CHAPTER 1
Concepts-by-postulation and
concepts-by-intuition

The effects of the wording of survey questions on their responses have been
studied in depth by Sudman and Bradburn (1983), Schuman and Presser (1981),
Andrews (1984), Alwin and Krosnick (1991), Molenaar (1986}, Kéltringer (1993),
Scherpenzeel and Saris (1997). In contrast, very little attention has been given
to the problem of translating concepts into questions (De Groot and Meden-
dorp 1986, Hox 1997). Blalock {1990) and Northrop (1947}, distinguish between
concepts-by-intuition and concepts-by-postulation.

1.1  CONCEPTS-BY-INTUITION AND CONCEPTS-BY-POSTULATION
Blalock (1990: 34) asserts the following about differentiating between the
concepts of intuition and postulation:

Concepts-by-postulation receive their meaning from the deductive theory
inwhich they are embedded. ideally, such concepts would be taken either
as primitive or undefined or as defined by postulation strictly in terms
of other cancepts that were already understood. Thus, having defined
mass and distance, a physicist defines density as mass divided by volume
{distance cube). The second kind of concepts distinguished by Northrop
are concepts-by-intuition, or concepts that are morce or less immediately
perceived by our sensory organs (or their extensions) without recourse to a
deductively formulated theory. The color “blue,” as perceived by our eves,
would be an exampie of a concept-by-intuition, whereas “blue” as a wave-
length of light would be the corresponding concepr-by-postulation,

The distinction he makes between the two is that concepts-by-irtuition are
simple concepts whose meaning is immediately obvious whiie concepts-
by-postulation arc less obvious concepts that require explicit definitions.
Conceplis-by-postulaiion are also called constructs. Examples of concepls-by-
intuition include judgments, feclings, evaluations, norms, and behaviors. Most
of the time it is very obvious that a text presents a feeling (xlikes y) or a norm
{peopie should behawve in a certain way) or behavior (x does y). We will return
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to their classitication later. Examples of concepts-by-postulation might include
“ethnocentrism,” different forms of “racism,” and “attitudes toward different
objects.” One item in a survey cannol present an attitude or racism. For such
concepts more items are necessary and, therefore, these coneepts need to be
defined. This is usually done using a sct of items that represent concepts-by-
intuition. For example attitudes were originally defined (Krech et al. 1962) by
a combination of a cognitive, affective, and action tendency component. In
Figure 1.1 an operationalization of the concept-by-postulation “an attitude
toward Clinton” is presented in terms of concepts-by-intuition, questions, and
assertions representing the possible responses.

Concept-by-postuiation: Attitude toward Clinton

Conceptby-  Cogniton about leeling about Action tendency

inmition: Clintonasa Clinton as a person voting for Clinton
manager

Questions as - Was Clinton an Do you like Clinton ~ Would you vote for

measurement efficient manager?  as a person? him if you had a chance?

instrument for (Cognitive {Feeling) {Action tendeney)

the concept-by-  judgement)

intwition:

Assertion: Clinton was an I like Clinton I would vote for him
efficient manager as a person ifThad a chance

FIGURE 1.1: Operationalization of an uttitude toward Clinton.

At the bottom of Figure 1.1 three assertions are mentioned. There is no doubt
that thie asscrtion “Clinton was an efficicnt manager” represents a cognitive
judgiment, that the agsertion “I like Clinton as a person” represents a fecling
and that the assertion “T would vote for him if I had a chance” represents an
action tendency. From this it follows that the questions asking for such asser-
tions represent measurement instruments for “cognitions®, “feelings”, and
“action tendencies,” respectively. Given that there is hardly any doubt about the
link between these assertions, questions, and the concepts mentioned, these
concepts arc called concepts-by-intuition. However, the reverse relationship is
not necessarily true. There are many different cognitive judgments to formu-
late about Clinton, including, as leader of his party or as world leader. From this
example we can conclude that there are many different possible “cognitions,”
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“feelings,” and “action tendencies” with respect to Clinton. But normally, after
selecting a specific aspect of the Lopic a question, linked to that concept can be
formulated, that reflects the “concept-by-intuition.”

