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Political behavior research has delivered less than the “behavioral revolution” seemed originally
to promise. A survey of recent work suggests that the reason is not its epistemological premises
(which are accepted here) or its methodology, but (1) its unsystematic, atheoretical character and
limited range of research topics, and (2) the erroneous conception of human nature on which
research rests. Compared with either the established principles of modern biobehavioral science or
the conceptions of human problems of earlier political science, political behavior research remains
“pre-behavioral.”

To progress beyond this stage, political scientists must recognize and apply the basic knowledge
about human behavior provided by the biobehavioral sciences. Two brief examples of such
application are given: how ethological knowledge can supply a needed theoretical perspective for
identifying political behavior problems worth studying; and how neurophysiological knowledge,
particularly psychophysiology and psychophysics, can correct mistaken conceptions of the

relationship between political attitudes, political words, and political actions.

The intellectual history of the so-called
“behavioral movement” in political science is
by now familiar to all political scientists. How
it began in protest against formalistic, his-
toricist, and juristic conceptions of political
science’s subject matter and rose to presumed
hegemony in the discipline against the protests
of antibehaviorists of various views needs no
retelling here (Truman, 1955; Dahl, 1961;
Charlesworth, 1962; Kirkpatrick, 1962; Eulau,
1969a). Also familiar are more recent allega-
tions by radical and “post-behavioral” critics of
political behavioralism’s biases, ‘“positivistic’
blindness to human values, and the “triviality”
and ““irrelevance” of its findings (McCoy and
Playford, 1967; Easton, 1969 ; Spragens, 1969).

I am concerned here, however, not with the
history of political science but with the capa-

IThis does not mean that philosophical justifica-
tion of these premises is unnecessary or that the issues
involved in it are easy or trivial. All it means is that
other questions are at issue here. A convenient list of
the premises and objectives accepted here is the set
offered by David Easton (1962, pp. 6—7) as points on
which “most students of politics, even those unwilling
to accept classification as behavioralists, would prob-
ably agree”:

1. Regularities: the assumption that “there are
discoverable uniformities in political behavior.”

2. Verification: the assumption that “validity
of such generalizations about those regularities
must be testable, in principle, by reference to
relevant behavior.”

3. Techniques: the assumption that “means for
acquiring and interpreting data are problematic and
need to be examined self-consciously.”

4. Quantification: the assumption that mea-
surement and quantification, where possible, rele-

bility and performance of political behavior
research on its own terms. On the one hand, I
am convinced that accumulating scientific
knowledge of political behavior is a legitimate,
worthy, and attainable goal. Yet on the other
hand, I am concerned that, although research in
political behavior has supposedly captured the
main bastions of academic political science,
particularly in America, it does not appear to
be working toward its goals as effectively as it
once promised to do. I therefore accept with-
out further debate here the premises and
objectives of “‘the behavioral persuasion.”! I
wish to discuss here its lack of progress and the
reasons for it, and to suggest what political
researchers might do about the situation.

I do not wish to imply that all political

vant, and meaningful, are essential to interpreting
data and verifying generalizations.

S. Values: the assumption that “ethical evalua-
tion and empirical analysis should be kept analy-
tically distinct.”

6. Systematization: the assumption that “theo-
ry and research are to be seen as closely inter-
twined parts of a coherent and orderly body of
knowledge.”

7. Pure science: the assumption that ‘“‘under-
standing and explanation of political behavior
logically precede and provide the basis for efforts
to utilize political knowledge in the solution of
urgent practical problems of society.”

9. [Interdisciplinary] integration: the assump-
tion that “political research can ignore the findings
of other disciplines only at the peril of weakening
the validity and undermining the generality of its
own results.”

—_—
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scientists should become political be-
havioralists,” or that such study should domi-
nate the discipline. Scientific explanation of
political behavior does not take the place of
political philosophy, analysis of political values,
historical investigation of political events, non-
quantitative analysis of empirical phenomena,
or many other intellectual undertakings. On the
other hand, the fact that political behavior
research does not attempt to answer all ques-
tions about government and politics does not
justify believing that its findings are irrelevant
to nonbehavioral political scientists whose ma-
jor concern is not with the behavioral enter-
prise. Indeed, the theoretical significance of
political behavior research must be measured
largely by the relevance of its findings to the
concerns of other political scientists—a point to
which we shall return in a moment.

We are concerned here with only one aspect
of the profession, one essential part of our
collective task of adding to our stock of
knowledge, namely, the empirical study of
political behavior. My thesis is that political
behavior research to date has worked with
deficient and inappropriate concepts, so that it
has not yet performed as a “‘behavioral science”
properly speaking. Indeed, judging by its fruits
so far, political behavior research might well be
called a “pre-behavioral science.” But the genu-
ine behavioral sciences do offer principles,
findings, and research methods which, applied
to the study of political behavior, can con-
tribute to the search for more and better-
grounded knowledge.

