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Ideally, democracy should mean that people in all 
social positions can participate equally in political 
decision-making, through voting and other means. In 
reality, political participation in the United States is 
profoundly unequal: those with the most resources 
participate the most, and the less-privileged are the 
least likely to vote (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 
1995).1 Understanding the roots of this political ine-
quality is a central enterprise of political scientists and 
sociologists; however, much of the work on this issue 
focuses too much on the objective or structural barri-
ers to participation for lower-income and less-
educated people, and largely ignores the subjective 
and felt forces that also limit political participation.  
 In this article, I draw on Pierre Bourdieu’s (1984) 
concept of political competence to focus on these 
harder-to-measure aspects of the relationship between 
social position and political participation. I use multi-
ple correspondence analysis (MCA) to explore 
whether patterns of class-differentiated political com-
petence are evident in the context of the United 
States; I show that they are. 

 
Political Competence 
American scholars of politics mostly stay away from 
Bourdieu (Swartz 2006), so there has been little re-
search applying Bourdieu's work on politics, in Dis-
tinction or elsewhere, to the American context (one 
exception is Herbst 1992; Wacquant 2005 also in-
cludes some discussion of the United States, while 
Wacquant 2001 focuses more on government than on 
elections).  
 For Bourdieu, political participation is shaped by 
two types of political competence: technical compe-

                                                
1 Portions of this article appear in the forthcoming chapter: Lau-
rison, Daniel. 2013. “La production des opinions aux États-Unis, 
trente ans après La Distinction.” In Trente ans après La distinction 
de Pierre Bourdieu, edited by Philippe Coulangeon and Julien 
Duval. Paris: Éditions la Découverte. The representation of social 
space constructed using MCA is similar, though not identical, to 
that presented in that chapter, and so there is some replication in the 
data and methods sections.  Additionally, there is some overlap in 
the discussion of American work on political competence, and in 
the discussion of “don’t know” responses. 

tence, and perceived legitimacy or the sense of politi-
cal competence. These types of competence are inter-
related; people have 
 

a greater or less capacity to recognize a political 
question as political and to treat it as such by re-
sponding politically, i.e., on the basis of specific 
political principles (rather than ethical ones, for 
example). This capacity is inseparable from a 
more or less strong feeling of being competent, in 
the full sense of the word, which is socially recog-
nized as entitled to deal with political affairs, to 
express an opinion about them or even to modify 
their course. (1984: 399; emphasis in original) 

 
Those with smaller volumes of capital are generally 
socially distant from key actors in the political field: 
the people producing political content, as well as 
those reporting on it and those generating survey 
questions about it, are generally well-educated and 
relatively well-compensated.  This social distance, 
combined with lower status and fewer resources, lim-
its these individuals’ exposure to dominant modes of 
engaging with politics, and so also limits both their 
technical political competence and their sense of po-
litical competence. (This is not to say, of course, that 
this is the only factor that matters for participation, or 
that only the advantaged can have high levels of polit-
ical competence.)  The key conceptual move here is 
that, just as a “taste” for “fine art’ and the attendant 
ability to form opinions about the relative merits of 
one classic painting over another rarely arises sponta-
neously among the less-advantaged (however often 
they might pass art museums on their way to work), a 
“taste” for politics is not generated simply by expo-
sure to political news or campaign advertising. 
 There are three ways a low or absent sense of po-
litical competence might be observed through a sur-
vey: first, those without a sense of political compe-
tence will, in a survey or opinion poll, be likely to 
refuse to answer political questions. In France in the 
1960s and 1970s, Bourdieu found that “The probabil-
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ity of producing an opinion […was] greater for men 
than for women, […] rises with educational capital 
[…] and economic capital […] and with social posi-
tion” (1984:400).  American studies of social differ-
ences in “don’t know” rates (Francis and Busch 1975; 
Berinsky 2004; Converse 1976) found similar pat-
terns, but explain these differences purely in terms of 
technical competence, i.e. education and knowledge. 
However, as Bourdieu points out,  

 
to understand the relationship between educational 
capital and the propensity to answer political ques-
tions, it is not sufficient to consider the capacity to 
understand, reproduce, and even produce political 
discourse, which is guaranteed by educational 
qualifications; one also has to consider the (social-
ly authorized and encouraged) sense of being enti-
tled to be concerned with politics, authorized to 
talk politics, by applying a specific political cul-
ture, i.e., explicitly political principles of classifi-
cation and analysis […] (1984: 409).  

