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Abramowitz, Chapters 1 & 2

The Current Debate
(Part I)

Abramowitz & Fiorina agree about the 
definition of political elites:

1) Elected & appointment office-holders 
inside government

2) Political activists outside government
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The Political System
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GOVERNMENT

• Executive

• Legislature

• Judiciary

Mass public

Movements
Interest groups
Political parties

Media

Regulations

Statutes

Court decisions

The Current Debate
(Part II)

Abramowitz & Fiorina also agree

about the nature contemporary 

political elites:

1) Ideologically polarized

2) And, therefore dysfunctional
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Polarization in Congress

5McCarty, Poole, & Rosenthal, Polarized America:  The Dance of Ideology and Unequal Riches (2006)
http://voteview.com/polarized_america.htm

Ideology in U.S. House
(1879-2011)
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Decline of Centrists in Congress
(1961-2000)

7

The Current Debate
(Part III)

Abramowitz & Fiorina disagree about 
what causes elite polariztion:

– Abramowitz:  polarization in elites is mainly 
caused by polarization in the mass public

– Fiorina:  the mass public is 

• more pluralistic than polarized

• highly cynical about dysfunctional political 
elites
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Two Types of Elites & Mass Publics
Polarized

• Few groups have 
overlapping memberships

• One common fault line 
across most political 
conflicts

Pluralistic
• Most groups have 

overlapping memberships
• No one common fault line in 

political debates
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Race/Ethnicity in 2012 Vote

10

Madison’s Core Assumptions
1. Human nature

a) Often flawed by self-interest, haste, passion, and short-
sightedness

b) True of even the “best and the brightest” in both the mass 
public and elites

2. The best public policy comes from:

a) Bargaining and compromise between competing interests

b) Rarely does one side have a monopoly on wisdom and 
virtue

3. Compromise will happen more easily and often if both elites 
and masses are pluralistic rather than polarized
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Two Types of Political Conflicts
1) Individual liberty versus 

government-guaranteed order

a) Economic

b) Social

2) Individual liberty versus
government-guaranteed equality

a) Economic

b) Social
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Political Conflicts I
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Political Conflicts II
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Political ideologies I
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Political ideologies II Opinions of Concerned Partisan 
Voters on Universal Health Care

(Abramowitz, Figure 1.1)
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Public Opinion & PPAC Act
(Kaiser Foundation Poll, Nov. 2011)

18http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/8259.cfm


