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READING 10

The flature of Belief systems

in Mass Publics

Philip E. Converse « university of Michigan

B elief systems have never surrendered easily to
empirical study or quantification. Indeed, they
have often served as primary exhibits for the doc-
trine that what is important to study cannot be mea-
sured and that what can be measured is not impor-
tant to study. In an earlier period, the behaviorist
decree that subjective states lie beyond the realm
of proper measurement gave Mannheim a justifi-
cation for turning his back on measurement, for
he had an unqualified interest in discussing belief
systems.' Even as Mannheim was writing, how-
ever, behaviorism was undergoing stiff challenges.
and early studies of attitudes were attaining a de-
gree of measurement reliability that had been
deemed impossible. This fragment of history, along
with many others, serves to remind us that no in-
tellectual position is likely to become obsolete
quite so rapidly as one that takes current empiri-
cal capability as the limit of the possible in a more
absolute sense. Nevertheless, while rapid strides
in the measurement of “subjective states” have
been achieved in recent decades, few would claim
that Mannheim could now find all of the tools that
were lacking to him many years ago.

This article makes no pretense of surpassing
such limitations. At the same time, our substan-
tive concern forces upon us an unusual concern
with measurement strategies, not simply because
we propose to deal with belief systems or ideolo-
gies, but also because of the specific questions that

we shall raise about them. Our focus in this article
is upon differences in the nature of belief systems
held on the one hand by elite political actors and,
on the other. by the masses that appear to be “num-
bered” within the spheres of influence of these
belief systems. It is our thesis that there are im-
portant and predictable differences in ideational
worlds as we progress downward through such
“belief strata” and that these differences, while
obvious at one level, are easily overlooked and not
infrequently miscalculated. The fact that these ide-
ational worlds differ in character poses problems
of adequate representation and measurement.

I. Some Clarification of Terms

A term like “ideology™ has been thoroughly mud-
died by diverse uses.” We shall depend instead upon
the term “belief system,” although there is an ob-
vious overlap between the two. We define a belief
system as a configuration of ideas and attitudes in
which the elements are bound together by some
form of constraint or functional interdependence.”
In the static case. “constraint” may be taken to
mean the success we would have in predicting,
given initial knowledge that an individual holds a
specified attitude, that he holds certain further ideas
and attitudes. We depend implicitly upon such
notions of constraint in judging, for example. that,