I

It is necessary first to define a bit more
precisely the ground to be covered, for it is
widely believed that most modern political
science is now ‘“behavioral.” This miscon-
ception arises from the assumption that “politi-
cal behavioralism” is identical with ‘“‘quantifica-
tion” in political study. To be sure, quantitative
measurement and analysis of data is a common-
ly recognized and important characteristic of
behavioral work on politics (see n. 1), but it is
by no means its defining or central character-
istic. Quantitative methods are appropriate for
many nonbehavioral studies and are commonly
used in them. What all so-called ‘behavioral”
approaches or studies have in common that is
definitive of their behavioral character, as Heinz
Eulau has cogently explained, is a “commit-
ment to the individual person as the
empirical unit of analysis” (1963, pp. 13—-14,
emphasis added).
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Even without allowing for misidentification
of much work as “behavioral”’ simply because it
is quantitative, however, the predominance of a
political-behavior orientation in political sci-
ence is generally exaggerated, at least regarding
quantity. A crude index lumping together what
political scientists read along with what they
write may be arrived at by classifying all the
4,173 works treated in the book review section
of the discipline’s major journal over the period
1968—1977 into (1) political behavior works,
(2) nonbehavioral quantitative works, and (3)
all others. Admittedly, such a classification is
highly subjective, and depends in most in-
stances on the assumption that book reviewers
report reliably the content of the works re-
viewed. Still, the proportion of political be-
havior work is remarkably low, averaging only 4
percent of the total each year, and ranging from
a high of 11 percent to a low of 2 percent. Even
if we include those empirically oriented and
quantitative works (such as nonbehavioral simu-
lations, models, general methodological treatis-
es, etc.) which are often erroneously called
“behavioral” solely because of their quantifica-
tion, the proportion is still not impressive:
behavioral-cum-other-quantitative-empirical
work averages only 8 percent of the total works
each year, with annual proportions ranging
from 5 to 17 percent.

A considerably more accurate index of the
state of research in political science, however, is
provided by articles in The American Political
Science Review which either report research or
deal conceptually, theoretically, or critically
with substantive problems for political behavior
research. Table 1 shows that, of the 505 articles
and research notes published in the Review
during the period 1968—1977, 180 were politi-
cal behavior studies, including political behavior
methodology, and 325 were nonbehavioral.
(The table also shows the particular field of
political science addressed by the latter. Those
nonbehavioral studies which are quantitative
and empirical are included under their respec-
tive fields.) Although political behavior research
now occupies a much more prominent position
than the book review survey suggested—36
percent of the total 505 articles, nore than
twice as many each year as for any other
field—it is still not, by this measure, the
majority voice of the discipline. The proportion
of the total contributed by political behavior
research is about one-third each year, never
reaching more than 44 percent in any year and
sometimes dropping as low as one-fourth.

Political behavior research, then- measured
in this crude way, clearly comprises a minority
subset of the discipline. In any case, this sample
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of 180 articles will serve also as the basis for
examining the subject matter and conceptual
character of recent political behavior research.

1

In general, individual studies measure up
well to high technical standards of research
design and conduct. Most political behavior
researchers pay careful attention to sampling
methods, operationalization of concepts, mea-
surement of variables, testing the validity of
findings and inferences, and so on. It is in the
aggregate that disquieting features begin to
appear.

A. Unsystematic Diversity of Research Ques-
tions. For example, these studies collectively
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span a fairly narrow range of theoretical con-
cerns. A breakdown of the sample of Review
articles and of a sample of 26 introductory-level
textbooks on political behavior (Table 2) clear-
ly bears out the prevailing impression that
political behavioralists tend to overspecialize in
voting behavior (60 of the 180 Review articles
deal with it as a principal concern). They also
appear much readier to study the behavior (or
apathy) of individuals in the mass than that of
political activists and members of political
elites, even though every political theorist since
Plato has recognized that the activity of govern-
ment consists overwhelmingly of actions by the
few (51 Review articles deal with elite behavior,
compared with 131 on aspects of “mass”
behavior). The same breakdown also demon-
strates the great extent to which concern with
routine, institutionalized behavior overshadows

Table 2. The Subject Matter of Political-Behavior Study:
Object(s) of Inquiry and Principal Topics of Discussion in 180 Articles and 26 Books on Political Behavior

Number of Number of
Review Articles Discussions
Object of Inquiry or Topic on Subject in 26 Books?
Individual Political Behavior in General (Theory, Models, etc.) 3 NAD
Mass (Undifterentiated Individuals’) Behavior
Political socialization 14 12
Politicization, apathy, alienation 18 10
Civic obedience, political support 18 7
Political opinions, beliefs, attitudes
In general (theory, models, etc.) 5 12
Ideology . 3 9
Issue opinions, preferences 5 3
Other opinions, beliefs, attitudes 6 2
Total. political opinions, etc. 19 26
Voting behavior 60 9)¢ 14
Unconventional (non-institutionalized) behavior 2 3
Total, mass behavior 131 (9)¢ 72
Behavior of Political Elites
General, leadership 7 4
Institutional offices, roles
Legislative 23 NAb
Executive, administrative 6 (1)° NAD
Judicial 5 NAD
Political party leaders 10 NAb
Total. institutional offices, etc. 44 (1) 10
Total, behavior of political elites 51 ()¢ 14
Methodology 2 %b
Totals 187 (10)¢ NA

Source: American Political Science Review 62—71 (1968—1977) and 26 selected introductory-level books on

political behavior.