 
Studies of political sophistication, information, and 
knowledge (e.g. Galston 2001; Mondak 1999; Le-
vendusky 2011; Petersen, Slothuus, and Togeby 
2010) engage with technical political competence, but 
not the sense of political competence. The insights of 
qualitative studies of political engagement suggest 
that it is not only people's explicitly-held knowledge 
or cognitive abilities that shape approaches to politics, 
but also their often non-conscious ideas about them-
selves and their place in society (Bourdieu 1984, 
1979).  A lack of political competence, then, should 
lead to not only a lower propensity to answer political 
questions, but also reporting attitudes about politics 
consistent with the idea that this is a realm for other 
people, and reporting lower rates of voting.   
 The connection Bourdieu is making with the con-
cept of political competence has three pieces: class 
and social position shape habitus, including percep-
tions of and a "taste" for politics, or political compe-
tence; political competence in turn affects participa-
tion; and class and resources also directly facilitate or 
limit political participation. Work on political partici-
pation has dealt extensively with the direct link be-
tween social position and participation, and with the 
link between perceptions of or knowledge about poli-
tics and participation, but much less with the social 
position-perceptions link.  This paper is one part of 
the project of filling in that (mostly) missing link be-
tween social positions and ways of understanding, 
relating to, and perceiving political content and politi-
cal action. 

Without Political Competence 
The dominant explanation for the link between class 
position and political participation is that there are 
both cognitive skills and material resources necessary 
for participation in political life (Verba, Schlozman, 
and Brady 1995); those with less income and educa-
tion also lack these resources (either because income 
and education provide them, or because education and 
income are in turn linked to occupations where rele-
vant skills can be gained). Other studies have included 
additional mechanisms, including mobilization, group 
memberships and social network ties, to explain indi-
vidual differences in likelihood of voting (e.g. Leigh-
ley 1995; Teixeira 1992; Timpone 1998). 
 Political scientists have dealt with the question of 
individuals’ relations to politics by studying the caus-
es and effects of individual political knowledge or 
sophistication (Carpini and Keeter 1997; Luskin 
1987; Popkin 1991) and sense of efficacy (Niemi, 
Craig, and Mattei 1991; Soss 1999; White 1968). 
Those with more knowledge, resources, and efficacy 
(both external and internal—the closest equivalent to 
the notion of "political competence") are consistently 
more likely to participate in politics—by voting, con-
tacting elected officials, campaigning, and/or approv-
ing of protests—than those with less, even after con-
trolling for educational level (Pollock 1983). Alt-
hough many of these terms—political engagement, 
interest, knowledge, internal and external efficacy, 
and sophistication—are certainly related to the sense 
of political competence, with few exceptions (Jack-
man 1970), there is little quantitative work on the 
ways social position influences feelings of political 
efficacy or political interest; in studies of the predic-
tors of efficacy, income is sometimes (but not always) 
used as a "control" but otherwise tends to be ignored 
(Dyck and Lascher 2008). 
 A number of qualitative studies, however, have 
described the class-perception link central to Bour-
dieu's account of political competence (see Halle 
1987; Gaventa 1980; Fantasia 1989; also see Lukes 
1974). They show that social position not only shapes 
political opinions, “objective knowledge” of politics, 
and voting rates, but also how people think about and 
understand politics and their place (or lack of place) 
in political discourse and decision-making. 
 Eliasoph (1998), despite deliberately avoiding 
talking about her subjects’ class positions, provides 
good evidence for the role of a classed sense of politi-
cal competence in shaping political participation. 
Members of the least civically engaged groups in her 
study had less income and education than those in the 
other groups (1998: Appendix 1). These less-involved 
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people believed that “the only people qualified to hold 
opinions are those who ‘have all the facts,’” and 
therefore that “politics is not our responsibility. Poli-
tics is something that other people do, but not us” 
(1998: 134). Similarly, in seeking to explain lower 
participation in “new social movements” among the 
working classes, Croteau (1995) provides an account 
of the ways that “working class” people relate to the 
political differently than those in the “middle class.” 
He shows that working class people “are unlikely to 
have the sense of entitlement, vision of achievable 
change, and specialized skills that result in a sense of 
efficacy and that facilitate movement participation” 
(1995: 147), and that this lack of a sense of entitle-
ment stems from “structural conditions [and] differen-
tially available cultural resources—based on class 
status—[that] help to facilitate or hinder the develop-
ment of a sense of efficacy (1995: 137). It is this de-
scription of the status-based sense of entitlement to 
participate or even form opinions that is missing from 
most survey-based accounts of political engagement, 
and which this paper seeks to supplement using na-
tionally-representative quantitative analyses.   
 Bourdieu’s theories of political competence were 
grounded in his analyses of French opinion surveys; 
here, I test whether the patterns in the US population 
look like those found in France in the 1960s. If pat-
terns in the United States in the 21st century can be 
understood through a reading of Distinction, we 
would expect to see the level of political competence 
rise with greater quantities of capital and to see evi-
dence of lower political competence among those 
with less capital. In what follows, I explain the two 
key operationalizations of political competence exam-
ined in this study, then use multiple correspondence 
analysis (MCA) with data from the General Social 
Survey to analyze the extent to which political com-
petence indicators vary with social position. I will 
show that the less-privileged are more likely to say 
they “don’t know” to political questions than those 
with more resources, and that those with the most 
capital and evince much greater confidence in their 
ability to engage with politics and government than 
do those with the least.  These low-political-
competence indicators are located close to non-voting 
in the representation of social space constructed 
through MCA. 
 
