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Introduction

A popular government without popular information, or the means of acquiring it, is but a Prologue to a Farce or a Tragedy; or perhaps both. Knowledge will forever govern ignorance. And a people who mean to be their own Governors must arm themselves with the Power that knowledge gives.

—JAMES MADISON1

MUCH EVIDENCE SUGGESTS that there is widespread public ignorance about politics in America. The biggest issue in the important 2010 congressional election was the economy. Yet two-thirds of the public did not realize that the economy had grown rather than shrunk during the previous year.2 In the aftermath of that election, the majority of Americans did not realize that the Republican Party had taken control of the House of Representatives, but not the Senate.3

When President Barack Obama took office in 2009, his administration and the Democratic Congress pursued an ambitious agenda on health care and environmental policy, among other issues. The media covered both issue areas extensively. Yet a September 2009 survey showed that only 37 percent of Americans believed they understood the administration’s health care plan, a figure that likely overestimated the true level of knowledge.4 A May 2009 poll showed that only 24 percent of Americans realized that the important “cap and trade” initiative then recently passed by the House of Representatives as an effort to combat global warming addressed “environmental issues.”5 Some 46 percent thought that it was either a “health care reform” or a “regulatory reform for Wall Street.”6 It is difficult to evaluate a major policy proposal if one does not know what issue it addresses. In 2003, some 70 percent of Americans were unaware of the recent enactment of President George W. Bush’s Medicare prescription drug bill, the biggest new government program in several decades.7

The existence of such ignorance does not by itself prove that there is anything wrong with our political system. Perhaps these polls were somehow unrepresentative. In any case, maybe voters do not need much in the way of knowledge. Perhaps they can make good decisions even if they know very little. Still, these examples and others like them are at least cause for concern. If the public really is often ignorant, we might have a serious problem on our hands.

WHY POLITICAL IGNORANCE MATTERS

Democracy is rule by the people. The literal meaning of the original Greek word democracy signifies exactly that: rule by the demos, the Greek word for the common people. The day-to-day business of government may be conducted by elected officials. But those leaders are ultimately responsible to the public. If they fail to serve the interests of the voters, we can “throw the bastards out” and elect a set of “bastards” who will hopefully do better. In this way, the democratic process is supposed to ensure that we get what Abraham Lincoln called “government of the people, by the people, for the people.”8 The key to the entire system is the accountability of elected officials to voters.

Some political theorists value democratic control of government for its own sake.9 Others do so for primarily instrumental reasons.10 Either way, accountability is a crucial part of the picture. But effective democratic accountability requires voters to have at least some political knowledge. Voters generally cannot hold government officials accountable for their actions if they do not know what the government is doing. And they cannot know which candidates’ proposals will serve the public better unless they have at least some understanding of those policies and their likely effects.

Accountability is also difficult to achieve if voters do not know which officials are responsible for which issues. If the public schools perform poorly, should the voter blame the local government, the state government, the federal government, or all three? Which officials, if any, can be blamed for economic recessions? Are mistakes in the conduct of the War on Terror the responsibility of the president alone, or does Congress deserve a share of the blame? Answering these questions and others like them requires at least some degree of political knowledge.

Even if an individual voter does not care about political accountability or does not mind if his government performs poorly, he may still have a responsibility to become informed for the sake of his fellow citizens. After all, the winners of the next election will govern not only him but everyone else who lives in his society. Casting a ballot is not a purely individual choice that affects no one but the voter. In the admittedly highly unlikely event that it influences the outcome of an election, it will also affect the lives of thousands or millions of other people. Even the citizen who is personally uninterested in the quality of public policy may justifiably feel a moral obligation to become informed if he intends to vote.11

Obviously, it is not enough to conclude that voters need to have at least some political knowledge to make democracy work. We also need to know how much knowledge is enough. If it turns out that voters know too little, it would be useful to know why. Even more important, we need to know what if anything can be done to alleviate the harm caused by excessive political ignorance.

