?
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Humanitarianism
Would you say that most of the time people TRY TO BE HELPFUL, or that they are
JUST LOOKING OUT FOR THEMSELVES?
Why do you think this?
When you think of someone trying to be helpful, what do you think off? When
you think of someone looking out for themselves, what do you think off?
Do you think most people would try to TAKE ADVANTAGE of you if they got the
chance or would they TRY TO BE FAIR?
Why do you think this?
Can you think of an example that this statement might refer too? Why do you
think that people try to be fair \ take advantage when they deal with other people?
Generally speaking, would you say that MOST PEOPLE CAN BE TRUSTED, or that
you CAN'T BE TOO CAREFUL in dealing with people?
Why do you think this?
Why do you think people can \ can not be trusted? Can you think of an example
that this question might refer too?
Would you say those people you see regularly in your neighborhood try to take advantage
of others ALL OF THE TIME, MOST OF THE TIME, SOME OF THE TIME,
HARDLY EVER, or NEVER?
Why do you think this?
Can you think of an example that this question might refer too? Why do you
think that the people in your neighborhood do \ do not take advantage of others?
Would you say they treat others with respect ALL OF THE TIME, MOST OF THE
TIME, SOME OF THE TIME, HARDLY EVER, or NEVER?
Why do you think this?
What do you think respect means in the context of this question? Can you think
of an example that this statement might refer too?
Would you say that HONEST describes the people in your neighborhood EXTREMELY
WELL, QUITE WELL, NOT TOO WELL, or NOT WELL AT ALL?
Why do you think this?
What makes you think the people in your neighborhood are honest \ not honest?
Can you think of an example of this?
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People have different ideas about the government in Washington. These ideas don't refer
to Democrats or Republicans in particular, but just to the GOVERNMENT IN
GENERAL. We want to see how you feel about these ideas. For example:
How much of the time do you think you can trust the government in Washington to do
what is right--JUST ABOUT ALWAYS, MOST OF THE TIME, or ONLY SOME OF
THE TIME?
1. JUST ABOUT ALWAYS
3. MOST OF THE TIME
5. SOME OF THE TIME
7. R VOL: NONE OF THE TIME
Why do you think this?
What does trust in the government mean to you?
Can you think of an example of something that enhances your trust in the
government?
Can you think of something that makes you trust the government less?
Volunteer Questions
Many people say they have less time these days to do volunteer work. What about you,
were you able to devote any time to volunteer work in the last 12 months or did you not
do so?

Questions for the self employed
Why did you choose to become self-employed?
What do you like about being self-employed?
What do you dislike about being self-employed?
What personality traits do you need to be self-employed?
Were your parents self-employed? Are other members of your family self-employed?
Are many people in your area self-employed? Do you know many people who are selfemployed?
Do you think that most people would prefer to be self-employed? Why, or why not?
Do you think your status as a self-employed person influences your political beliefs or
values?
Questions on school choice
Do you favor or oppose a school voucher program that would allow parents to use tax
funds to send their children to the school of their choice, even if it were a private school,
or haven't you thought much about this?
Why do you think this?
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Do you support or oppose allowing low-income parents to use taxpayer-funded vouchers
to place their kids in private or church-run schools?
Why do you think this?
If they oppose - - Would you still oppose government vouchers (so that parents can send
their children to private or religious schools) if you heard that children from poorer
families might not be able to attend better schools.
If they support - - Would you still favor government vouchers (so parents can send their
children to private or religious schools) if you heard that it might mean less money for
public schools in your area?

Demographic Information / Background Information
Can you provide me a little background about yourself?
Age
Sex
Race
Income
Education
Zip Code
Employment status – type of work / type of organization (self employed, private, public,
organization size)
Political party
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