3Qriginally reported in Wahlke, 1976.
Not ascertained.

¢Number exceeds total number of articles surveyed (180) because some articles deal with more than one

topic.
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concern with unconventional behavior, such as
violence or social and political movements.
(Only two articles treated these latter topics.)

Even though there are large gaps in what it
covers collectively, political behavior research
still exhibits an incredible diversity of underly-
ing guiding conceptions, and a near-total lack of
consensus about what are the main topics for
research, and the main subdivisions of the field.
The headings and subheadings in the classifica-
tion used above (Table 2) were produced by
one person’s “empirical coding” of the content
of the works classified; they are neither used in
nor implied by any of the works surveyed. No
two of the 26 books surveyed, for example,
share more than one major section heading in
common. The content, organization, and ar-
rangement of chapters varies equally widely
among them. And few of them even deal with
more than half the topics listed, broad as they
are.

B. Paucity of Theoretical Concerns. A related
characteristic of political behavior research in
the aggregate is the paucity of its theoretical
concerns. It rarely aims at generalization; re-
search efforts have been confined essentially to
case studies of single political systems, most of
them dealing, as is well known, with the
American system (or some part of it). Of our
187 sample discussions of various topics in the
Review over a ten-year period, 134 were fo-
cused entirely on American contexts and 29 on
some other single case or system, while only 12
could be considered general or conceptual
beyond the single case, and only 10 even
ventured comparison among several systems or
cases (Table 3).

C. Level-of-Analysis Problems. Lack of generali-
ty, top-heavy emphasis on American politics,
and insufficient breadth all reflect a more
serious theoretical and conceptual deficiency in
political research generally, its neglect of the
“level-of-analysis’ problem. It is sometimes said
that political behavior research is “micro-level”
study whereas political systems or governments
viewed institutionally call for “macro-level”
study. But, as Eulau has explained, ‘““Commit-
ment ... to the individual person as the
empirical unit of analysis ... does not mean
that research is restricted to the individual
person as the theoretical focus of investigation”
(1963, pp. 13, 14, emphasis added). Roles,
groups, cultures, institutions, or other analytic
entities may be the theoretical units of analysis
even though individuals are the units of obser-

vation, i.e., the units about which data are
originally collected for later aggregation rele-
vant to the theoretical analysis.2 The analytic
distinction between the study of political be-
havior of individuals per se and what has been
called “the behavioral study of politics” (Eulau,
1962, p. 31) turns on the level of analysis
undertaken. The difference between ‘“‘macro-
and ‘“micro-level” is, of course, not categorical
but a matter of degree; along the continuum lie
an indefinite number of intermediate levels of
generality and complexity (Eulau, 1969b). One
essential mark of the theoretical and conceptual
adequacy of research is how clearly it specifies
its own level(s) of analysis and how clearly and
comprehensively it relates its principles and
findings to those at other levels.

The point can be simply illustrated. Con-
sider, for example, the frequent studies finding
that election results vary predictably with
changes in economic conditions (depression,
inflation, unemployment, etc.). Insofar as these
studies focus on electoral outcomes, using
various kinds of aggregate election and demo-
graphic data, they clearly operate at a level of
analysis closer to the ‘““macro” than the “mi-
cro” end of the spectrum. But to ask why this
relationship obtains is to promote analysis
much more “micro” in character, since it
involves explaining the voting behavior of indi-
viduals. Do their votes reflect personal satisfac-
tion or dissatisfaction with their individual
circumstances or with society in general? Both?
Neither? What? Plainly, micro-level analysis will
expand considerably our understanding of ag-
gregate-level phenomena.

But, by the same token, observation of the
macro-level relationship between economic con-
ditions and electoral outcomes ought also make
the observer wonder, “‘So what?” What dif-
ference does it make that is of interest to
students of politics and government? One might
speculate (hypothesize) that sizable gyrations in
electoral outcomes over short periods both
indicate and promote a certain kind of instabili-
ty in the system, and thereby contribute
toward changing it or bringing it down. One
might also suspect that the distribution of
material and social resources resulting from
government policies which differ according to
the different electoral outcomes would vary
widely. In any case, questions like these link
the original concern over the relationship be-
tween economic conditions and electoral results

2The principle being stated here is, of course, what
is often described as “methodological individualism”
(see Brodbeck, 1968).
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to concems at a higher level of analysis, closer
still to the “macro” end of the continuum. (For
more detailed illustration of this particular
substantive problem, see Arcelus and Meltzer,
1975; and Goodman and Kramer, 1975.)