Indicators of Political Competence  
The “sense of being entitled” to politics indicated by 
the concept of political competence is a relational 
sense—it is not likely to be secured through passing 
above a particular income threshold or gaining a cer-

tain educational qualification, so much as it has to do 
with an individual’s sense of his or her place in the 
social world, and thus that he or she is the type of per-
son who does politics.  The important question to ask 
regarding the distribution of political competence, 
then, is not whether particular educational credentials 
or income thresholds predict higher levels of political 
competence; instead, the key question is the extent to 
which indicators of political competence vary with 
social position. 
 
Indicator 1: Opinion-offering/“don't know” responses 
A person's willingness or refusal to offer an opinion 
on a political question is an indicator of their political 
competence. Faced with a survey question that asks 
respondents to choose among a pre-given set of an-
swers, someone lacking only the particular technical 
or factual knowledge to respond to that question—
such as what the terms “liberal” and “conservative” 
mean with regard to political ideology—could simply 
choose a neutral answer near the middle of the given 
scale, choose at random, or make a guess at a reason-
able response (Krosnick, Narayan, and Smith 1996).  
But, when an agent is called upon to make use of his 
or her political competence (or put in a situation, such 
as answering a political poll or a filling out a ballot, 
where the lack of this competence is made clear), 
technical competence is not the only factor. The so-
cial component of political competence, “a more or 
less strong feeling of being competent, in the full 
sense of the word, that is socially recognized as enti-
tled to deal with political affairs, to express an opin-
ion about them or even to modify their course. (1984: 
399),” must also come into play.  While a simple lack 
of knowledge might lead respondents to guess, given 
most respondents’ reluctance to say “don’t know” 
when it is not explicitly offered (Bishop, Tuchfarber, 
and Oldendick 1986), those who also feel less entitled 
to participate in politics might be more likely to simp-
ly say they “don’t know” the answer. 
 If political competence varies with class, then, 
those with the least capital should respond with the 
most “don't knows” to political questions, especially 
those most difficult to answer on the basis of herme-
neutics used to solve other sorts of problems.  
 
Political Competence Indicator 2: 
Efficacy Questions 
The concept of political competence has some overlap 
with measures of internal political efficacy, which ask 
questions such as whether the respondent has a “good 
understanding” of political issues, whether “most 
people” understand politics better than the respondent.  
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Low political competence should also be reflected in 
measures of “external” political efficacy, such as 
questions about whether legislators care about “peo-
ple like” the respondent, and whether regular people 
can influence government; all of these items assess 
the extent to which survey respondents believe that 
government and politics are matters that they are enti-
tled to be concerned with.  Thus, if political compe-
tence varies with social location, we should expect 
those with the most resources to express the most con-
fidence that they understand politics, and the highest 
levels of belief that government cares about them and 
that they can influence the government; those with the 
least resources should report feeling2 the least politi-
cally “efficacious.” 
 