These questions are the focus of this book. I doubt that I or anyone else can answer them definitively. It would be arrogant to assume that any one book can settle issues that have been debated for over two thousand years. But I hope to at least make a useful contribution to the discussion.

The first half of the book analyzes the nature and extent of the problem of political ignorance in American democracy. The evidence shows that political ignorance is extensive and poses a very serious challenge to democratic theory. The severity of the problem is exacerbated by the reality that, for most citizens, political ignorance is not the result of stupidity or selfishness. Rather, ignorance turns out to be rational behavior—even for many who are far from stupid and are genuinely concerned about the welfare of the nation. The insignificance of any one vote to electoral outcomes makes it rational for most citizens to devote little effort to acquiring political knowledge. They also have little incentive to engage in unbiased evaluation of the information they do know.

The last four chapters consider potential solutions. While it may be possible to make voters more knowledgeable at the margin, I conclude that a major increase in political knowledge is unlikely in the foreseeable future. Therefore, the problem of political ignorance may be more effectively addressed not by increasing knowledge but by trying to reduce the impact of ignorance.

This can be at least partially achieved by limiting and decentralizing government power in ways that enable citizens to “vote with their feet” as well as at the ballot box. People choosing between different jurisdictions in a federal system or between different options in the private sector often have better incentives to become informed about their options than ballot box voters do. Unlike ballot box voters, foot voters know that their decisions are likely to make a difference. As a result, they are more inclined to seek out relevant information and evaluate it in a reasonable way.

Is Concern About Political Ignorance Paternalistic?

Concern about political ignorance strikes some critics as unduly paternalistic. Perhaps citizens should be free to choose policies and leaders for whatever reasons they wish—even if those reasons are the result of ignorance. A democrat committed to this view might find the issue addressed in this book at best irrelevant and at worst an unjustified attack on the rights of the people. Even if ignorance leads voters to make poor decisions, we would not be justified in imposing constraints on democracy because the voters have a right to rule as they please. As Robert Bork puts it, “[i]n wide areas of life majorities are entitled to rule, if they wish, simply because they are majorities.”12 H. L. Mencken famously satirized the same point when he wrote that “[d]emocracy is the theory that the common people know what they want, and deserve to get it good and hard.”13

Unfortunately, however, when voters make poor decisions out of ignorance, everyone “gets it good and hard,” not just those who voted for the wrong candidates and supported their harmful policies. That is what makes voting different from individual decisions that affect only the decision-makers themselves and those who voluntarily choose to interact with them. As John Stuart Mill put it in his 1861 book Considerations on Representative Government:

The spirit of vote by ballot—the interpretation likely to be put on it in the mind of an elector—is that the suffrage is given to him for himself; for his particular use and benefit, and not as a trust for the public. . . . [D]emocrats think themselves greatly concerned in maintaining that the franchise is what they term a right, not a trust. . . . In whatever way we define or understand the idea of a right, no person can have a right . . . to power over others: every such power, which he is allowed to possess, is morally, in the fullest force of the term, a trust. But the exercise of any political function, either as an elector or as a representative, is power over others.14

As Mill emphasized, voting decisions involve not simply an individual choice but the exercise of “power over others.” For this reason, we are justified in urging constraints on the scope of that choice if ignorance or other factors leads voters to make systematic errors. Such constraints, of course, are only defensible if we have reason to believe that alternative arrangements might handle information problems better. This book makes precisely that argument.

There is a second reason why it is not a paternalistic infringement on voters’ freedom to worry about political ignorance and advocate measures to reduce its impact. As will be discussed in Chapter 3, widespread ignorance about politics is in large part the result of a collective action problem. An individual voter has little incentive to learn about politics because there is only an infinitesimal chance that his or her well-informed vote will actually affect electoral outcomes. Political ignorance is therefore an example of rational individual behavior that leads to potentially dangerous collective outcomes.

Economists have long recognized that outside intervention may be needed to address such “public goods” problems.15 Such intervention is not necessarily paternalistic because it may actually be giving the people that which they want but lack the incentive to produce for themselves through uncoordinated individual action.

