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Introduction

[...] knowledge itself depends in a great measure upon the degree of in-
terest which the individual has in obtaining it: he who possesses the great-
est interest will apply himself with the greatest attention and constancy
to obtain it.

Jeremy Bentham (1843: 43)

[I]t is irrational to be politically well-informed because the low returns
from data simply do not justify their cost in time and other resources.
Anthony Downs (1957: 259)

We humans seem to have evolved with a need to know, a need to repre-
sent reality to ourselves insofar as our cognitive apparatus allows. This
representational or knowing process appears to be a crucial aspect of our
mode of coping with the environment. It is the tragedy of knowledge that
this process, which we cannot do without, we cannot do well: it inevitably
misrepresents the environment both by oversimplifying and by distorting
it [...] The only thing more outrageous than using our faulty intellectual
processes, including scientific inquiry, to arrive at a representation of re-
ality is not to use them.

William J. McGuire (1985: 584-585)

An understanding of the roots of political sophistication leads to an un-
derstanding of the phenomenon itself.
W. Russell Neuman (1986: 112)

An Old Question: What Is Knowledge?

One of the earliest and most influential discussions of knowledge is Pla-
to’s dialogue ‘Theaetetus’. In this dialogue the goal of Socrates and two
young mathematicians is to produce a definition of knowledge. During
the dialogue three definitions are proposed: (1) knowledge as percep-
tion, (2) knowledge as true belief or judgement, and (3) knowledge as
true belief where there is a method (known as logos or a general type of
explanation) for proving a belief is true. Each of these definitions is re-
jected and the dialogue ends in a deadlock, or aporia, because all three
definitions are seen to have fundamental problems. There is a direct link
between Plato’s examination of ‘what is knowledge?’ and how political
knowledge is currently conceptualised in the social sciences.

Since the 1980s, political knowledge has most often been measured
in mass surveys as the ability to answer factual questions. A citizen has
knowledge if they know facts such as the name of the current minister
of transport or if Canada is a permanent member of the United Nation’s
Security Council. Earlier, during the 1960s and 1970s, political knowl-
edge was conceptualised as a form of true belief or judgement. Here in-
dividuals were evaluated in terms of the structure of their beliefs. Beliefs
were considered to be ‘true’ if they were consistent with each other and
made sense in terms of a system of party competition defined by experts
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in terms of ‘left versus right’ in Europe or ‘liberal versus conservative’
in the United States. In the 1940s and 1950s citizens were studied in
academic surveys in terms of their ‘level of conceptualisation’ of politics
where knowledgeable people were those who could think about politics
in an ideological manner.

In short, the conceptualisation of political knowledge within the dis-
cipline of political science has gone through an inverted version of the
Theactetus dialogue, wherein the first definition of knowledge, as the
ability to recall political facts, has become the dominant conception.
More will be said on this point in the chapters below, but first it is im-
portant to provide an overview of why political knowledge is considered
to be a core element in understanding political attitudes and behaviour.

An overview of contemporary thinking on political knowledge

A central feature of all democratic states is that citizens have knowledge
about political decision-making. In reality, there are considerable dif-
ferences across individuals in their degree of political knowledge. This
book will examine the importance of political knowledge among citi-
zens in the Czech Republic from 1967 to 2014 using mass survey data,
and more specifically it will examine: (1) the determinants of level of
political knowledge, (2) the dimensionality of political knowledge, and
(3) the consequences of different levels of knowledge for for Czech voter
turnout, party choices and policy preferences. The empirical evidence in
this book is important because it provides a systematic basis for evaluat-
ing two core principles of democratic governance in the Czech Repub-
lic: effective citizenship and the pre-conditions for a responsive system
of political representation.

A key idea underlying all approaches to political representation is
that citizens are interested in and possess knowledge about government.
Many critics of liberal multiparty democracy have asserted that political
representation is impossible if governments are composed of ‘the poor,
ignorant, and the incompetent’ (Macpherson 1977: 10). Despite the fact
that in most political systems citizens are largely disinterested and ill
informed, liberal democratic polities such as the United States (US)
have proved to be both stable and durable. In some of the earliest soci-
ological studies of the process of voting during the 1940s in the US the
disjunction between democratic theory and political reality was starkly
noted (Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet 1944; Berelson, Lazarsfeld and
McPhee 1954).

The conventional view of information and representation is that elec-
tions provide the incentive for representatives to make contact with cit-
izens, and accountability occurs through a ‘reciprocal flow of informa-
tion’ wherein voters express preferences and governments justify their
actions (Alvarez 1997: 203). In the past, political parties functioned as
the link between voters and policy makers by structuring the flow of
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information through candidate selection, policy platforms and voting
cues. This is no longer the case for two reasons.

Firstly, within European countries such as the Czech Republic de-
cision-makers are largely independent of direct party control in a sim-
ilar manner to the way presidential candidates in the US operate with
independent resources and support from sectional interests. Secondly,
the primary source of information on public affairs is not political par-
ties but the mass media. Similarly, within the US voters have turned
increasingly away from parties in seeking information about candidates
for office. This lack, or loss, of party monopoly over information flows to
citizens in Europe and the United States places large costs on both poli-
cy makers and citizens. In short, the effectiveness of democratic politics
(and political representation more specifically) is strongly determined
by how well informed citizens are about what politicians are doing in
their name.

Political knowledge’: terminology use in this book

It should be noted that within this book the term ‘political knowledge’
is used to refer to a broad class of concepts used within political sci-
ence such as political ‘sophistication’, ‘awareness’ or ‘expertise’, ‘civic
knowledge’, ‘informed or reasoned choice’, ‘attitude constraint’, ‘level
of conceptualisation’, or ‘ideological reasoning’. This strategy is adopted
in order to avoid using a proliferation of related terms. However, readers
should be aware that in the research literatures on political knowledge
these terms often have specific meanings, which relate to how the con-
cepts have been operationalised using survey data (note, Neuman 1986:
191-193; Luskin 1987).

It is also important to highlight that this book will consider four
conceptualisations of political knowledge: objective, subjective, implic-
it and interpersonal. These conceptualisations are not viewed as rival
forms of political knowledge, but as different facets that are not neces-
sarily strongly correlated with one another. A key reason for this ‘facet
perspective’ is that evaluating citizens solely in terms of ability to recall
facts in a survey interview is a limited and potentially misleading way of
evaluating citizen competence.

o Objective political knowledge refers to the ability to correctly recall
facts during a survey interview and is currently the most influential
conception of political knowledge in political science. This form of
knowledge is ‘objective’ because it is experts who decide what is cor-
rect.

o Subjective political knowledge is the information shared by people and
refers to a form of collective wisdom. This form of knowledge is ‘sub-
jective’ as it is defined in terms of what a majority or plurality of
citizens (and not experts) think is factually correct.
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o Implicit political knowledge refers to a set of skills that are preconscious
in nature which allow a person to make choices quickly on the basis
of limited factual information and situations of uncertainty — for ex-
ample, judging an unknown election candidate’s competence on the
basis of their facial appearance, a topic examined in Chapter 6 and in
the Conclusion. (Section C.2)

o Interpersonal knowledge is the reputation that a person has for being
informed. It is measured in survey interviews on the basis of an inter-
viewer’s evaluation of the respondent immediately after an interview
has been completed.