This illustration also suggests another point
about levels of political analysis which is almost
universally neglected in political behavior re-
search: political inquiry is rooted toward the
“macro’ end of the continuum, since it is there
that the common subject matter uniting all
political scientists is defined. Traditionally, the
initial, orienting curiosity of political scientists,
as of political philosophers before them, was
about ‘““macro-level” questions concerning
properties, attributes, or performances of politi-
cal systems—stability and change in govern-
ments and polities, pursuit and attainment of
normative goals (justice, quality, order, etc.),
and many others. A political researcher can tell
what aspects or elements of individual behavior
are worth examining only by their ultimate
bearing on such matters at higher levels of
analysis. What Fred 1. Greenstein once said of
political scientists studying political socializa-
tion applies a fortiori to the student of political
behavior more generally (Greenstein, 1970, p.
978):

He ought to oricnt himself self-consciously to

the ends of [the behavior he is studying]. In

“moving back” from the normal preoccupation

of political scientists with system-functioning in

order to examine the antecedents of behavior in

political systems, he needs to be constantly
guided by models and conceptions of that from
which he is moving back. He cannot merely
conceive of his work as an appendage to the
“basic” study of human development.

Or, to use Heinz Eulau’s terms, only if we are
guided by curiosity about ‘“the behavior of
collectives” of a certain sort do we have any
reason to get curious about particular aspects or
elements of ‘‘the behavior of individuals in
collectives’ (Eulau, 1969b, p. 3).

Such an approach reveals why political
behavior research is often criticized for being
“too behavioral.” We can roughly classify the
analyses in our sample of 180 Review articles
according to the conceptual linkages they make
or assume, distinguishing them according to
whether or not they include analysis at the
political system (or subsystem) level, the level
of individual behavior, and/or the level of
antecedents or causes of individual behavior.
(This distinction is not based purely on level of
analysis, since some of the commonly examined
antecedents or correlates of individual behavior
are in fact contextual or other properties of
larger political and social systems, while others,

Pre-Behavioralism in Political Science 15

such as psychological factors, are more “micro-
level” than the individual behavior they ex-
plain. But the logic of explanation in the
following discussion makes it convenient to
lump both sorts of variables together here.) On
this basis (Table 4), we find that only 15 of the
187 analyses in those studies make or suggest
linkages between all three of these levels (lines
1—4 in the table); 163 of them totally omit
reference to concepts or problems at any
analytic level higher than the acting individual
(lines 9—10), and, of these, 21 are purely
descriptive, relating individual behavior to no
antecedents or lower-level concepts or problems
(line 10). Five of the others vaguely allude to
political-system or political-process concepts or
problems without explicitly identifying the
higher-level concepts or variables concerned
(lines 3, 4, and 6). Three analyses deal exclu-
sively with (nonpolitical) antecedents or causes
of individual political behavior without discuss-
ing the behavior in question (line 11). And two
of them leave vague and unspecified the nature
of that behavior (lines 4 and 7).

We can get a more concrete picture by
examining the concepts and variables with
which these works deal. Table 5 arrays the
principal ones (hardly all of them!) in a format
matching the logical relationships just de-
scribed, i.e., grouping together those having to
do with system properties or attributes (part
A), those defined in terms of individual be-
havior (part B), and those having to do with
causes or antecedents of individual behavior
(part C). They have been further grouped
within each of these parts more or less accord-
ing to their location on the “micro-macro-level”
continuum. For example, selection of govern-
ment personnel, or the character of authority
and power relations (items 9 and 10 in part A)
are in a sense “prior to,” i.e., more ‘“micro-
level” than, say, political stability or political
integration (items 1 and 2 in part A). Similarly,
political motivations or ideological orientations
(items 9—d and 9—c in part B) are prior to
more explicit variables of political role per-
formance (item 1). Despite some incon-
sistencies, ambiguities, and uncertainties, and
allowing for the placement of contextual vari-
ables discussed earlier, one can think of Table 5
as displaying the “micro-macro-level” contin-
uum in finer detail, running from item 6 of
Table S—c at the “micro” end to item 1 of
Table 5—a at the “macro” end.