In contrast to concepts-by-intuition, concepts-by-postulation are less
obvious. Tn our example in Figure 1.1, the concept-by-postulation “attitude
toward Clinton” has been delined according to the attitude concept with the
three selected components. However, this choice is debatable. In fact, currently
attitudes are often defined on the basis ol “evaluations” (Fishbein and Ajzen
1980} and not the components mentioned previously. Although these two
operationalizations of attitudes ditfer, both define attitudes on the basis of
concepts-by-intuition.

Blalock as early as in 1968 {Blalock 1668) complained about the gap between
the language of theory and research. More than two decades later, when he
raised the same issues again, the gap had nol been reduced {Blalock 1990).
Although he argues that there is always a gap between theory and obscrvations,
he also asserts that not enough attention is given to the proper development of
the concepts-by-postulation, As an illustration of this we present measurement
instruments for different forms of racism.

Several rescarchers have tried to develop instruments for new constructs
related to racism. T'ypical examples are the following constructs: “symbolic
racism” (MeConahay and Hough 1976; Kinder and Scars 1981); “aversive racism”
(Kavel 1971, Gaertner and Dovidio 1986), “laisscz-faire racism” {Bobo ct al.
19g7), “new racism” (Barker 1981); “everyday racism” (Essed 1984), and “subtlec
racism” {Pettigrew and Meertens 1995). In all these instruments, similar stale-
ments have been employed in different combinations and using different
interpretations and terms. Table 1.1 illustrates this point for the operation-
alizations of symbolic and subtle racism. Fable 1.1 shows that five ilems of the
two constructs arve the same but each construct is also connected with some
specific items. The reason for including these different statements is unclear;
nor is there a theorcetical reason given for their operationalizations.

The table identifies that “subtle racism” is defined by two norms (items 1
and 2), two feelings (items 5 and 6), four eognitive judgments (items 7a-7d
and some other items). It is not at all clear why the presented combination
of concepts-by-intuition should lead to the concept-by-postulation “subtle
racism.” Nor is the overlap in the items and the difference in items between the
two concepts-by-postulation, subtle and symbolic racism at all clear. Even the
distinction between the items for “blatant racism™ and the items of the ather
two constructs has been criticized (Sniderman and Tetlock, 1986; Sniderman
ctal. 1991).

One of the major problems in the operationalization process is that the
rescarchers do not, as Blalock suggested, think in terms of concepts-by-intui-
tion but only in terms of questions. They form new constructs without a clear
awareness of the basic concepts-by-intuition being represented by the ques-
tions. This observation suggests that it would be useful to study the link
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Table 1.1: Operationalization of subtle and symbolic racisim.

ltems Subtle Symbuolic
1 Os living here shouid not push themselves

where they are not wanted. + +
2 Many other groups have come here and

overcame prejudice and worked their way up.
0Os should do the same without demanding
special favors. + +
3 Teis just a matter of some people not trying
hard enrough. If Os would only try harder, they
could be as well off as cur people. + +
4 s living here teach their children values and
skills different from those required to be
successful here. +
How often have you felt sympathy for Os?
How often have you felt admiration for Os?
How different or similar do you think Os living here
are to other peopte like you
7u In the values that they teach their children?
7h In the religious beliefs and practices?
7e In their sexual values or practices?
7d In the language that they speak?
8 Has there been much real change in the position
of (35 in the past fow years?
g jencrations of slavery and discrimination have
ereated conditions that malke it difticult for Os
to work their way out of the lower class. +
10 Over the past few years Os have golten less than
they deserve. +
11 Do Os get much more attention from the
government than they deserve? +
12 Government officials usually pay less attention
to a request or complaint from an O person than
from *opur” peaple. +

+ o+
+ +

R = L
+ 4+ o+ o+

+

*0~ stands for member(s) of the outgroup, which include “visible minoritics” or
“Imnmigrants.”

between a set of concepts-by-intuition and questions for questionnaires. If
such a link could be established, these basic concepts could then be used in a
more systematic way to formulate higher-order concepts-by-pastulation such
as attitudes and others. Therefore, let us shift our attention to the relation-
ship between coneepts-by-intuition and the concepts-by-postulation in the
folowing section.

1.2 THE DISTANCE BETWEEN CONCEPTS-BY-INTUITION AND CONCEPTS-RY-
POSTULATION

We think that the best way to discuss the issue of the gap between concepts-

by-intuition and concepts-by-postulation is to give an example. The cxample







