Subjective knowledge can be the same as objective knowledge when cit-
izens and experts agree. The statistical theory behind the ‘wisdom of
crowds’ effect and the mathematical underpinnings of Condorcet’s Jury
Theorem show that in certain situations collective knowledge accurately
reflects observed facts that few people, including experts, know. Implicit
knowledge is distinct from objective or factual knowledge in that it is
not based on conscious thinking or cognitive understanding. This form
of knowledge is important because many daily choices are made auto-
matically in an unconscious manner (see Lodge and Taber 2013). Sub-
jective and interpersonal political knowledge are both social but differ.
This is because the latter refers to a reputation for being informed and
may be the basis for exerting personal influence as an ‘opinion leader’
among family and friends (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955). Therefore, there
is likely to be a strong but imperfect association between objective and
interpersonal political knowledge.

Finally, it should be highlighted that two influential American (prag-
matic) philosophers, John Dewey and Arthur F. Bentley (the latter was
a political scientist who was instrumental in helping develop a pluralist
and behaviouralist methodology in the study of politics), contended in
their epistemological book Knowing and the Known that ‘knowledge’ was
a vague concept. Instead, they argued that it would be better to use
‘terminological signposts’ (Dewey and Bentley 1949: 58, 72-74). Dewey
and Bentley’s fundamental point was that all knowledge is a social or
collective good whose meaning or definition is never fixed. This is the
perspective adopted in this book: a citizen’s knowledge of politics is not
only about facts, there are many ways of knowing.

1.1 The Puzzle: Why Is Political Knowledge Important?

The motivation to study political knowledge is grounded in the norma-
tive view that citizens should be informed about public affairs. A key
idea underlying most theories of democracy is that citizens are interest-
ed in and possess factual knowledge about government. The reality is
different. Achen and Bartels (2016: 1) conclude on the basis of decades
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Box I.1: Political knowledge, past, present and future

The measurement of political knowledge forms one of the central features of
public opinion polling. Although there are, and have been, many rival defini-
tions of political knowledge, one of the most influential has been the measure-
ment of citizens’ ability to answer factual questions correctly. This fact-based
approach was first used in the United States in the late 1930s when national
pollsters and government agencies wanted to estimate citizens’ familiarity
with levels of unemployment and public debt.

This fact-based tradition in knowledge measurement persists to this day.
Currently, political knowledge is most often measured in mass surveys in three
main ways. First, there is the objective approach where respondents are asked
a set of factual items in a quiz format. Second, there is a subjective measure
where interviewees report how knowledgeable they feel about politics. Third,
a respondent’s level of knowledge is evaluated by the interviewer: this ‘inter-
personal’ approach has been frequently used in successive American Nation-
al Election Surveys (1951-) and Czech National Election Surveys (1996-).
Sometimes two methods are used. For example, Eurobarometer surveys have
frequently asked respondents both objective and subjective items. When these
political knowledge questions are missing researchers sometimes use proxy
measures such as level of education, or how many items a respondent fails to
answer in the questionnaire.

Political knowledge as a theoretical concept is often associated with a va-
riety of other terms such as ‘sophistication’, ‘awareness’ and ‘expertise’. This
terminological profusion is surprising because knowledge is a foundational
element of theories of (a) democracy and (b) public opinion formation and
(c) attitude and value change. The complex foundations of theories of po-
litical knowledge are reflected in controversies over measurement. Until the
1980s there was little systematic research on how best to measure political
knowledge. Often scholars asked a standard battery of factual items repeated-
ly; however, many of these standard scales exhibited low levels of validity and
reliability (Price 1999; Mondak 2001).

Some general results from political knowledge research over the last half
century show (1) most citizens have little knowledge, (2) a small minority of
less than 5% have high knowledge yielding a great level of variation in political
awareness within electorates, and (3) there are large and persistent differences
in knowledge across subgroups (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Converse 2000;
Althaus 1996, 2003). Citizens who have more schooling, are male, middle class,
a member of an ethnic majority, older, and who are interested in public affairs
know most about politics regardless of how knowledge is measured. The gen-
der gap has been the subject of much research ranging from (1) explorations of
domain-specific knowledge, and (2) women’s greater propensity to reply ‘don’t
know’. A number of substantive and methodological topics, listed below, re-
flect some of the main trends in current and future research.

e How much knowledge do citizens need to know for effective democratic
governance?

e Why has political knowledge not increased with higher levels of educa-
tion?

e What questions should be used to measure political knowledge?

o How many questions and topic areas are required to measure political
knowledge accurately?

e Should guessing the answers in political quizzes be explicitly encouraged,
or not?

o Is political knowledge a unidimensional concept reflecting a general abil-
ity rather than expertise in specific domains?
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of empirical political research that a more realistic theory of democracy
is now required. They argue for this point as follows:

[The] evidence demonstrates that the great majority of citizens pay little
attention to politics. At election time, they are swayed by how they feel
about ‘the nature of the times,” especially the current state of the econ-
omy, and by political loyalties typically acquired in childhood. Those
loyalties, not the facts of political life and government policy, are the
primary drivers of political behaviour. Election outcomes turn out to be
largely random events from the viewpoint of contemporary democratic
theory. That is, elections are determined by powerful forces, but those
forces are not the ones that current theories of democracy believe should
determine how elections come out. Hence the old frameworks will no

longer do. (ibid.)

This realist view of democratic politics is not new. In some of the earli-
est sociological studies of the process and context of voting the disjunc-
tion between democratic theory and political reality was starkly noted
(e.g. the Columbia studies: Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet 1944; Ber-
elson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954: 308). The history of survey-based
political knowledge measurement stretches back eight decades. Box I.1
provides a brief overview of the field of political knowledge research
and some key puzzles and indications for future research.

1.1.1 Why is the level of objective political knowledge of citizens important?

Most empirical research suggests that citizens’ knowledge of politics
and public policy is likely to be an accidental consequence of going
about the daily business of living and working (Downs 1957: 246; Delli
Carpini and Keeter 1996: 51-55). Moreover, advances in education since
the 1950s seem to have done little to improve the general level of politi-
cal knowledge, implying that lack of political interest trumps increased
education effects in promoting greater levels of political knowledge
(Converse 1975; Neuman 1986; Luskin 1987: 889; Bennett 1996: 227).
From a comparative political perspective, American citizens by the mid-
1990s seemed to know less than their fellow citizens in the UK, Canada,
France, Germany, Italy and Spain (Dimock and Popkin 1996).