Viewed as a whole, this list reinforces the

_impression just sketched of the unsystematic

character of political behavior research. Such
system and order as does appear in the grouping
and arrangement of entries in the table has been
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Table 5. Concepts and Variables Used (or Implied) in 180 Review Articles on Political Behavior

A. System Properties,
Attributes, Variables
(Corresponds roughly to
Level 3 in Table 5)

B. Individual Political Behavior

(Corresponds roughly to Level

2 in Table 5)

C. Bases and Antecedents of
Individual Political Behavior
(Corresponds roughly to Level 1 in
Table 5)

1. Political Stability:
Civil Strife
Party change
Personnel Circulation

2. Integration of Political
Community

3. Political Structure:
Composition of political
groups
Character/level of party
competition

4. Representativeness of
Government

5. Accountability of
Government

6. Coalition Formation

7. Policy Outcomes,
Consequences)

8. Policy Outputs:
Legislative Decisions
Administrative-agency

decisions
Judicial decisions
Party platforms

9. Selection of Government
Personnel:
Election outcomes

10. Authority/Power
Relationships

11. Agenda Building

12. Character of Political
Discussions:
Level/tone
Compromise/bargaining

1. Political Role Performance
(Elite):
Style, power-orientation
Roll-call voting
Other political decisions:

allocation of campaign funds

2. Political Activism, Ambition
(Elite):
Office-seeking

3. Non-Institutionalized Behavior:
Riot, Protest, Demonstration

Participation

Demand-making: Complaint,

Petition
4. Civic Role Behavior

General Citizen Participation

(Scale)
Voting: participation
candidate choice
referenda choices

5. Political Action Orientations

Potential for political violence
Potential for riot participation

6. Political Support:
Political trust/distrust
Legitimacy orientations
Trust/support/approval for
regime, authorities,
institutions

Support for democratic rules
Support for reformist action

7. Disengagement (Exit), Apathy,

Attention

8. Political Communication:
Media exposure/usage
Information sources
Engagement in political

discussion

9. Political Cognitions and Per-

ceptions, Cognitive/Affective:

a. Political Interest, Knowledge,

Awareness

b. Evaluations of, Preferences for:

Government, Government
Effectiveness

Authority figures, officials

Power, influence, authority

Political roles, offices

Political parties

Candidates

Political problems, issues,
policies

Groups

Community sentiment

Political events (e.g., riots)

1. Bases of Conscious Decision, Choice
Utility maximization calculations
Relative deprivation/gratification
Satisfaction with economic situa-

tion (past, present, future)

2. Identifications, Reference Groups:
Race, racial militance
Religion
Political party
Allegiance to dissident groups

3. General (Social) Orientations,
Attitudes, Predispositions:

Tendency toward Conformity/
Deviation

Social (and political) misanthropy

Value priorities

Holist/localist conceptions of
world

4. Habit

5. Personality, Character:
Sense of personal efficacy
Self esteem
Achievement need, need inviolacy
Group hostility
Anomie

Social-psychological maladjustment:

social inferiority
social competence

6. Individual Psychic Developmental
Structure/Process:
(Phylogenetically fixed) develop-
mental states (Piaget, Kohlberg)
Biological pre-programming
Schema-processing
Spatial archetypes
Cognitive balance/dissonance

7. Events (Idiosyncratic):
Catastrophe, War
Ecological incidents
Economic conditions, changes

8. Daily-life Experiences:
Discrimination
Emotional experiences in political
groups
Marijuana usage
Political experience (past)

9. Political Context:
Form of government (local)
Election system, ballot type

Party structure: balance, competition

Recruitment system: volunteerism
Electoral-district type (1-member,

e.g.)

Prevailing political culture, opinions

Workload of government agencies

S
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Table 5. (continued)
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A. System Properties,
Attributes, Variables
(Corresponds roughly to
Level 3 in Table 5)

B. Individual Political Behavior
2 in Table 5)

(Corresponds roughly to Level

C. Bases and Antecedents of

Individual Political Behavior
(Corresponds roughly to Level 1 in
Table 5)

c. Ideological Orientations:

Left-right, liberal-conservative

Radicalism, extremism

Authoritarianism, egalitarian-

ism . .
Political style orientations:

generalist/particularist
moralist/pragmatist
d. Political Motivations,
Predispositions:
Sense of representation
Sense of civic duty

Sense of political efficacy
Power satisfaction (sense of

possession)

Political alienation:
Powerlessness
Normlessness

Civic tolerance

Policy-thinking modes:
Instrumental attitudes

(toward politics,
government)
personal/political
good-government/
benefits orientation
people-helping/
community-serving

Bandwagon/underdog
orientation

Friendship preferences
(political/nonpolitical)

10. Socioeconomic Context:
Community size
Organizational development
Economic Development:

Industrialization

Urban-rural balance

Econ. dependency
Race-, class-structure

11. Family Experiences:
Parents’ political identity,
activity, attention, opinions
Authority structure (roles,
authority models)
Affective relationships

12. (Individual’s) Socio-Cultural
Background:
Sex—Age—Marital status
Nation, Region, State, Local
community, neighborhood
Race—Ethnic group, Tribe
Affiliations:
Religion, religious attendance
Organizational (union, etc.)
Friendships, location of friends
Education: Level, Type, Political
content
Social status: Subjective social class
Urban-rural-metro origins/residence
Income, home ownership
Occupation, employment status
Mobility: geographic, social