Data and Methods 
Geometric Data Analysis, specifically Multiple Cor-
respondence Analysis (MCA) facilitates this kind of 
relational analysis. MCA is an extension of the corre-
spondence analyses featured in Distinction (Le Roux 
and Rouanet 2009; Rouanet, Ackermann, and Le 
Roux 2000; Lebaron 2010). Bourdieu deployed Geo-
metric Data Analysis methods in Distinction and 
much of his work thereafter because “the particular 
relations between a dependent variable (political opin-
ion) and so-called independent variables such as sex, 
age and religion, tend to dissimulate the complete 
system of relations that make up the true principle of 
the force and form specific to the effects recorded in 
such and such particular correlation” (p. 103). This 
method makes it easy to show both indicators of the 
political competence are distributed in social space, 
across class and educational differences as well as 
other differences highly salient for generating opin-
ions on public issues in the United States.  
 The data used in these analyses come from the 
General Social Survey (GSS), a long-running, nation-
ally representative study which asks questions on a 
range of topics from religion and ethics to party iden-
tification and vote choice. The GSS uses a stratified 
probability sample, and had an N for 2000-2006 (the 
years of data used in this analysis) of 12,904; individ-
uals with missing data on one or more of the active 
variables in the MCA were not used to structure the 
analysis; that left 4,832 active individuals.  
 To understand the figures presented in an MCA, 
one only needs to know that the method analyzes an-

                                                
2 If lower-income people feel this way, this is most likely an accu-
rate assessment, both of their understanding of politics – their level 
of “technical competence,” and ofthe extent to which government is 
responsive to the needs of poor and working class people (Gilens 
2005).   

swers to a set of categorical questions chosen by the 
researcher; it uses these answers to construct a cloud 
of individuals based on their responses so that the 
distance between any two individual points in the 
space indicates the dissimilarity of those individuals’ 
responses to the questions used in constructing the 
space. Individuals with identical answers to all ques-
tions would be located at the same point; individuals 
with no overlap whatsoever will be quite distant from 
one another, and more distant the less their responses 
are shared by others. An analogous cloud of catego-
ries (response modalities) is also constructed; the lo-
cation of a given category is the essentially the aver-
age position in the space of all the individuals choos-
ing that category (plus a transformation to move from 
the cloud of individuals to the cloud of categories). 
These clouds are projected onto axes so as to maxim-
ize the portion of the variance captured by each suc-
cessive axis. It is then possible to locate categories 
from questions not used in constructing the space in 
the cloud of categories; the coordinates of one of the-
se “supplemental” categories along an interpreted axis 
indicate the degree and direction of correlation be-
tween membership in that category and in the catego-
ries which contribute to that axis.  
 
Results 1: The Active Categories—Constructing a 
Representation of (modified) Social Space 
For Bourdieu and most of his followers, constructing 
a social space usually meant starting with a space of 
tastes for some set of cultural products, and then using 
supplementary categories to understand how volume 
and composition of capital structure that space (Le 
Roux et al. 2008; Harrits et al. 2010). However, while 
volume of capital is the primary dimension of differ-
ence across every national context studied using MCA 
thus far, not all societies are structured also by com-
position of capital; for example, in the United King-
dom it is primarily age that differentiates tastes on a 
second axis (Prieur and Mike Savage 2011). Here, I 
begin by constructing a theoretically-informed repre-
sentation of a broadly-construed social space, using 
not only indicators of capitals but also of other social-
ly and politically relevant distinctions.  I then project 
political questions into that space as supplementary 
variables. 
 In order to represent the social space of the United 
States, I used variables indicating cultural and eco-
nomic capital, religious orientation, age, and residen-
tial characteristics, as these capture the main axes of 
difference in American politics. As is customary in 
MCA, I tried a number of combinations of active var-
iables and recodings in order to achieve a stable rep-
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resentation of the data (one not overly affected by 
small changes in recodings), a well-balanced one 
(such that very small categories are not exerting un-
due influence on the principal axes), and one with a 
relatively high level of total variance captured by the 
first few axes. I settled on nine questions with 40 ac-
tive categories. Three questions related to capital and 
capital composition: occupation (based on the Erik-
son-Goldthorpe 7-category scheme, 1992:140), 
household income (in quintiles), and educational de-

gree (all indicated by triangles in Figure 1). Four re-
lated to demographic and residential characteristics: 
age (in five categories), type of home, region of the 
country, and size of the metropolitan area (indicated 
by squares). Finally, two questions concerned reli-
gion: religious fundamentalism and church attendance 
(indicated by circles).  These nine questions each have 
between 3 and 6 active categories. The resulting cloud 
of individuals is well-distributed, indicating no prob-
lems with the analysis. 