More recently, using data from the Comparative Study of Electoral
Systems (CSES) conducted across twenty-two countries between 1996
and 2002, a wide-ranging study found that education is a strong predic-
tor of political knowledge. However, the effect of education on level of
knowledge is mediated by the extent to which there is economic redis-
tribution within a state and whether there is a majoritarian or propor-
tional electoral system. The relationship between education and political
knowledge is strongest in economies where there are relatively high lev-
els of inequality and in states with a majoritarian electoral system. More
generally, this comparative study argues that level of political knowl-
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Figure I.1: Summary of reasons as to why political knowledge is important

Domain Factor Reason
Citizens understand what policies are most
Enlightened beneficial to themselves and groups to which
self-interest they belong, and therefore make informed
Interest choices (Zaller 1992)
articulation

Democratic values
and principles

System stability

Collective interest

Democratic values

Representation

Equality

Tolerance

Trust

Participation

Political stability

Adaptation to
change

Voters with higher levels of information vote
more on the basis of national economic condi-
tions rather than personal circumstance (Delli
Carpini and Keeter 1996: 259-260)

Informed citizens are more supportive of dem-
ocratic principles and institutions (Nie et al.
1996: 71-72)

People who are knowledgeable give opinions
more frequently than those who understand
little about politics (Althaus 1996)

Less informed citizens are often reticent to
express opinions about public affairs. This can
result in an ‘information bias’, where the voice
of knowledgeable citizens who have specific
preferences are over represented (Althaus
2003)

Degree of knowledge influences perceptions
and this has a direct impact on fears, e.g. more
knowledgeable citizens feel less threatened by
immigration (Popkin and Dimock 2000)

Higher levels of political knowledge are asso-
ciated with increased levels of political trust,
and lower levels of alienation (Popkin and
Dimock 1999: 127-134)

Well informed citizens participate at higher
rates in elections and public affairs more
generally (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996:
221-224)

Level of knowledge is positively associated
with stability in political attitudes among
citizens, thereby providing the foundations for
evolutionary rather than revolutionary change
(Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996: 232-238)

Understanding political actors’ motivations,
the rules of the political game and the con-
straints on public policy making is a prerequi-
site for deciding what policy changes are sensi-
ble (Popkin and Dimock 1999: 125-127)

Source: author

Note that the reasons presented in this table represent only some of results of re-
search on the importance of political knowledge for democratic political systems. See
Galston (2001) for an overview of this and related research.
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edge is a strong determinant of political participation and informed vote
choices (Gronlund and Milner 2006).

One could argue does it really matter if a person can name the min-
ister of foreign affairs, knows how the president is elected, or can tell
which level of government is responsible for household waste disposal.
Nonetheless, research within political science demonstrates that level of
citizen knowledge about politics is important for many different rea-
sons. However, we may reduce these explanations to three key domains,
as shown in Figure I.1. The three domains examined, i.e. interest ar-
ticulation, democratic values and system stability, and the ten (non-ex-
haustive) factors identified underscore one central point. An effective
political system requires order and stability, and this in turn depends
on citizens having appropriate skills, knowledge and personality traits
(Galston 1991). Moreover, the domains and factors identified in Fig-
ure 1.1 are interrelated and also tend to reinforce one another, leading
to ‘virtuous’ or ‘vicious’ cycles of reciprocal causation where democratic
states become either consolidated and mature or descend into interne-
cine conflict and authoritarianism.

This leads us to another key consideration that is of central concern
in post-communist states such as the Czech Republic. An often forgot-
ten criterion underpinning all polity types is that the requirements of
citizenship, such as being knowledgeable, are specific to a regime type.
For example, the desirable traits for a citizen in the Czechoslovak Social-
ist Republic (CSSR) in the period of ‘normalisation’ in the early 1970s
were undoubtedly different from what is desired in the contemporary
Czech Republic. This is because these two states are based on inherently
different political principles and institutions.

Moreover, the relative desirability of the three domains and ten fac-
tors outlined in Figure I.1 depends on the conception of democracy em-
braced (March and Olsen 2000: 148). Given the historical experience
of (older) Czech citizens with ‘democratic socialism’ between 1948 and
1989 and liberal democracy since 1990, one can readily appreciate how
the relative importance of key principles such as rights vs obligations,
public vs private interest, liberty vs equality, civic unity vs dissent, and
pluralism vs overarching ideology have a fundamental impact on how
factually knowledgeable a citizen needs to be. A good example of this
kind of debate, in the Czech context, was the contrasting public decla-
rations and political writings concerning citizenship espoused by Pres-
ident Vaclav Havel and Prime Minister Vaclav Klaus during the 1990s
(Havel 1990; Klaus 1992, 2002; Myant 2005).

While political theory is important in facilitating understanding of
citizen knowledge, there is also the practical concern of how to meas-
ure political knowledge. Is it valid to go out with a mass survey ques-
tionnaire and ask a nationally representative sample of the population
a series of factual questions about politics, or is knowledge captured by
other factors such as level of education?
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1.1.2 Objective political knowledge and mass survey research

One of the most popular methods of evaluating the importance of po-
litical knowledge is through the use of national representative samples.
Here citizens are quizzed about their knowledge of political matters.
These answers to knowledge questions are often examined in terms of
key political attitudes (e.g. support for democracy, tolerance of minor-
ities) and behaviour (vote choice in elections, participation in organ-
isations, parties, etc.). The following non-exhaustive list derived from
the ‘Cognitive Engagement’ model of citizen participation in politics
highlights a few of the main differences between citizens who are ‘so-
phisticated’ and those who are ‘know-nothings’ (Galston 2001: 223-226;
Bennett 1996; Pattie, Seyd and Whiteley 2004: 33, 138-140, 152-156).

e Informed citizens participate at higher rates in elections and other
forms of political activity (Verba and Nie 1972; Delli Carpini and
Keeter 1996)

o Citizens with higher levels of political knowledge tend to vote more
on the basis of issues than candidate attributes (Knight 1985; Zaller
1992; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996: 238-264; Galston 2001)

e Better informed citizens are more effective at pursuing their political
interests (Converse 1964a, 2000; Zaller 1992; Althaus 1996, 2003)

e Less informed citizens appear to be more susceptible to media effects
such as agenda setting and priming (for debate, see Iyengar, Peters
and Kinder 1982; Iyengar and Kinder 1987; Holbrook 1996; Cobb
and Kuklinski 1997; Shaw 1999; Miller and Krosnick 2000)

e The politically sophisticated are more open to reasoned argument and
less influenced by symbolic politics (Petty and Cacioppo 1984, 1986)

All of these findings stem from empirical research undertaken primari-
ly in the United States since the 1950s. In fact, public opinion research
from the 1950s to the 1970s indicated one pervasive and shocking pat-
tern: minimalism. Citizens were found to be primarily characterised
by low levels of public attention and information — for example, one
in eight respondents in the United States appeared to be knowledge-
able enough to exhibit familiarity with ideological reasoning (Con-
verse 1964a).

In fact, most respondents interviewed repeatedly in a series of panel
surveys (1956-1958-1960) appeared to have no (stable) political atti-
tudes (Converse 1970). Later research in the United States, Britain, and
France illustrated that non-attitudes were widespread across all demo-
graphic groups (Converse and Markus 1979; Butler and Stokes 1974;
Converse and Pierce 1986). Using a different methodology, later research
in two socio-politically distinct regions of Belgium (French-speaking
Wallonia and Dutch-speaking Flanders) found that between one in three
and two in five respondents in the Belgian National Election Study of
1991 had low levels of knowledge (Johns 2003: 64).
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Research over the last century on the level of objective political
knowledge among voters over has often been summarised in terms
of two famous ‘simple truths’ (a) the mean distribution of political
knowledge in modern electorates is low and (b) the level of variation in
knowledge among citizens is high. Moreover, these two simple truths
are valid despite the fact that there is no definitive methodology for
measuring political knowledge. This is because most scholarly work
on the requirements of having an informed citizenry as the basis for
democracy is based on what Philip E. Converse (1990: 372) termed
‘naive expectations’. However, the situation represented by survey re-
search work is likely to overestimate the level of political knowledge
among citizens. This is because in many countries sizeable portions
of individuals approached for interviews in political surveys refuse to
participate.