Source: American Political Science Review 62—71 (1968—1977).

imposed by the classifier: few articles deal

systematically with more than a handful of the
concepts listed. Many deal with them in a
different logical fashion from that suggested by
the table. And some, in fact, reverse the order
of dependence-independence suggested there.
The frequent allegation of ‘“lack of relevance”
of political behavior research, as well as its
relative theoretical immaturity, is borne out by
the small number of “end variables’ of political
inquiry shown in part A of the table, and by
the fact (not apparent from the table itself)
that these are in almost all instances treated in
unoperationalized fashion and not formally
recognized as “dependent variables.”

The most theoretically significant relation-
ships dealt with in research are those between
one or another variable (or small subset of
them) from the individual-behavior set (part B
of the table) with some one or a few from the
causes or antecedents listed in part C. This is

appropriate when the objective is to explain
individual political behavior. But the choice of
variables to be examined (both dependent and
independent) rarely relates to any recognized
body of “‘middle-range,” let alone more com-
prehensive theory. Research all too often looks
only at relationships between individual-be-
havior variables (i.e., only those in part B of the
table), treating them now as dependent, now as
independent, without reference to larger ques-
tions or fundamental explanations.

The prevailing atheoretical character of most
political behavior research is indicated by the
extent to which concepts and variables are no
more than brute-empirical operational defini-
tions virtually devoid of conceptual content.
Indeed, few bodies of research literature in the
social sciences more clearly support the indict-
ment made by several prominent psychologists
of “the laissez-faire intellectualism of the opera-
tional definition:
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Operational definitionalism . provided a
methodological justification for the scientist
not to stray beyond a highly narrow, if reliable
base. One could follow a single method in
developing data and be “pure,” even if this
purity were more associated with sterility than
virtue (Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, and
Sechrest, 1966, p. 172).

D. Preoccupation with Attitudes, Neglect of
Bekavior. But the most striking and important
characteristic of the concepts and variables
presented in Table 5, especially those of indivi-
dual behavior (part b), is that they are not
really “behavioral” at all, strictly speaking, but
“attitudinal” or “mentalistic.” This is most
obvious in the case of political cognitions and
perceptions (item 9, Table 5—b) which alone
make up well over half the entries in the list of
individual-behavior variables. It is also true of
the concepts of political-action orientation,
political support, and disengagement/attention
(items 5, 6, and 7, Table 5—b). Of all the
concepts and variables used to describe, classify
and measure individual behavior, only those
under the headings of political role perfor-
mance, political activism, noninstitutionalized
behavior, civic role behavior, and political
communication (items 1—4, 8, Table 5—b) are
genuinely behavioral. In short, most of the
variables of individual political behavior investi-
gated by political behavior research are not
conceived in behavioral terms at all, but are
defined as entities whose existence and char-
acter can only be indirectly inferred, never
empirically established. The point has been
forcefully stated by Przeworski and Sprague
(1971, p. 183):

The reasoning of a psychometrician is essential-
ly inductive. If a set of observable phenomena
is found to covary, it is treated as a function of
some underlying trait. The observable behaviors
are treated as “items” or ‘“‘indicators,” and an
extensive metatheory of error and dimensionali-
ty underlies the item analysis approach. Sub-
stantive theory enters this kind of measurement
only through the back door: . . . The world of a
psychometrician is elusive—intelligence, domi-
nance, authoritarianism, efficacy, and fatalism
are all terms directly unobservable, somewhat
overlapping, and theoretically independent.

Moreover many, if not most, of the variables
which appear to be conceived in terms of
genuine behavior are in actual research not
approached in behavioral terms. Even in voting
behavior research, which deals with behavioral
dependent variables as much as any field of
political behavior study, indexing the individual
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behavior with direct empirical referents is the
rare exception.3 In many cases what is observed
is some aggregate record, such as county voting
returns, from which inferences are made to the
individuals composing the group, a procedure
which, as is well known, can sometimes lead
analysts into the trap of fallacious ecological
inference.

The most common referent of behavioral as
of attitudinal variables, however, is the indivi-
dual’s self-report of actions performed or in-
tended. One expert estimate not long ago was
that ““some 90 percent of social science research
is based upon interview and questionnaires”
(Webb, Campbell, Schwartz and Sechrest, 1966,
p. 1). In our sample of 180 Review articles, 131
of the 187 analyses reported rest partially or
entirely on such data (Table 6). Of these 59 are
original reports of survey data and 65 report
secondary analyses.4

30ne such exception is a study in which the traces
of individuals’ ballot marking in a referendum were
observed and recorded during the process of counting
ballots (Mueller, 1969). In an even rarer type of study,
researchers examined administrators’ behavior toward
militant citizens by actual observation of administra-
tive-agency personnel dealing with their clients (Fain-
stein and Fainstein, 1976).

