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1. OVERVIEW

This course will be focused on the study and analysis of basic political attitudes and their effect 
on democracy.  Departing from Easton’s and Almond and Verba’s seminal works, we will study 
the dimensions of political support, other basic political attitudes and the existing relationship 
among them.  We will  deal  extensively  with  concepts  such  as  democratic  support,  political 
disaffection, political disengagement, political discontent social capital and other similar and 
basic concepts.  The study of the factors influencing the different levels and evolution of these 
attitudes will be also covered. 

 
2, PREREQUISITES

This course strives to give the students a thorough and careful introduction to the essential ideas 
of study and analysis of political attitudes.

 The prerequisites for the course include and introduction to econometrics at the level of, say, 
Gujarati’s  Basic  Econometrics  (McGraw-Hill,  1988)  or  Dougherty’s Introduction  to 
Econometrics (Oxford University Press, 2002), and basic research design at the level of, say, 
King, Keohane, and Verba’s. Designing Social Inquiry  (Princeton University Press, 1994).

3. COMPETENCES TO BE ACHIEVED

The objective of this course is for students to be introduced in the study of political attitudes. 
Students are supposed to achieve an understanding of the basic concepts and dimensions of 
political attitudes, some knowledge of the basic statistical analysis and how to model in the 
field, and the ability to write a research paper. In particular, some capacities and abilities are 
crucial in this course. Students should achieve or at least improve competences such as;

Instrumental competences
Ability to analyse and synthesise
Ability to interpret statistical results
Planning and management of time
Expanding the reading capacity
Basic knowledge of the area of study
Knowledge of a second language

Interpersonal competences
Critical and self-critical ability
Team work
Interpersonal abilities
Ability to communicate with people that are not experts in the subject

Systemic competences
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Research abilities
Ability to learn
Ability to adapt to new situations
Ability to generate new ideas (creativity)
Design and management of projects

4. ASSESMENT
 
The course requirements include:
 
Weekly discussion of readings [20 percent of grade]:  
Students  are expected to complete  the assigned readings before class each week and to contribute  to 
discussion during seminar. Good participation does not presume you understand everything in the reading 
– good questions make for good participation. The estimated time of dedication to prepare each session 
should be 1-2 hours.
 
Presentation [20 percent of  grade]: Each  week,  there  will  be  one  or  two student  presentations  on 
questions  that are submitted the week before.  Topics  will  be assigned on the first day of class.   The 
presentations should be 20-25 minutes each. Each student must make at least one presentation during the 
course of the trimester. The estimated time of dedication to prepare each session should be 1 hour, apart 
from the time invested in reading the papers.

 
Weak presentations will simply summarize the readings on the question ("Smith says x, Jones says y"). 
Strong presentations will 
 

• Describe any key conceptual  issues that  must  be addressed by work on the question (e.g.,  a 
presentation on inequality might discuss different ways of conceptualizing inequality);

• Describe the central arguments/debates in the literature on the question (e.g., a presentation on 
corruption might focus on different types of variables – such as regime type, decentralization, 
level of development -- that influence corruption levels); 

• Describe thorny methodological issues that bedevil work on the question (e.g., a presentation on 
social revolutions might discuss the problems created by the small-n nature of the phenomenon).

• Offer criticisms and/or suggest pathways for future research.
 
 
Original research paper [60 percent of grade].  Each student must write an original research paper on 
some  aspect  of  how  electoral  systems  influence  democratic  politics.  Students  should  consult  with 
Professor  Torcal  during  the course  of  the term about  potential  topics.  Each student  should  turn  in a 
research prospectus that states the central question to be examined, and why the question is important and 
interesting,  briefly  explains  how  the  proposed  research  will  address  the  question,  and  includes  a 
preliminary bibliography of related literature. The estimated time of dedication to write the research paper 
is 25 hours.

5. CONTENTS

1. Introduction

The study of political attitudes: basic concepts. main paradigms, the role of 
political attitudes and its consequences in modern democracies.

2. Main attitudes to study and how. 

Democratic support, Political efficacy, Social capital,  Political involvement, 
Public opinion, Bounded rationality, Political accountability.
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3. Measurement and models to explain attitudinal change. 

Cross-sectional  surveys,  cohort  analysis,  multilevel  analysis,  aggregate 
indicators, survey validity and realibility. 

6. METHODOLOGY

The course is based on a balance between conceptual and empirical quantitative approaches. 

Session 1: The beginning of the course is designed to ensure a common basis for dealing with theoretical 
and conceptual issues. The presentation will correspond to the professor.

Sessions 2-8: Professor  lectures.  Students  are also expected to complete  the assigned readings before 
class each week and to contribute  to discussion during seminar  Each week, there will  be one or two 
student presentations on questions that are posed on the syllabus. Topics will be assigned on the first day 
of class.  The presentations should be 20-25 minutes each.

Sessions 9-10: The final part of the course will be addressed through lectures and discussions about how 
to draft and submit the final paper.