In the same way, it is not necessarily paternalistic to advocate the restriction of air pollution. Individual citizens and firms may produce more air pollution than any of them actually want because they know that there is little to be gained from uncoordinated individual restraint. If I avoid driving a gas-guzzling car, the impact on the overall level of air pollution will be utterly insignificant. So I have no incentive to take it into account in making my driving decisions even if I care greatly about reducing air pollution. Widespread public ignorance is a type of pollution that infects the political system rather than our physical environment.

Finally, even if voters do have the right to select whatever policies they please regardless of their effect on fellow citizens, ignorance might still be problematic. After all, a person making a choice based on ignorance might well fail to achieve his or her intended result. If I buy a lemon car based on the erroneous belief that it is in good condition, my purposes in purchasing it are likely to be frustrated if it quickly breaks down.16 Similarly, voters who support protectionist policies in the erroneous expectation that they will benefit the economy as a whole rather than weaken it will also end up undermining their own goals.17 Voters may not be able to effectively exercise their right to choose the policies they wish if their choices are based on ignorance.

Political ignorance might be unimportant if public opinion had little or no effect on policy. In that event, voters would not actually be exercising any genuine “power over others” after all. However, a large literature shows that public opinion does have a significant impact on at least the broad outlines of policy.18 Public opinion is, of course, far from the only influence on policymaking. As will be discussed later in this book,19 there are often individual issues on which public opinion has relatively little impact because the voters are unaware of what is going on. Such other influences as bureaucratic discretion and interest group lobbying also have important effects. However, there is little doubt that voter opinions have considerable influence over many policy decisions, even if other factors also matter.

Even relatively ignorant voters can influence policy in cases where some effect seems easily traceable to a government action or when the government is rewarded or blamed for some highly visible event.20 Ignorant voters can also influence policy by creating opportunities for politicians, activists, and interest groups to manipulate that ignorance.21 These effects make voter knowledge a potentially important input into the policymaking process. Politicians who wish to be elected and reelected must enact policies that win voter support. And the distribution of that support may be affected by ignorance.

Even if public opinion did not influence policy in the status quo, most major normative theories of democracy assume that it should do so, at least to some substantial extent. As explained in Chapter 2, these theories also imply knowledge prerequisites that voters must meet in order to exercise that influence effectively.

In focusing on the importance of voter ignorance, I do not mean to deny the significance of ignorance among political elites and expert policymakers. Such elites also sometimes suffer from political ignorance, either because there are some types of information they inherently cannot know,22 or because they choose to ignore relevant social science data that is readily available.23 But whatever the knowledge levels of elites, voters have a vital role in democratic political systems, and their ignorance is significant regardless of whether political elites have similar shortcomings of their own.

The Historic Debate Over Political Ignorance

The problem of political ignorance is not a new one. Political philosophers have debated the implications of voter ignorance for democracy since that system of government first originated in ancient Greece, in the city state of Athens. Early critics of Athenian democracy argued that Athens was doomed to failure because its policies were set by ignorant common citizens.24 In The Gorgias, the great philosopher Plato contended that democracy is defective because it adopts policies based on the views of the ignorant masses and neglects the better-informed counsel of philosophers and other experts.25

Aristotle was more optimistic about political knowledge than Plato. Although he admitted that citizens usually have little knowledge individually, Aristotle argued that they could access far larger amounts of information collectively.26 Nonetheless, Aristotle still asserted that women, slaves, manual laborers, and others whom he considered incapable of achieving adequate levels of virtue and political knowledge should be excluded from political participation.27

In more recent centuries, even some thinkers sympathetic to liberal democracy have sought to limit the power of voters for fear of giving free rein to political ignorance. The American founding fathers inserted numerous anti-majoritarian elements into the Constitution in order to provide a check on what they saw as ignorant and irrational voters. As James Madison put it in Federalist 63, checks such as an indirectly elected Senate were needed “as a defense to the people against their own temporary errors and delusions.”28 John Stuart Mill, a liberal political theorist generally sympathetic to democracy, greatly feared political ignorance and argued that it justified giving extra votes to the better-educated and more knowledgeable.29