4As the following table shows, over half the
secondary analyses use SRC/CPS data from the Inter-
University Consortium for Political and Social Re-
search (38 articles), but a substantial number (15) is
based on such other familiar political data sets as those
which produced the Almond-Verba (1963) study of
The Civic Culture or the Verba and Nie (1972) study
of participation, or on data from commercial polls (12
articles based on AIPO, NORC, and similar data).

Number of Articles
Using Data for
Original ~ Secondary

Data Sets Used Analysis Analysis
Various SRC/CPS

(University of Michigan) 2 38
Verba-Nie Participation ’

Study, 1967 0 1
Butler and Stokes, Great

Britain, 1963 0 2
Almond-Verba Five-Nation

Study 0 7
SRC/SERS (University of

North Carolina) 0 2

SRC High School Seniors/

Parents Study (Jennings

and Niemi) 5 0
McClosky Minnesota and

U.S. Ideology and

(continued next page)
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Nothing manifests more clearly the “mis-
taken belief in the operational definition of
theoretical terms” mentioned earlier (Webb,
Campbell, Schwartz and Sechrest, 1966, p. 3)
than this use of survey data. It was, indeed,
expressly that which Campbell and his associ-
ates had in mind:

The corkscrew convolutions of the maze of
behavior were ironed, by definitional fiat, into
a two-dimensional T-maze. To define a social
attitude, for example, solely by the character of
responses to a list of questionnaire items is
eminently legitimate—[but] almost everything
we know about attitudes is also suspect because
the findings arc saturated with the inherent
risks of self-report information. One swallow
does not make a summer; nor do two “strongly
agrees,” one “disagree,” and an “I don’t know”
make an attitude or a social value (Webb,
Car2npbell, Schwartz and Sechrest, 1966, p.
172).

E. Mentalistic Conceptions of Attitude. Unfor-
tunately, reliance on verbal self-reports about
internal mental processes as well as about overt
nonverbal behavior is not simply the accidental
by-product of a methodological tactic. It rests
on a conception of the behavioral dynamics of
human actors borrowed largely, and in over-
simple fashion, from cognitive social psycholo-
gy. Besides the premise of methodological
individualism, political behavioralism also gen-
erally accepts the Weberian conception of

(footnote 4, continued)

Number of Articles
Using Data for
Original Secondary
Data Sets Used Analysis Analysis
Political Values Study 0 2
Nine-nation Political Elites
Study 0 1
Opinion Research
Corporation Polls 0 1
AIPO Polls 0 4
NORC Polls 0 4
Great Britain SSRC Polls 0 1
California Polls 0 1
Japan Polls 0 1
Miscellaneous others 522 0
Totals 5923 65

Source: American Political Science Review 62-71
(1968-1977).

aTwo surveys used in two articles each; one survey
used in four articles. Total number of surveys used in
original analyses other than SRC/CPS and Jennings-
Niemi SRC/CPS High School Seniors and Parents
Study is thereforc 48. Total including these is 55.
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behavior and action according to which the
understanding of human behavior, as distin-
guished from the understanding of behavior of
nonhuman animals or inanimate objects, re-
quires the intellectual method which Max
Weber called verstehen (Weber, 1947). That is,
to understand any human action one must
know its “meaning” to the actor, ie., the
actor’s reasons, rationale, motivations, and cog-
nitive picture of the situation.

But judging from their research, political
behavioralists have implicitly added a corollary
assumption which is not necessarily part of
Weber’s viewpoint, that only actions which are
“meaningful’”” in this sense are involved in social
and political life. Every politically relevant
action (ot failure to act) is assumed to grow out
of (be caused by) some self-conscious intellec-
tual act (cognition, emotion, desire, belief, and
so on). At the same time it is taken for granted
that the individual person is consciously aware
of inner mental processes and can directly
report on them on suitable occasions. The inner
(causal) attitude is by definition isomorphic
with the action it effects. The relationship
between the verbalization of that inner attitude
and the “objective” attitude itself can be
assumed to be one-to-one, provided questions
are not ambiguously phrased and interviewers
are alert to respondents’ deliberate attempts to
misinform or mislead. And therefore, assuming
such care is taken, we can confidently expect
the relationship between self-reported attitudes
and resulting behavior (or, as is often the case,
self-report of that) to be equally isomorphic.

This is, of course, a grossly oversimplified
sketch of the situation. The frequent incorpora-
tion of Freudian concepts—libidinous drives,
superego suppression of ego urges, displaced
hostilities, and so on—drastically modifies the
picture, but not so much as might first appear.
Freudian entities are just as ‘“mentalistic” or
unobservable empirically as more surface-level
rational opinions and beliefs. Just as psycho-
analysts analyze verbal expressions to infer
inner feelings, social scientists administer multi-
ple-item scales and subject them to increasingly
sophisticated statistical analysis, such as latent
structure analysis and multi-dimensional scal-
ing, to elicit verbal responses and infer inner-
most attitudes, many of them (like authoritari-
anism, for example) closely related to the
province of psychoanalysis. Both procedures
assume that a verbal account is faithful to an
empirically inaccessible mental state, if correct-
ly interpreted.