7. THE PROGRAMING OF ACTIVITIES

Week Classroom activity Activity outside the 

classroom 

Results that are object of 

assessment
Week 1 Lecture Required readings 1 Participation
Week 2 Lecture and Seminar session Required readings 2 Presentation/Participation
Week 3 Lecture and Seminar session Required readings 3 Presentation/Participation
Week 4 Lecture and Seminar session Required readings 4 Presentation/Participation
Week 5 Lecture and Seminar session Required readings 5 Presentation/Participation
Week 6 Lecture and Seminar session Required readings 6 Presentation/Participation
Week 7 Lecture and Seminar session Required readings 7 Presentation/Participation
Week 8 Lecture and Seminar session Required reading 8 Presentation/participation
Week 9 Individual tutorial session Paper
Week 10 Individual tutorial session Paper
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8. STRUCTURE OF PROGRAMMING OF ACTIVITIES

Activity in the classroom Activity outside the classroom Assessment activities

Week Learning activities Didactic 
resources

Time 
scheduled

Learning 
activities

Didactic 
resources

Estimated 
time

Items for assessment Estimated 
time

1
Lecture: Introduction to the 
study of political attitudes

Readings 1 
3 hours*

Readings 1
Presentation

2
Lecture and Seminar. Readings 

2
Readings 2  3 hours*

Readings 2 1 hour
Presentation/Participation

3
Lecture and Seminar. Readings 

3
Readings 3  3 hours* Readings 3 40 min Presentation/Participation

4
Lecture and Seminar. Readings 

4
Readings 4  3 hours*

Readings 4 1 hour
Presentation/Participation

5
Lecture and Seminar. Readings 

5
Readings 5  3 hours*

Readings 5 1 hour
Presentation/Participation

6
Lecture and Seminar. Readings 

6
Readings 6  3 hours*

Readings 6 30 min
Presentation/Participation

7
Lecture and Seminar. Readings 

7
Readings 7  3 hours*

Readings 7 1 hour
Presentation/Participation

8
Lecture and Seminar. Readings 

8
Reading 8 3 hours Readings 8 1 hour Presentation/Participation

9 Individual tutorial sessions 15 min Paper 25 hours

10 Individual tutorial sessions 15 min Paper 25 hours

*Break. 15 min
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9. SCHEDULE OF CLASSES AND READINGS

Classes will take place on Thursdays from 18h to 21h with a break of 15 
minutes. Attendance is compulsory.

September 27: 1. Introduction to the course

Discussion of the content of the syllabus and introduction to the topic.

Reading:

Abramson, Paul R.. 1983. Political Attitudes in America.  Formation and change. San Francisco: 
Freeman, pp. 35-48.

October 4. 2. The political culture paradigm: The civic Culture and the Concept of Political 
Support

Departing from the classics on political culture,  I will outline the course and 
give an overview of the topics we will cover. I will discuss three questions: the major 
dimensions to study political attitudes, why we should study them, and how.  Part of 
the discussion will be focussed on discussing the possible effects of attitudes on the 
stability and quality of democracy. 

Readings: 

Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba, The civic culture.  Political attitudes and democracy in 
five nations (Newbury Parke: Sage, 1989 [1963]), chapter 1.

David Easton, “A re-assessment of the concept of political support”, in British Journal of Political  
Science 5, 1975.

Additional Readings:

William A. Reisinger, “The renaissence of a rubric: political culture as concept and as theory”, in 
International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 7/4, 1995

Brian  Barry,  Sociologists, economists and democracy (Chicago:   The  University  of  Chicago 
Press, 1978 [1970]), chapter  3.

Eckstein, Harry. “A Culturalist Theory of political change.” American Political Science Review, 
82, 1988: 789-804.

Mishler, William and Detlef Pollack, "On culture, Thick and Thin: toward a neo-cultural synthesis" 
 in Detlef Pollack, Jörg Jacobs, Olaf Müller and Gert Pickel, eds., Political Culture in Post-
Communist Europe (Hants: Ashgate, 2003), chapter 13. 

October 11: 3 System responsiveness. Political involvement: Political disaffection 

In this section, I will discuss some of the basic attitudes that have been the core of study 
and debate in the last 30 years, especially the ones related with system responsiveness, political 
trust and political involvement.  We will pay especial attention to the concept of political 
disaffection and the two dimensions that form this concept.  I will discuss some of the basic 
items and question to measure it.

Readings: 
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Abramson, Paul R. 1983. Political Attitudes in America.  Formation and change. San Francisco: 
Freeman, pp.  135-145; y 193-208.

Torcal, Mariano y José Ramón Montero. 2006. «Political disaffection in comparative 
perspective», en Mariano Torcal y José Ramón Montero.(eds).  Political disaffection in 
contemporary democracies: social capital, institutions and politics. Londres: Routledge. (pp. 3-
19).

Additional Readings:

Torcal, Mariano; Richard P. Gunther y José Ramón Montero.2007. «Democracy and 
intermeditation: some attitudinal and behavioural dimensions», en Richard Gunther, José ramón 
Montero y Hans-Jürgen Puhle (eds.) Democracy, intermediation, and voting on four continents. 
Oxford University Press. (pp 29-74).