In the United States the ‘non-response rate’ in the American National
Election Study (ANES) ranges between 25 and 33 percent. In European
countries such as Belgium surveys often have non-response rates of over
30 percent. In the recent (2003-) International Social Suvey Programme
(ISSP) surveys in the Czech Republic, only about one in two sampled
respondents agreed to be interviewed (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996:
66; Johns 2003: 64; Krej¢i 2007). Non-response rates in political surveys
are important because non-respondents are known to be less interested
in politics and tend to have low levels of knowledge of public affairs
(Brehm 1993; Koch and Past 1998; Althaus 2003).

Non-trivial levels of survey non-response are a well-known source of
variation and bias in mass surveys (Groves 2004; Sarndal and Lundstrom
2005). Here the focus will be on two important implications that relate
directly to measurement of political knowledge. Firstly, mass survey es-
timates of citizens’ objective political knowledge are likely to overesti-
mate the level of knowledge by a non-negligible amount. This rate varies
inversely with the level of non-response rate (type II error, see below).
Secondly, the impact of political knowledge is likely to be underestimat-
ed because the absence of ill-informed non-respondents truncates the
range of variance of knowledge in samples (type I error).

In practice, researchers rarely consider the impact of these two im-
portant aspects of the mass surveying process on factual political-knowl-
edge measure. This is because it is not clear how these effects can be
reduced in a cost-effective manner. However, the presence of these meth-
odological effects implies that estimates of political knowledge and the
effects of such knowledge on political attitudes and behaviour are likely
to be conservative ones. In statistical terms, there is a greater risk of
incorrectly rejecting a true association between level of political knowl-
edge and another variable of interest (type I error or false positive), than
accepting the incorrect result that there is a difference between level of
political knowledge and another variable (type II error or a false neg-
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ative).! Apart from these methodological concerns, level of political
knowledge has some important implications for our understanding of
the theory of political representation in modern democracies.

1.1.3 Objective political knowledge and political representation

Up to this point this chapter has argued that differences in level of po-
litical knowledge are associated with various attributes of individual
citizens. Now it is important to consider the institutional aspects of po-
litical representation. Here, for the sake of brevity, we will concentrate
on one of the most influential theories of representative democracy, the
‘Responsible Party Model’ (RPM) (Converse and Pierce 1986; Gran-
berg and Holmberg 1996; Esaiasson and Holmberg 1996; Schmitt and
Thomassen 1999).?

The central tenet of this model is that representative democracy is
most effective when voters are able to assess both their own preferenc-
es and the policy platforms put forward by competing parties during
election campaigns. The ability to correctly select a party on the basis
of preferences is seen to depend on citizens having sufficient political
knowledge to: (1) understand their own preferences, (2) discriminate
between parties on the basis of personal preferences and (3) vote by
comparing parties and selecting the one that in policy terms is closest
to them (Galston 1991, 2001; Klingemann, Hofferbert and Budge 1994;
Manin 1997).

However, as noted above, there is considerable empirical evidence
highlighting that most citizens have rather scant knowledge of politics
(Neuman 1986; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Milner 2002; Gréonlund
and Milner 2006). Such pessimism has led to a research agenda that
has swung between two extremes. On the one hand, most democracies
are populated by ‘know-nothings’. On the other hand, such pessimism
is seen to be unfounded because factual knowledge is not everything.
Here citizens are seen to be (1) simultaneously both ‘clever and clueless’
or (2) unfairly evaluated because they are being asked bad questions in
surveys and that leads to measurement error (Caplan 2007a; Sniderman,
Brody and Tetlock 1991: 1-13; Achen 1975; Erikson 1979).

1 Within statistical (null) hypothesis testing type I error is generally considered more
serious than type II error. This is because researchers prefer to be conservative in
reporting findings and favour a small chance of incorrectly stating that something is
true. More generally, type I and II errors are opposites, where a lower risk of one form
of error increases the risk of the other. The probability of type I errors can be estimat-
ed with some accuracy, whereas the probability of type II errors is often unknown.

2 This model of political representation assumes that voters can vote out political
parties who refused to implement desired policies when in power. Thus, the key po-
litical power of citizens is to remove parties from government. This ‘negative’ view
of political representation is consonant with the liberal democratic theory of Isaiah
Berlin (1969).
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In light of such empirically and methodologically driven debates, it
is surprising to find that very few theories of electoral behaviour explic-
itly take into account the heterogeneity of public knowledge about pol-
itics (though cf. Zaller 1992; Converse 2000; Bartle 1997, 2000).? In fact,
many variants of the Downsian and associated rational choice models of
voting assume that citizens will know their own policy preferences and
those of parties seeking elections (Hinich and Munger 1997; Merrill III
and Grofman 1999; but cf. Adams, Merrill IIT and Grofman 2005). Alter-
natively, it has been argued over the last decade that citizens with little
knowledge can make good electoral choices by acting on what trusted,
informed sources tell them (Lupia and McCubbins 1998).

Regardless of the merits of these specific explanations of voting, a
central normative question is: do citizens have sufficient knowledge to
vote in a manner consonant with effective democratic representation?
The RPM view of representation has a restricted focus in that it deals
exclusively with issue voting. Therefore, other criteria that voters could
use in party choice, such as leadership considerations, incumbency and
retrospective personal economic evaluations, are ignored in the RPM..*

For this reason, objective political knowledge has been often exclu-
sively associated with issue voting within political science. This focus
stems from: (a) political theory, i.e. approaches such as the responsible
government model, (b) the influence of spatial models of party competi-
tion, and (c) the relative ease of operationalising and testing issue-based
measures of political knowledge in post-election surveys. In this respect,
a key virtue of an issue-based approach to political knowledge is that it
provides a theoretical ‘gold standard’ for the idealised informed citizen.’
Consequently, it has been common for researchers to use the standards
explicit in political theories such as the RPM to assess if individual vote
choices are in a theoretical sense ‘correct’ rather than judging voters as
not voting rationally (Bartels 1996; Althaus 1996, 2003; Delli Carpini
and Keeter 1996; Bartle 1997, 2002; Johns 2003; Heath, Andersen and
Sinnott 2003; Lau and Redlawsk 2006: 72-92).

Using the RPM’s ‘correct issue-voting’ criterion, where voters select
the party that best represents their issue preferences, an analysis of level

3 Almost all empirical analyses of vote choice highlight that issue voting is rarely
the most important explanation of party choice. Most often social-psychological ex-
planations based on factors such as party identification are shown to be some of the
most powerful motivations. Therefore, evaluations of political knowledge on the basis
of issues are likely to produce a pessimistic portrait of citizens’ political competences
because issue voting rarely determines election outcomes.

4 One could justify the emphasis given to issues in the RPM on the normative
grounds that it is public policy implementation that gives legitimacy to a party’s ac-
tions in government.

5 The congruence between (a) the issue positions of elites and voters and (b) the
policy positions of the public and public policy output has been one of the most in-

fluential methods of evaluating the nature of legislative and dynamic representation
(Miller and Stokes 1963; Erikson, MacKuen and Stimson 2002; Stimson 2004).
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of political knowledge and vote choice in Belgium estimated that only
between 33 and 40 percent of the electorate voted ‘correctly’ in 1991
(Johns 2003: 64). Heath et al. (2003: 78-82) found that in the British
general election of 1997 there was a relationship between level of factual
knowledge and voting for a party that was closest to the respondent on
policy issues, but this was restricted to such topics as privatisation of
national enterprises and the European Union. In short, the assumption
of uniform knowledge differences across a range of issue domains is too
simplistic.

