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GRID-GROUP THEORY AND POLITICAL
IDEOLOGY

A CONSIDERATION OF THEIR RELATIVE STRENGTHS AND
WEAKNESSES FOR EXPLAINING THE STRUCTURE OF MASS
BELIEF SYSTEMS

Richard M. Coughlin and Charles Lockhart

ABSTRACT

The primary purpose of this paper is to introduce an alternative, grid-group
theory, to the conventional liberal-conservative continuum for under-
standing the structure of mass belief systems. We also examine the potential
advantages of this alternative in explaining preference formation with a
series of exploratory empirical comparisons of the relative strengths and
weaknesses of grid—group theory and the conventional measure of political
ideology. While certain data limitations make our results tentative, we
conclude that political ideology retains the advantage of parsimony as the
single most powerful predictor of mass attitudes across a range of social and
economic issues. But grid-group theory allows us to unpack distinct social
logics that are conflated in a unidimensional model. These logics not only tell
us more about the bases for persons’ attitudes, they offer an explanation for
the shifting structure of political conflicts and coalitions. Thus grid-group
theory helps us explain who holds which *core values’ and why.

KEY WORDS e mass belief systems e political attitudes e political culture
political ideology ® public opinion

For some 30 years the effort to develop empirically supported models of
mass attitudes has been the focus of ongoing debate in political science and
political sociology. Converse’s (1964) seminal work in this area raised
serious questions for democratic theory by suggesting that significant
portions of mass publics do not derive true attitudes on specific issues
through deduction from overarching ideological beliefs, but respond in
essentially random fashion to survey questions about public policy and, by
extension, to participatory political events such as elections as well. The
‘non-attitudes’ of this portion of the citizenry are, according to Converse,

Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the Third International Conference of
Socioeconomics, Stockholm, Sweden, 16-19 June 1991, and the 1992 annual meeting of the
Western Political Science Association, San Francisco, 19-21 March. This paper is part of an
ongoing collaborative project. We want to thank Karl Dake, Richard Ellis, Hank Jenkins-
Smith, Stefan Svallfors, Joseph White, the late Aaron Wildavsky and this journal’s reviewers
for constructive comments on earlier versions of this article.
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