 
Figure 1. All Active Categories in Plane 2-1 
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Interpreting the Axes 
The first step in analyzing the results of an MCA is to 
interpret the axes3 (Greenacre 2006:141). Table 1 pre-
sents the eigenvalues and modified rates of variance of 
the first five axes. Axes are interpreted using the “con-
tributions and points” method (Le Roux and Rouanet 
2009); a category is included in the interpretation of 
an axis if it has a contribution to the total variance of 
that axis greater than it would be if all points made 
equal contributions, i.e., greater than the average con-
tribution (by definition, simply 1/k, where k is the 
number of categories).  Table 2 lists the contributions 
and coordinates of all the categories active in structur-
ing the space; categories that contribute above the 
threshold for interpretation for an axis are in bold font.  
Figure 1 displays the category points for all the active 
categories. 
 Axis 1, as in most constructions of social spaces 
using GDA methods (Prieur, Rosenlund, and Skjott-
Larsen 2008; Le Roux et al. 2008; Blasius and Frie-
drichs 2008), is clearly a volume-of-capital axis, with 
the largest contributions made by degree and income.  
The axis is also defined by contributions from the 
"trailer" category (a type of low-cost, pre-fabricated 
home), the fundamentalist category (a religious orien-
tation found disproportionately among the less-
advantaged), and the opposition between (often 
wealthier) large metropolitan areas and (often poorer) 
rural areas. 
 Axis 2 is defined primarily by religiosity (church 
attendance and fundamentalism) and secondarily by 
residential characteristics. On the left of Figure 1 are 
categories associated with less religiosity, with cities, 
and with the coasts; categories indicating greater relig-
iosity and life in smaller towns and rural areas are on 
the right. This is what American political commenta-
tors might call a "red-state, blue-state" axis; I call it a 
cosmopolitanism axis, with greater connections to 
urban centers and religious practices that look more 
like those in Europe on the left, and the opposite char-
acteristics on the right. This axis also captures differ-
ences in capital composition rather well: those with 
more education but lower incomes are centered on the 
left (urban/less-religious) side (not shown here), while 
those with higher incomes and less education are cen-
tered on the right; these oppositions, however, do not 
appear to contribute much to differences in political 
competence in the United States; instead, most of the 

                                                
3 First one must decide how many axes to interpret; here, the first 
two axes were retained for analysis. The modified rate for the first 
axis is 64% of the variance; adding the 2nd axis brings the cumula-
tive total to 82%, while adding the third axis contributes little math-
ematically or substantively to the interpretation.  

meaningful distinctions correspond to volume of capi-
tal as captured by the first axis.  
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Table 1. Eigenvalues and Modified Rates 

 
 

Table 2. Contributions & Coordinates 
 

 
 

 Axis 1 Axis 2 Axis 3 Axis 4 Axis 5 

Variances of Axes (eigenvalues) 0.238 0.179 0.150 0.147 0.141 

Percentage of Total Variance 6.82% 5.13% 4.30% 4.21% 4.04% 

Modified Rates 63.8% 18.2% 5.97% 5.11% 3.53% 

Cumulated Modified Rates 63.8% 82.0% 88.0% 93.1% 96.6% 
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Continued table 2 
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Results 2: Political Competence 
After a modified social space has been constructed, 
multiple correspondence analysis can display the 
ways that space structures political competence by 
projecting answers to questions not used to create the 
space onto the primary axes. A “supplemental” cate-
gory is thus positioned in the space on essentially the 
average of the positions of all the individuals supply-
ing that answer; the greater the distance between cat-
egories, the greater the social distance in the con-
structed space between the groups of individuals who 
chose each of those responses. 
 