This complexity was evident in research undertaken for the British
general election of 2001, which found that voters do not treat all issues
equally. In fact, the more an individual knew about a specific issue the
more weight they attributed to this issue when casting a vote (Bartle
2002). The key implication here is that level of political knowledge works
differentially across both respondents and issue domains, where not all
voters or issues are the same. This implies that there is likely in reality
to be more than one mechanism underpinning the type of issue voting
described in the RPM.

Having outlined the importance of objective political knowledge
in terms of its measurement within mass surveys and its role in politi-
cal representation, it is now time to shift our attention to how political
knowledge has been conceptualised in mass survey research over the last
sixty years. Much of the empirical research on a citizen’s level of politi-
cal knowledge has adopted a mapping strategy where the objective has
been to study the nature of political knowledge.

1.2 The Nature of Political Knowledge

Citizen knowledge is widely acknowledged within democratic theory to
be a central determinant of effective political representation. Nonethe-
less, there is no agreement among scholars on how best to conceptualise
and measure political knowledge among citizens. One very influential
approach has been to use ideas from social psychology to design and
interpret the results of mass surveys. Here the concepts of ‘ideology’
and ‘attitudinal constraint’ have been influential. In order to understand
these two key terms it is necessary to briefly describe the related concept
of ‘cognition’.

A person’s level of political knowledge is most often thought of in
cognitive terms. Cognition refers to the fundamental units of what in-
dividuals have in their long-term memory. Cognitions can be linked to-
gether to form complex mental structures, which are known in social
psychology as ‘beliefs’ and ‘attitudes’ (or ‘associations’ in cognitive psy-
chology). Moreover, complex cognitive structures may be joined into
ever more sophisticated mental structures that are known as ‘schemata’.

The term ‘constraint’ is an association between two or more cogni-
tions (e.g. facts held in long-term memory) and this linkage results in a
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specific belief or attitude. Political belief systems are composed of cogni-
tions and constraints, and where political belief systems are composed of
a particular constellation of cognitions and constraints these are called
an ‘ideology’. Cognitions, beliefs, attitudes and ideologies are all stable
mental structures that are held in the long-term memories of individuals
and can be retrieved at any time — for example, choosing who to vote for
or answering questions in a survey interview.

Level of political knowledge is thus built on the idea that citizens’
ability to effectively represent their interests in politics varies from indi-
vidual to individual because of cognitive differences. In simple terms,
cognitive differences refer here to the extent to which citizens think
about public affairs and possess information about politics. Because of
cognitive differences the complexity (range and organisation) of politi-
cal belief systems varies. It is important at this point to summarise some
of the main defining features of political knowledge among citizens.
There are three facets to political knowledge: (a) quantity of information
held in memory, (b) range of such information, and (c) the interconnect-
edness of this information or degree of constraint (Luskin 1987).

Whether political belief systems can be reduced to a single dimension
such as left-right or liberal-conservative is an open question. This issue
is important because finding evidence of an ideology such as left-right
(a single dimension) suggests that facts about politics are organised into
one coherent framework. In contrast, if facts and ideas about politics
are best explained in left-right, liberal-conservative, and pro-/anti-EU
terms (three dimensions), this is evidence that political thinking is not
highly organised. Previous research shows that higher levels of political
knowledge are often associated with more coherent (single-dimension)
belief systems (Knight 1985).

Level of political knowledge is an informational criterion ranging
from knowing almost everything to knowing nothing at all. It does not
refer to what citizens actually think about. In this sense a person who is
an ardent extreme right-wing xenophobe can be equally knowledgeable
as a Maoist revolutionary. Level of political knowledge is independent
of the merits of specific ideological orientations. In a similar manner,
issue orientation and level of political knowledge is not the same thing.
Citizens with higher levels of political knowledge are more likely to have
opinions on many issues: especially those that involve difficult trade-offs
— for example, security vs civil liberties (Carmines and Stimson 1980).
However, citizens who are not strongly knowledgeable about public af-
fairs can, and often do, exhibit strong issue-based preferences based on
feelings and emotions.

This latter point underscores the importance of not equating level of
political knowledge with rational thinking (Stanovich 1993, 1994, 2009).
This is because being knowledgeable is not defined in terms of rational
thinking or action. The association between higher levels of political
knowledge and use of a means-ends strategy is often strong, but may not

32



constitute a causal relationship. This is because individuals with relative-
ly poor levels of knowledge may act in a manner that is instrumentally
rational on the basis of informational short-cuts or heuristics (Snider-
man, Brody and Tetlock 1991; Lupia and McCubbins 1998). These is-
sues will be the focus of the models of the determinants and the impact
of political knowledge.

1.3 Measuring Political Knowledge

The foregoing discussion reveals that the academic understanding of
a citizen’s political sophistication has exhibited differing conceptualis-
ations and measurement models. An examination of the political sophis-
tication literature between 1960 and 2010 reveals that there is currently
no definitive agreement about what objective political knowledge is, al-
though there is consensus that it is best measured in mass surveys using
a set of political quiz questions. Most research using political quizzes
has aggregated correct answers to create an overall (summated rating
scale) score for each respondent. This survey measurement methodology
is based on two assumptions.

First, all questions provide equally good measures of a person’s level
of objective political knowledge. However, this assumption is inconsist-
ent with the common practice of including in political quizzes questions
of varying degrees of difficulty (i.e. Guttman rather than summated rat-
ing scales). As a result, a person who is able to answer the most diffi-
cult quiz item should (in theory) have answered all the others correctly.
Second, the survey questions used as indicators of a person’s political
knowledge are unidimensional because knowledge like general intelli-
gence (i.e. as measured in IQ scores) is seen to be a single entity. These
two assumptions have been questioned in previous research on the basis
of (1) the validity of the theory of how respondents answer political quiz
questions in a survey interview and (2) the reliability of the statistical
modelling of the resulting political knowledge data.

With regard to statistical modelling beyond summated rating scales,
two main approaches are used: Guttman scales and Item Response The-
ory (IRT). Both approaches make use of different statistical methods
to analyse correct/incorrect answers, and they assume that political
knowledge is a single thing (i.e. unidimensional) and that the politi-
cal quiz questions are hierarchical in the sense of having varying levels
of difficulty. Here knowledge is characterised by structure rather than
being a disordered collection of facts. The assumption here is that all
respondents are equally likely to correctly answer each of the indicators
on a political knowledge scale. If there is a linear relationship between
a person’s level of political knowledge and the probability of giving
a correct answer, then the survey data may be legitimately modelled
using correlational techniques such as Principal Components or Factor
Analysis.
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An alternative approach to statistically analysing factual political
knowledge questions uses a technique called ‘unfolding’. Without get-
ting into technical details, an unfolding model relaxes the Guttman as-
sumption that all respondents are equally likely to correctly answer each
of the indicators on a political knowledge scale (Coombs 1964). With
unfolding both the respondent and the questions are modelled together
and so the assumption that specific questions are most difficult for all
those interviewed is something that is tested rather than assumed. More
recently, answers to political questions in surveys have been examined
with more sophisticated statistical techniques using a Bayesian mod-
elling framework (Levendusky and Jackman 2003; Lawrence 2007). In
sum, there are many different ways to analyse political knowledge data
where much depends on how knowledge is conceptualised.