S. J. Pharr, Susan J. and Robert D. Putnam (eds.) Disaffected Democracies: What’s Troubling the 
Trilateral Countries. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

October 25. 4.  Patterns of Attitudinal Change in Western Europe and USA

We will  study the patterns of  change in political  attitudes  in Europe and the USA, 
different hypotheses related with these patterns of change and how to address some different 
strategies to detect them.

Readings: 

Abramson, Paul R. 1983. Political Attitudes in America.  Formation and change. San Francisco: 
Freeman, pp. 49-65.

Dalton,Russell J. 2004. Democratic Challenges.  Democratic Choices. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, chapters. 2-6.

Torcal, Mariano. 2006. «Political disaffection and democratization history in new democracies», 
en Mariano Torcal y José Ramón Montero.(eds).  Political disaffection in contemporary 
democracies: social capital, institutions and politics. Londres: Routledge. (pp. 157-189).

Additional Readings:

Abramson, Paul R. 1983. Political Attitudes in America.  Formation and change. San Francisco: 
Freeman, pp. 146-189 and 209-238.

Dalton, Russell. (ed.). 2004 Democratic Challenges, Democratic Choices. The Erosion of 
Political Support in Advanced Industrial Democracies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

November 8. 5. Values orientations and cultural change. Materialist vs. postmaterialism

Which values are most relevant and how to study and measure them.  How can we 
measure value change?  The concept of postmaterialism.

Readings:

Shalom H. Schwartz. 2007. “Value orientations: measurement, antecedents and consequences 
across nations”, in Roger Jowell, Caroline Roberts, Rory Fitzgerald and Gillian Eva (eds), 
Measuring attitudes cross-nationally. London. Sage, pp. 167-200.
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Inglehart, Ronald, 1990.Culture shift in advance industrial societies. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press,  pp. 67-103

Additional Readings

Ester, Peter, Loek Halman and Ruud de Moor  (ed.). 1993.  The individualizing society.  Value 
change in Europe and North America. Tilburg: Tilburg University Press 

November 15: 6. The concept of Social Capital

This week we will study the concept of social capital.  Frequently used in the 
recent literature, we will discuss the different definitions, measurement and potential 
correlates.  We will also explore the behavioural consequences of social capital. 

Readings:

Putnam, Robert D. 2000. Bowling Alone.  The collapse and revival of American Community. New 
York: Simon and Schuster, chapters. 1 and 23.

Pippa Norris and James Davis. 2007. “A continental divide? Social capital in the US and 
Europe”, in Roger Jowell, Caroline Roberts, Rory Fitzgerald and Gillian Eva (eds), Measuring 
attitudes cross-nationally. London. Sage, pp. 239-264.

Additional Readings:

Fiorina, Morris P. 1999, “Extreme voices: a dark side of civic engagement”, in Theda Skocpol 
and Morris P. Fiorina (eds.), Civic engagement in American democracy.  Washington: Brookings. 
pp. 395-425

David Halpern. 2005. Social Capital. Cambridge: Polity, pp. 1-39.

November 22: 7.  Support for democracy. How to measure it and how to explain it

In this session we will discuss the concept of democratic support and how to measure it. 
We will discuss intensively how to measure unconditional or diffuse support from specific or 
conditional (instrumental support).

Readings: 

Torcal, Mariano. 2007. “The origins of democratic Support in Post-Franco Spain: learning to be 
a democrat under authoritarian rule?”, in Nigel Towson, (ed.), Spain Transformed.  The late 
Franco Dictatorship, 1959-75. New York: Palgrave, pp. 195-226

Additional Readings:

Rose, Richard, and William Mishler. 1996. «Testing the Churchill hypothesis: popular support 
for democracy and its alternatives», Journal of Public Policy, 16: 29-58.

Bratton, Michael, and Robert Mattes. 2007. « Learning about democracy in Africa: awareness, 
performance, and experience », British Journal of Political Science, 51(1):192-217. 

Boix, Carles. 2005. Constitutions and democratic breakdowns. Madrid: Centro de Estudios 
Avanzados en Ciencias Sociales Juan March, Working Paper 2005/222.
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November 29: 8.  Public opinion and incumbent performance

In this final section, we will  discuss about the formation of individual  opinions and 
public  opinion.  We  will  also  discuss  the  importance  of  information  and  the  mechanics  to 
overpass the absence of information and the potential correlates of incumbent performance and 
other political attitudes.

Readings:

Althus, Scott. 2003. Collective preferences in democratic politics.  Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, chapters. 1, 2 and 5

Dalton,Russell J. 2004. Democratic Challenges.  Democratic Choices. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, chapters. 7.

Sniderman and John Bullock, “A consistency theory of public opinion and political choice:  The 
hypothesis of menu dependence”, in Willem S. Saris, and Paul M. Sniderman (eds.), Studies in 
Public Opinion. Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp. 337-357.

Additional Readings:

Althus, Scott. 2003. Collective preferences in democratic politics.  Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, rest of chapters 

November 30 and December 7: Tutorial sessions

Students must discuss and consult the topic of his/her paper with Professor 
Torcal in an individual tutorial session. These sessions will be from 18h to 21h. 
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