Figure 2a, 2b, 2c: 
Political and Worldview “Don’t knows” 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Figures 2a, 2b, and 2c show the cloud of individuals: 
each dot represents one individual survey respondent. 
In Figures 2a and 2b, the size of each dot indicates the 
frequency with which the respondent answered “don’t 
know” to up to five political questions4 (not all re-
spondents are given all items in the GSS; the ques-
tions are on the role of government, political ideolo-
gy, and confidence in the legislature, the federal gov-
ernment, and the judiciary); larger dots indicate that 
the respondent said “don’t know” to a greater portion 
of the political questions they received.  In Figure 2a, 
the colors of the dots indicate whether an individual 
said they “don’t know” their position on the political 
ideology scale (from extremely conservative to ex-
tremely liberal; black is “don’t know” and grey is any 
substantive non-missing answer); in Figure 2b, the 
colors correspond to whether and for whom respond-
ents reported voting in the 2004 election.  In Figure 
2c, responses to non-political questions are shown: 
the size of the dots indicates the frequency with which 
respondents answered “don’t know” to questions 
about their view of the world (such as their image of 
characteristics of God, and whether people are gener-
ally trustworthy, helpful, and fair); dots are black if 
the individual said they “don’t know” whether there is 
an afterlife, and grey if they gave an answer.  
 Figure 2a shows clearly that rates of political 
“don’t know” response increase as volume of capital 
decreases along Axis 1: the larger dots (for more 
“don’t knows”) and the black dots (for not knowing 
ideology) are concentrated in the lower half of the 
constructed social space.  Compare this with Figure 

                                                
4 I included only those questions about politics that were A) framed 
as questions about what government should or should not do (not 
those asked in moral terms) or about political institutions or ideolo-
gies and B) were not about domestic or foreign spending priorities.   
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2c, which shows answers to non-political (but at least 
equally abstract) questions distributed fairly evenly 
across the whole space.  If we accept that those lower 
levels of political competence—with less knowledge 
about politics and less confidence that they are legiti-
mate producers of political opinions—will say “don’t 
know” more to political questions, this is good evi-
dence that political competence is tied to social posi-
tion.  
 Figure 2b shows that an even more consequential 
form of political abstention—not voting—displays 
essentially the same pattern as does saying “don’t 
know.” (Figure 2b includes fewer individuals than are 
shown in Figure 2a because only respondents to the 
2006 GSS were asked about their voting in 2004; 
however, the category points for non-participation in 
all three elections included in this data are all located 
in the bottom half of the figure, and are all more than 
.4—the threshold for calling a difference “im-
portant”—from the category points for those elec-
tions’ reports of voting [not shown]). While social 
stratification of political participation is not itself a 
surprising result, the close correspondence between 
the patterns of the two kinds of non-participation is 
worth noting; those with less resources are less likely 
to express political opinions in any format5.  
 These figures together illustrate that those who are 
the least-advantaged are indeed the most likely to say 
“don’t know” to political questions. Further, they 
show that this is not a universal feature of responses 
to all kinds of questions; the locations in social space 
of those saying “don’t know” to non-political ques-
tions are far more varied than the locations of those 
who say they “don’t know” about politics. In other 
words, those with the most capital in the contempo-
rary United States appear to have the highest levels of 
comfort answering political questions, while those 
with the least capital indeed are the most likely to 
absent themselves from political survey questions 
with “don’t know” responses. These results mirror 
those Bourdieu reported in Distinction; since survey 
researchers work hard to minimize “don’t know” re-
sponses (only one of the political, and none of the 
worldview, questions included here explicitly offers 
respondents the option of saying they “don’t know” or 
“haven’t thought much about” the issue), this is strong 
evidence that those located lower in the social space 

                                                
5 This figure also shows an interesting pattern which is not the 
focus of this paper, but is discussed at greater length in an earlier 
paper using similar analyses (2013): the main difference between 
Republican and Democratic voting is along Axis 2. 

have a sense that they are not socially legitimated 
producers of political opinions6. 

                                                
6 In another paper, I used various forms of multivariate regression 
to show that this is not simply the outcome of the lower levels of 
education and thus technical political competence; there is a statis-
tically significant relationship between income and political “don’t 
know” response, even controlling for education and other attributes 
that might contribute to technical competence. 
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Figure 3. Political Efficacy 
 

 
 