1.3.1 The structure of objective political knowledge

A central question in measuring political knowledge is to determine
whether it is a single thing like intelligence, i.e. unidimensional. Politi-
cal knowledge is typically theorised (most often implicitly) to be a single
underlying personal trait and the generic citizen is said to be a ‘gener-
alist’, knowing many things, rather than a ‘specialist’, where knowledge
is focussed on particular topics that are of special interest to the person.
This generalist perspective has important consequences, as citizens who
do not know the answers to different types of factual questions may ap-
pear to be uninformed, even though they may be experts on one or two
topics.

For example, Stolle and Gidengil (2010) demonstrate that using a
wide range of factual questions on practical social policy facts reduces
the gender gap in political knowledge observed in previous research. In
other words, men and women know different political facts. Unfortu-
nately, these authors assume their ‘practical’ knowledge items to be an
extension of their knowledge scale and do not test for dimensionality.
The evidence on the dimensionality of political knowledge is mixed and
some scholars contend it is unidimensional and others multidimensional
(Delli Carpini and Keeter 1993, 1996).

While there is a general recognition that the distribution of knowl-
edge questions dealing with sub-national politics yields different results
to questions on national politics, there is often no test of whether this
provides evidence of the multidimensional nature of political knowl-
edge. An exploration of the dimensionality question with data from the
Czech wave of Eurobarometer 62.1 (Oct. 2004) found two dimensions
that appeared to stem from how the respondents answered the ques-
tions, i.e. acquiescence response set bias, rather than patterns in level of
knowledge (Lyons 2007b: 113-114). Subsequent work using measures
of local, regional and national politics included in the Czech Nation-
al Election Study (June 2006), revealed that a unidimensional model
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of political knowledge was reasonable (Linek and Lyons 2008: 31-38).
Chapters 1 and 2 of this book will examine in greater detail the con-
ceptualisation and measurement of political knowledge using surveys
among Czechs since 1967.

I.4 The Motivation-Ability-Opportunity (MAO) Model

Within this book extensive use will be made of the Motivation-Abili-
ty-Opportunity model to explore, often in a comparative manner, the
origins of political knowledge. For this reason, it is important here to
explain the motivation for using this explanatory framework in the fol-
lowing chapters.

The MAO model of the determinants of factual or objective political
knowledge represents a ‘standard’ approach to exploring explicitly what
factors shape why some citizens can correctly recall in a survey interview
more facts about politics than others. From this perspective, individu-
als are (1) interested in politics and hence motivated to pay attention to
news, (2) have the cognitive ability to understand political information
because of their schooling, and (3) have opportunities to access political
news through the media (Bennett 1995; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996;
Althaus 2003; Fraile 2013).

Zaller’s (1992) Receive Accept Sample (RAS) model of mass opinion
highlights the importance of individual differences in attention paid
to politics, but does not explore in a systematic manner the sources of
these differences (see also Zaller and Feldman 1992). Similar to Zaller’s
(1992) conception of survey response, the MAO model assumes that
there are important differences across individuals in the degree to which
they think about politics. Some have a high level of cognitive engage-
ment and typically have more factual or objective political knowledge.
In contrast, others have little interest in politics and perhaps evaluate
candidates on the basis of their appearance in campaign photos when
voting.

The theoretical origins of the MAO model lie in cognitive psychology
and more specifically the dual processing model literature, where infor-
mation such as political facts are dealt with in distinct ways depending
on a person’s level of interest in politics. This is the perspective adopted
by two of the main dual processing theories: the Elaboration Likelihood
Model (ELM) and the Heuristic Systematic Model (HSM) (Petty and
Cacioppo 1986; Chaiken 1987; Chaiken, Liberman and Eagly 1989).

With a certain minimum level of ability, often operationalised in terms
of level of education, citizens’ thinking about politics depends critical-
ly on their degree of motivation. Citizens with high motivation engage
with political news or facts by expending cognitive effort as the ELM
argues or perhaps engage in ‘systematic’ thinking as the HSM asserts.
This is most often seen to be the social-psychological basis for acquiring
high levels of factual political knowledge. In contrast, individuals with
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low interest in politics rely on cognitive shortcuts which are known as
‘peripheral cues’ in the ELM and ‘heuristics’ in the HSM. In such situa-
tions, votes may be cast on the basis of how competent a candidate’s face
looks in a campaign or ballot photograph.

A key implication of the MAO model for democratic systems of
governance is that effective representation depends on (1) ensuring the
content of political messages is consonant with most citizens’ level of
thinking about politics, and (2) political messages having the capacity
to motivate individuals to think more deeply about public policy ques-
tions. In this book each of the three explanations, i.e. Motivation-Abil-
ity-Opportunity, has multiple indicators, except in the case of ability,
where there is only a single measure — education. This is because ad-
ditional indicators of ability such as intelligence are unavailable in the
surveys used in this book.

Motivation refers to factors that promote interest and engagement in
politics and is important because it moderates the link between exposure
to political information and the formation of attitudes. Here interest in
politics, partisanship, the belief that who is in government matters, hav-
ing a sense of political efficacy, and a clear ideological orientation and
willingness to vote in future elections have all been shown in previous
research to be important indicators of a motivated citizen. In contrast,
ability (measured by level of education) refers to a person’s capacity to
understand political news and elite messages. Ability is often positively
associated with an aptitude to make decisions quickly because it is based
on factual political knowledge.

Finally, opportunity refers to factors or social contexts that pro-
mote higher levels of political thinking. For example, access and use
of a broad range of media outlets should increase factual knowledge
through greater engagement with politics, but have no impact on forms
of knowledge that are non-cognitive, as discussed in Chapter 6. Posi-
tion in society attributes, such as being a woman, being old, having
low income or being unemployed, are known from previous research
to be linked with low levels of political knowledge. The age effect on
knowledge is complicated because age is expected to be positive until
old age, incapacity and infirmity emerge, after which the relationship
becomes negative, as old, sick people have little interest in or knowl-
edge of current affairs.

I.5 The Impact of Political Knowledge on Voting and Policy
Preferences

The failure to ratify the Constitutional Treaty in France and the Neth-
erlands in 2005 and the Lisbon Treaty in Ireland in 2008 using citizen
referendums was largely attributed by political elites to voters’ lack of
knowledge. As a result, these referendums evolved from being decisions
on the future of the European Union (EU) into public judgements on
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the performance of national governments. For this reason, pro-EU elites
argued that if citizens knew more about the benefits of the integration
process they would be positive toward initiatives such as the Constitu-
tional Treaty. While one might disagree with the logic of this particular
interpretation, a similar argument has often been made concerning the
central role that objective political knowledge plays between effective
citizenship and the quality of democracy (Berelson, Lazarsfeld and
McPhee 1954: 308; Dahl 1989: 180).

In general, political theory contends that different regime types are
based on varying conceptualisations of citizenship and levels of factual
political knowledge. Within liberal democratic states there is a strong
emphasis on citizen competence, where individuals are expected to be
sufficiently well informed to understand their own best interests, eval-
uate the policy options on offer in elections, and select candidates and
parties that would best represent their welfare preferences. A review of
the scholarly literature demonstrates that political knowledge effects are
wide-ranging and extensive in nature. Consequently, doubts about the
sophistication of citizens may be interpreted as undermining the logic of
democratic forms of governance.

