
What Influences Our Opinions About Politics? 405Your Name on a Liberal to Conservative Spectrum

Question: How much of the time do you trust the government in Washington to do 
what is right?—Just about always, most of the time, or only some of the time?
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Figure 11.2  Trust in Government, 1958–2013

Public levels of trust in government response to major political events

Sources: National Election Studies, 1958–2000; various polls from the Roper Center, 1994–2004. Yearly averages calculated by the authors with 
separate averages for 2001 (before and after September 11). Data from 2005 are gathered from seventy-one national polls accessed from the 
Roper Center. These include polls from CBS News/New York Times, CNN/Opinion Research/USA Today, NBC/Wall Street Journal, Pew Research 
Center, Quinnipiac University Polls, Kaiser/NPR, and AP/Gfk Polls.

the wealthy to government attempts to narrow the income 
gap between rich and poor. (See “Snapshot of America: What 
Do We Think, by Income and Education?”.)

Partisanship and Ideology Much of the divi-
sion in contemporary American public opinion can be 
described in ideological (liberal or conservative) or partisan 
(Democrat or Republican) terms. How we adopt the labels 
of current political conflict has a good deal of influence on 
the policy positions we take, and even on how we perceive 
political personalities and events.

As we saw in Chapter 2, ideologies are sets of ideas 
about politics, the economy, and society that help us deal 
with the political world. For many Americans today, liber-
alism stands for faith in government action to bring about 
equitable outcomes and social tolerance, while conservatism 
for many represents a preference for limited government 
and traditional social values. A whole host of policy contro-
versies in contemporary American politics are widely 
discussed in liberal-conservative terms.

Party identification, as we will see in Chapter 12, refers 
to our relatively enduring allegiances to one of the major 
political parties; for many of us it is part of what defines 
us.25 Party labels provide mental cues that we use in inter-
preting and responding to personalities and news.

Identification as a Democrat or Republican strongly 
influences how we see the political world. Research shows 

that uncertainty about new policies or personalities is 
usually resolved to be consistent with our partisanship. 
Even our view of objective events is affected by partisan-
ship. Toward the end of Republican president Ronald 
Reagan’s second term in office, a poll asked Americans 
whether inflation and unemployment had gotten better or 
worse over the eight years of his administration. In fact, 
both had improved, but Democrats and Republicans were 
miles apart in their perceptions of the objective facts: a 
majority of the Democrats said inflation was worse and only 
8 percent acknowledged it was better. Among Republicans 
only 13 percent thought it had gotten worse, and fully 47 
percent thought it had improved.26 In a more recent 
example, just fourteen days into the Obama administration, 
a poll asked if Americans approved or disapproved of the 
way Obama was handling his job as president. Objectively, it 
would be hard for anyone to tell much after only two weeks, 
but partisans had formed their opinions: fully half of the 
Republicans polled already disapproved, compared to only 2 
percent of Democrats.27 Clearly we see the world through a 
partisan lens.

Because, as we have noted throughout this book, party 
elites and candidates have become ideologically polarized 
in recent decades—that is, Republicans are increasingly 
associated with a very conservative ideology and Democrats 
with a liberal one, with less common ground left in the 
middle—citizens have found it increasingly easy to sort 