Figure 3 shows answers to four questions used to 
measure “political efficacy.”  While the concept of 
political efficacy is not identical in meaning to politi-
cal competence, its operationalization in these items 
works well to gauge respondents’ sense of their enti-
tlement to participate in politics.  The category points 
in Figure 4 represent agreement and disagreement 
with the statements “people like me don't have any 
say about what the government does” (Don’t Have 
Say), “I don’t think the government cares much what 
people like me think” (Gov’t Doesn’t Care), “I feel 
that I have a pretty good understanding of the im-

portant political issues facing our country,” and “I 
think most people are better informed about politics 
and government than I am.”  All four questions’ re-
sponse category points move monotonically from the 
least-politically-competent responses, located among 
those with the least capital, to the most-politically-
competent responses near the top of the figure.  Those 
who say they “can’t choose” a response to these ques-
tions are located, on average, among those with the 
least resources, as is the case with the “don’t know” 
responses to political questions shown in Figure 2. 
Those who say they strongly disagree that “most peo-
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ple” are better informed about politics and strongly 
agree that they possess a “good understanding” of 
politics tend to have the most resources; they are gen-
erally located in the same parts of the space as those 
who believe government does care about “people 
like” them and that they can have a say in political 
decision-making. The category points for all the re-
sponses indicating lower political competence are in 
the lower half of Figure 2; those with the least confi-
dence in their knowledge of politics and their ability 
to influence their government tend to have the lowest 
volumes of capital.  Again, we see a clear relationship 
between indicators of political competence and social 
position. 
 
Conclusion 
Responses to survey questions about politics, just like 
opinions people give about art, music, or other forms 
of cultural participation, are expressions of socially 
distinguished and distinguishing tastes. As Bourdieu 
(1991: 171-202) pointed out, the political field is a 
field of cultural and symbolic production; like tastes 
for other kinds of cultural objects, then, tastes for 
politics—and the probabilities of responding to sur-
vey questions, and of responding in specific ways—
are structured by social position. But while most 
American cultural sociologists are comfortable with 
understanding certain kinds of cultural production as 
restricted to agents within the relevant fields, and with 
a relational analysis of the tastes and practices of 
those inside and outside those fields, these approaches 
to cultural production and reception have not been 
applied to American politics. 
 Volume of capital (Axis 1) clearly structures 
agents’ political competence. Those with the least 
capital are least likely to vote and most likely to say 
"don't know" to political questions (and thus least 
likely to have their views represented accurately by 
political processes). The least-advantaged may not 
only lack the knowledge of politics needed to gener-
ate legitimate responses to political questions, they  
relate to politics, their survey-responses indicate, with 
the sense that they are not socially legitimated pro-
ducers of political opinions: they lack political com-
petence. Those with the most capital, on the other 
hand, are not only the most likely to answer political 
questions, they are also the most likely to vote and 
report the strongest levels of belief that they are capa-
ble of both understanding and influencing politics. 
 In this chapter, I have argued that both the theoret-
ical insights and the empirical patterns described by 
Bourdieu in Distinction and “Public Opinion Does 
Not Exist” over thirty years ago apply to the Ameri-

can context.  Much can be gained from bringing 
Bourdieu’s insights and tools to the study of Ameri-
can politics, for both our understanding of popular 
relations to politics.  The concept of political compe-
tence” brings together socially-stratified phenomena 
usually studied separately: feelings about politics, 
survey-question answering, and voting. These three 
aspects of political participation are all manifestations 
of individuals’ sense of their place in the social order; 
those with more resources or capital are the most like-
ly to feel they are legitimate participants in political 
decision-making, the most likely to express political 
opinions to survey interviewers, and the most likely to 
actually vote.  These three elements of greater politi-
cal competence are usually explained separately. Feel-
ings of efficacy are most often attributed to individual 
socialization in the family, “don’t know” responses to 
lack of education or interest, and non-voting to insuf-
ficient skills and material resources. All of these cer-
tainly influence these individual phenomena, but a 
person’s basic sense of herself as warranting a place 
in national political discourse—her political compe-
tence—is a necessary precondition for any kind of 
political participation. 
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Abstract 
The sense that one is a legitimate participant in politi-
cal discourse, what Bourdieu (1984) termed “political 
competence,” is an important precondition for politi-
cal engagement and participation. In this article, I 
examine the stratification of political competence 
across social positions in the United States. Using 
General Social Survey data from 2000-2006, I deploy 
Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA) to con-
struct a representation of the American social space.  I 
then project two sets of measures of political compe-
tence as supplementary variables into the space con-
structed with MCA. I show that political compe-
tence—indicated by saying “don’t know” to political 
questions, and a series of questions designed to meas-
ure political efficacy—decreases with respondents’ 
volume of capital, as does the propensity to report 
voting in Presidential elections. 
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