Within the electoral studies literature political sophistication has
been a central consideration within the sociological (the Columbia stud-
ies), social-psychological (Michigan Voter Model) and rational choice
(Downsian and Rochester schools) explanations. For example, the ‘par-
adox of voting’ within the rational choice perspective suggests that cit-
izens who understand that their single vote is very unlikely to affect the
outcome of an election have very little incentive to vote (Downs 1957;
Blais 2000). The fact that many citizens decide to participate in elections
and these participants tend to have higher levels of political knowledge
shows that voter sophistication has a significant affective component
(Riker and Ordeshook 1968; Brennan and Hamlin 2000). This affective
component appears to be reflected in a positive association between par-
ty attachment and level of political knowledge (Albright 2009).

Switching attention to the effects of factual political knowledge on
party choice, Bartels (1996) found that lower levels of knowledge ben-
efitted incumbents and specific parties. A similar analysis undertaken
by Heath et al. (2003) in Britain found that knowledgeable voters were
more likely to vote tactically and less likely to support a party that had
policy positions inconsistent with their own preferences. Other research
has set to one side the direct effects of knowledge on election outcomes
and focussed instead on citizens’ ‘ability to emulate fully informed vot-
ing behaviour’. Toka (2008: 40) has found these information effects are
only evident across multiple elections and relate mainly to concerns
about corruption.

To date, the only study of factual knowledge effects on voter turn-
out, partisanship and party choice in the Czech Republic was made in
a post-election survey conducted after the Lower Chamber Elections
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of 2006. Analysis of these data demonstrated that the impact of politi-
cal knowledge among Czechs is similar to that observed in established
democracies (see Lebeda et al. 2007: 78-79; 156-157; 205-213). There
is clearly a need to undertake more detailed studies in order to demon-
strate the impact of political knowledge across time and different types
of elections, i.e. regional, national and European, and using compara-
tive research also across different national political contexts.

1.6 The Aims of This Book

The key goals of this book are to examine the determinants, character-
istics and consequences of varying levels of political knowledge among
Czech citizens from 1967 to the present. Consequently, this book is com-
posed of three sections: (1) the nature and origins of political knowl-
edge, which includes data and measurement issues, (2) the determinants
of political knowledge, and (3) the impact of political knowledge on at-
titudes and behaviour. The contents of these three sections, as displayed
in Figure 1.2 (and in more detail later in Figure I1.4), may be unpacked
into a number of complementary research themes and objectives that
may be summarised as follows.

Nature: Is political knowledge a general attribute of citizens, or is it do-
main-specific, where different citizens know much about some specific
areas of public affairs and relatively little about others? The dimensional-
ity of political knowledge has fundamental implications for understand-
ing the nature of political knowledge and its measurement. In previous
research simple additive scales have usually been employed, where the
correct answers to questions are simply added together to form an over-
all test score. More recently unidimensional Mokken scales and various
forms of Item Response Theory (IRT) models have been used to explore
political knowledge data where different theories of the survey response
data generating mechanism have been tested in a systematic manner.
Moreover, different political contexts are also likely to have an impact
on the dimensionality of knowledge observed.

Origins: 'The question of why there are differences in level of political
knowledge across citizens will be examined using a Motivation-Abili-
ty-Opportunity (MAO) model. These three mechanisms highlighted
within this model derive from research undertaken in the American
context by Hyman and Sheatsley (1947) and replicated later by Bennett

1996). This framework incorporates much of what is currently known
about the distribution of political knowledge in established democracies
(e.g. Zaller 1992; Converse 2000). The MAO model assumes that three
different mechanisms determine level of political knowledge at the indi-
vidual level. A citizen must have an opportunity to acquire information
about public affairs, they must have the ability to use this information
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Figure I.2: Overview of framework for analysis of political knowledge

Impact Evaluation
Origins | MAO model
- Motivation
- Ability
- Opportunity
Implications Effective citizenship
- Correct voting - Effective participation
- Predict the future - Voting equality
- Judge like an expert - Enlightened understanding
- Agenda control
Nature | Dimensionality - Inclusiveness
- Unidimensional
- Multidimensional
- IRT

Source: author

Note the two dimensions in this figure may be broadly thought of in terms of (1) caus-
es, i.e. origins and nature, and (2) consequences, i.e. impact and evaluation. In this
book, the evaluation of political knowledge to promote effective citizenship is not
undertaken, as the focus is on the origins, nature and impact of political knowledge
(broadly construed).

to form preferences, and they must be motivated to follow and partici-
pate in public affairs. Here political context is also likely to be critically
important in terms of the impact of the electoral system (plurality vs
proportional representation) and the system of governance (centralised/
unitary vs decentralised/federal).

Impact: The consequences of differences in political knowledge will be
explored in terms of (a) correct voting or the ability to match party
choice with partisan and policy preferences, (b) the ability to predict the
future, and (c) the difference between expert knowledge of politics vis-a-
vis all less-knowledgeable others. If all citizens had uniformly high levels
of knowledge, how would the electorate’s preferences for public policy
making, government composition, and perceptions of parties’ elector-
al promises change from those observed? A central assumption within
many strands of democratic theory is that greater knowledge leads to
more enlightened political choices and hence better representation.
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1.7 Overview and Organisation of This Book

A central task of this book is to demonstrate within the general analytical
framework outlined in Figure 1.2 that examining the origins, nature and
impact of political knowledge in the Czech Republic requires exploring
differing aspects of knowledge. Citizens’ overall knowledge of politics is
unlikely to be captured by measuring a respondent’s ability to correctly
recall facts in a survey interview. This means that political knowledge, in
a general sense, is likely to have different facets. In this book the facets
of political knowledge examined are the ability to recall facts (objective
knowledge), understanding what others think is true (subjective knowl-
edge), being able to decide whether a candidate is competent using
visual cues (implicit knowledge), and having a reputation for knowing
about politics (interpersonal knowledge).

This book will show that measuring different facets of political knowl-
edge using mass survey interviews is possible and represents a more valid
and reliable picture of social reality. Here the focus will be on four differ-
ent facets of political knowledge that represent two dimensions: (1) a ver-
tical dimension composed of social (top) and individual (bottom) poles
and (2) a horizontal dimension ranging from implicit (left) to objective
(right) poles. This leads to a two-by-two cell typology, shown in Figure
I1.3. At the risk of repetition each of the four facets of political knowledge
examined in this book may be summarised as follows.

(1) Subjective political knowledge is the ability of individuals to give
non-expert consensus answers to all types of political questions
(examined in Chapter 5).

(2) Interpersonal political knowledge is the ability to present oneself as
knowledgeable about politics to other people and is the basis for
exerting personal influence (Chapters 6, 7 and 10).

(3)  Objective political knowledge reflects the ability to answer correctly,
according to experts, a set of simple factual questions from infor-
mation held in memory (Chapters 3, 4, 5, 7, 9-13).

(4) Implicit political knowledge is the ability to make correct choices us-
ing visual and other forms of evaluations that are non-cognitive in
nature where the individual cannot explain the reasons for their
choices (Chapters 6 and 10).