Despite rigorous empiricism and method-
ological individualism, then, and despite minor
variations in the particular version of the model
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they use, political behavioralists still work from
a dualistic, half-empirical half-metaphysical
conception of the human individual, in which
the body is governed by inner mental impulses
which lead to chosen destinations and goals.
“Explanation” of overt political actions, thus
envisaged, primarily entails reading the mind to
discover action-shaping political attitudes and
thoughts. Inadvertently, political behavior re-
search has thus become steadily more preoccu-
pied with explaining the variance in attitudinal
dependent variables and has progressively lost
sight of the more genuinely behavioral varia-
tions which constitute the material essence of
politics and government.

Even though the basic concept, “attitude,”
is ordinarily conceived as a “predisposition” to
respond uniformly to a broad range of different
stimuli or questions (Campbell, 1963), the level
of abstraction of attitudinal variables in re-
search is frequently not much higher than that
of the behavioral variables they purport to
explain. Voting choices, for example, are ex-
plained by candidate image or evaluation, by
attitudes towards the candidates’ party labels,
and so on. Attitudes of political support or
nonsupport are expected to explain obedient,
rebellious, or subversive activity. Indeed, a
former president of the American Association
for Public Opinion Research has recently sug-
gested that ““what has been found wanting [in
explanation of behavior by attitudes] is the
way so much attitude research has been con-
ducted with . . . reliance on attitude scales of an
unwarranted high order of generality and ab-
straction” (Crespi, 1977, p. 294, emphasis
added).

It is no new discovery that the correlation
between attitudes and predicted behaviors, even

at the lowest levels of abstraction, has ranged in
actual research results from negligible to nil. As
early as 1934 a classic study by LaPiere
reported that the prejudiced attitudes self-re-
ported by several hundred or so innkeepers and
restauranteurs were almost invariably contra-
dicted by their seemingly unprejudiced overt
behavior towards oriental patrons (LaPiere,
1934). Related problems at a wholly attitudinal
level were extensively discussed by Philip Con-
verse in a series of works arguing that many of
the issue-opinion and ideological attitudes re-
ported in survey research on American voting
behavior were essentially ‘‘non-attitudes,” in
that intercorrelation or ‘“‘constraint” among
particular components of the alleged ideological
orientations was too low to predict one from
another of them in about 80 percent of the
cases (Converse, 1964a, 1964b, 1970). Perhaps
the most striking evidence of the inadequacy of
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attitudes as ordinarily conceived to explain
‘behavior is the still largely neglected study by
Stanley Milgram which sought to explain obedi-
ence to authoritative directives by asking sub-
jects in an experiment to administer what they
believed to be lethal dosages of electric shock
to supposed other subjects. Their observed
behavior ran spectacularly contrary to norms
and attitudes which not only they themselves
but also psychiatrists and other observers be-
lieved would control their behavior (Milgram,
1974).

Such evidence and such occasional expres-
sions of skeptical concern have had little effect
on political behavior research, however. To be
sure, Converse’s discussion of ‘‘non-attitudes”
generated a flurry of concern over the nature of
opinions on political issues, but the response as
often as not has been not more careful investi-
gation of the attitude-behavior relationship but
further preoccupation with and reification of
the “attitudes” which Converse has called into
question (Pierce and Rose, 1974). But beyond
that, one finds only the barest recognition of
the problem on only the rarest occasions. Only
one of the articles in the sample of 180 Review
articles (Sullivan and O’Connor, 1972) explicit-
ly recognized it as a general problem, going so
far as to refer readers to one of the more
important works on the subject (Wicker, 1969).

F. Summary. In sum, in spite of the technical
and methodological expertise found in individu-
al projects of political behavior research, col-
lectively they exhibit two serious conceptual
shortcomings which severely hamper their ca-
pacity to obtain theoretically (or practically)
significant results. First, they are not anchored
in macro-level political theory. That is, research
on political behavior is not oriented by an
awareness of fundamental questions about the
polity or its citizens, nor does it link up
findings about individual behavior to any such
concerns, whatever the original motivation for
the research. Second, they rely on a deficient
general behavioral theory, on what earlier poli-
tical philosophers would call a flawed concep-
tion of human nature and modern biobe-
havioral scientists would call an inadequate and
erroneous model of the functioning individual
human organism. In both respects, although in
different senses, the condition of political
behavior research can be accurately described as
‘““pre-behavioral.”

I

Remedying these deficiencies calls for more
than a little additional random borrowing of a