Later chapters in this book will show that these aspects, or dimensions,
of a citizen’s political knowledge have contrasting origins, natures and
impact on whether Czech citizens have voted correctly in recent general
elections. It is important to note that the MAO modelling framework
is used to examine subjective, interpersonal, objective and implicit po-
litical knowledge; however, the model implementations are different in
Chapters 5 to 10. Survey data from different time points have different
sets of variables and it is impossible to estimate exactly the same model
in all chapters.
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Figure 1.3: Dimensions of political knowledge and their core
characteristics

Subjective Interpersonal

knowledge knowledge

(social and implicit) (social and explicit)

Implicit Objective
knowledge
(individual

and implicit)

knowledge
(individual
and explicit)

Source: author

Note that the two dimensions refer along the vertical axis to (1) society versus indi-
vidual, and the horizontal axis to (2) implicit versus explicit or objective. This simple
typology refers to the facets of political knowledge that can be measured using mass
survey questions and various forms of statistical analysis to construct latent, often
unidimensional, scales that are then used to explore the origins, nature and impact of
political knowledge.

A key implication of adopting a faceted, or multidimensional, oper-
ationalisation of political knowledge is that specific explanatory factors,
such as (1) interest in politics, (2) level of education, (3) age and (4) sex
or gender, all have both positive and negative relationships with the dif-
ferent types of political knowledge examined. This finding is important
for two reasons. First, it highlights that evaluating citizens on the basis
of a single facet of knowledge, which currently is the ability to score well
in political quizzes, provides a limited view of citizen competences. This
ability to recall facts is known as ‘declarative knowledge’ in cognitive
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psychology and focusses on ‘what’ people know. Equally important are
abilities related to knowing ‘how’ to do tasks and this is referred to as
‘procedural knowledge’. Procedural knowledge is often implicit in na-
ture where individuals are not able to explain how they are able to do
something (see Chapter 6).

Second, attempts to improve democratic forms of governance through
activities promoting greater civic or political literacy should not focus
purely on individual-level information-based criteria such as factual
knowledge about the executive, legislative and electoral systems. Polit-
ical knowledge also has important implicit and social components that
are not based on citizens’ cognitive abilities or (meagre) store of factual
knowledge. As all processes of social, political and economic change are
characterised by uncertainty, the usefulness of factual knowledge, no mat-
ter how detailed or expert, is limited. Most expert political knowledge is
not very effective in predicting the future, which suggests that (a) more
than factual knowledge is important and (b) styles of thinking also play a
key role in how political knowledge is acquired and used (Tetlock 2005).
These issues are explored in Chapters 6 and 11, where it is argued that
dogmatism (or closed-mindedness) reduces the impact of factual knowl-
edge and adopting an open-thinking style has the opposite effect.

An overview of the organisation of this book is presented in Fig-
ure 1.4, which shows the logic of the grouping of the chapters into four
parts: theory, data and measurement, determinants and consequences.
This book will show that Czech citizens’ knowledge of politics is gener-
ally constant over time (Chapter 3) and there are persistent differences
among citizens on the basis of their interest in politics, level of educa-
tion, age and sex or gender (Chapters 5 to 12). A special attempt is made
in Chapters 9 and 11 to examine the impact of personality traits or long-
term psychological dispositions on variations in the levels of different
facets of political knowledge. The fact that levels of objective or factual
political knowledge are largely constant across time suggests that only
a subset of the Czech public seeks out political information. One impli-
cation here is that persistent individual-level factors such as personality
traits may be important.

The impact of political knowledge on attitudes and behaviour can be
surprising. Chapter 11 reveals that objective or factual knowledge helps
explain voter turnout, but it has little or no impact on ‘correct voting’
or choosing a party that best matches a voter’s preferences. This is un-
expected because the correct voting literature highlights the importance
of information and the ability to understand political messages; and yet
it seems in the Czech case that knowledge has an impact on the initial
decision to vote. Chapter 12 reveals that higher political knowledge is
not strongly associated with greater ability to correctly predict social
developments. And finally, Chapter 13 shows that it is possible to pre-
dict differences in knowledge among Czech experts (economists) on the
basis of the MAO model, and that Czech political scientists do not differ
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Figure I.4: Organisation of the topics and themes presented in this study
of political knowledge in the Czech Republic, 1967-2014

Sections and chapters Research topic
Introduction What is knowledge and why is it important?
Theory
Chapter 1 Conceptualising political knowledge
Chapter 2 Modelling objective (factual) political knowledge
Data and Measurement
Chapter 3 Overview of political knowledge in the Czech Republic
(1967-2014)
Chapter 4 Survey response style and political knowledge measure-
ment
Chapter 5 Objective and subjective political knowledge
Chapter 6 Objective, implicit and interpersonal political knowledge
Determinants
Chapter 7 Determinants of objective and interpersonal political
knowledge: means, motive and opportunity
Chapter 8 A comparative analysis of the determinants of being
informed, uninformed and misinformed
Chapter 9 Objective political knowledge and personality traits
Chapter 10 Objective, implicit and interpersonal political knowl-
edge and personality
Consequences
Chapter 11 Impact of objective political knowledge on voter turn-
out and correct voting
Chapter 12 Objective political knowledge and prediction
Chapter 13 Expert knowledge and differences of opinion
Conclusion What has been learned in this study about the origins,

nature and impact of political knowledge in the Czech
Republic (1967-2014)?

Note that this overview of the organisation of this book highlights the logic of the
ordering of the chapters and how this book fits together. A central objective of this
study is to explore the origins, nature and impact of four different types of political
knowledge grounded in a survey-based empirical methodology. The introductory and
concluding chapters sandwich the central theoretical and empirical chapters within
an evaluative framework asking the big questions of what political knowledge is and
why it matters.
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significantly from non-experts (with lower levels of knowledge) in where
they place political parties on a left-right scale.

This book contributes to the study of political knowledge in a
number of ways. To start, this is the first systematic study of citizens’
knowledge of politics in the Czech Republic and the post-communist
countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Second, this book places the
survey-based examination of political knowledge in the Czech Republic
within broader discussions of knowledge and truth in philosophy (cor-
respondence, coherence and pragmatism perspectives) and debates in
political science where the concept of knowledge has had a range of em-
pirical operationalisations. Third, this book shows institutional factors
are not strong determinants of political knowledge, as few differences
were observed across the Cold War divide, which is shown in Chapter 5.
However, national culture does influence how respondents answer po-
litical knowledge questions in surveys, as will be shown in Chapter 4.
Fourth, this book is unique in that in Chapters 5, 6 and 9 it explores four
facets of political knowledge and shows how they differ in origin and
nature. Finally, this volume reveals that different aspects of knowledge
have contrasting foundations within individuals, as revealed through
their personality traits (Chapter 9), and that where one places parties on
a left-right scale is not strongly determined by level of political expertise.
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PART 1: THEORY






Chapter 1: Conceptualising
Political Knowledge

The core of the belief in progress is that human values and goals con-
verge in parallel with our increasing knowledge. The twentieth century
shows the contrary. Human beings use the power of scientific knowledge
to assert and defend the values and goals they already have. New tech-
nologies can be used to alleviate suffering and enhance freedom. They
can, and will, also be used to wage war and strengthen tyranny. Science
made possible the technologies that powered the industrial revolution.
In the twentieth century, these technologies were used to implement state
terror and genocide on an unprecedented scale. Ethics and politics do not
advance in line with the growth of knowledge — not even in the long run.

John Gray (2004: 106)

What I take to be Converse’s [1990] most important insight — that differ-
ences among citizens in their levels of conceptualization and awareness
are as consequential as differences in values and interests — is reflected in
every important argument I make.

John Zaller (1992: 1)

People are not uninformed about policy, as political scientists continue to
emphasize, but misinformed. People hold inaccur