In the twentieth century, totalitarian leaders on both the left and the right resuscitated Plato’s claim that voter ignorance justifies the abolition of electoral democracy in favor of concentrating power in the hands of a small elite. Vladimir Lenin’s 1902 book What Is to Be Done? argued that workers cannot be expected to develop sufficient political knowledge to launch a socialist revolution on their own. Left to itself, a “spontaneous” working class cannot get beyond mere “trade union consciousness” and will not recognize the need for a full-blown reordering of society along socialist lines. Therefore, Lenin concluded that the transition to communism required firm leadership by a “vanguard” party, whose members would better understand the political interests of the working class than the workers themselves.30

Adolf Hitler, too, rejected democracy in part because he believed that voters are ignorant and easily manipulated, a problem that could only be solved by instituting a dictatorship headed by a far-seeing leader. In his view, “[t]he receptivity of the great masses [to information] is very limited, their intelligence is small, but their power of forgetting is enormous.”31

On the other side of the fence, many modern scholars—economists and political scientists—have argued that political ignorance is unimportant, or easily surmounted through the use of “information shortcuts.”32 “[G]ive people some significant power,” writes political philosopher Benjamin Barber, “and they will quickly appreciate the need for knowledge.”33

Unlike Plato and the totalitarians, I do not argue for a complete rejection of democracy. I accept the evidence that democracy generally functions better than alternative systems of government.34 Democracies tend to be more prosperous and peaceful than dictatorships or oligarchies, and usually provide greater freedom to their citizens.35 They are also more likely to avoid major policy disasters, and do not commit mass murder against their own people.36

As an immigrant from the Soviet Union to the United States—one with relatives who were victims of both communist and Nazi repression—I am acutely conscious of the advantages of democracy over dictatorship. But the superiority of democracy over other forms of government leaves open the possibility that democracy might function better if its powers were more tightly limited.

DEFINING POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE

Before analyzing political ignorance, it is important to define what we mean by political knowledge. Throughout this book, I focus primarily on political knowledge defined as awareness of factual matters related to politics and public policy. This includes knowledge of specific policy issues and leaders. As we shall see more fully in Chapter 1, many voters are unaware of the elements of important public policies enacted by the legislature. Factual political knowledge also includes knowledge of broad structural elements of government, such as which public officials are responsible for which issues, and the elements of competing political ideologies, such as liberalism and conservatism. For example, the majority of citizens do not know which branch of government has the power to declare war.37

It is also important to consider the extent to which voters are unable to rationally evaluate the information they do have. By “rationally,” I mean only whether they evaluate the information in a logically consistent, unbiased manner, not whether they reach morally defensible conclusions about public policy. For example, if a voter wants to increase economic growth and she is shown evidence that free trade is likely to promote that goal, her support for protectionism should diminish. However, she could rationally ignore this evidence if she does not value economic growth and instead prefers to maximize the incomes of protected domestic industries, regardless of the impact on the overall economy or the effects on foreigners.

This emphasis on factual knowledge and value-neutral rationality is not meant to denigrate the importance of values and moral knowledge. Ideally, we would want to have voters who are not only factually knowledgeable but also able to use that knowledge to pursue morally praiseworthy goals. We would not want a highly knowledgeable electorate that values cruelty and oppression for its own sake, and uses its knowledge to elect those leaders whose policies are most effective in implementing such perverse preferences.

But factual knowledge and moral decisions are not completely separate. Many perverse moral judgments made by voters are in part a result of factual ignorance. For example, public hostility toward gays and lesbians is in part the result of ignorance about the likelihood that homosexual orientation is genetically determined and not freely chosen or determined by environmental factors.38 As will be explained in Chapter 5, many early twentieth-century white voters favored policies oppressing blacks in part because they believed that African Americans had inherent criminal tendencies and were likely to rape white women unless they could be cowed by the threat of lynching. These false factual beliefs were not the only cause of racism, but they surely contributed.

Disagreement over some issues, such as abortion,39 may largely be determined by conflicting fundamental values, with little role for factual information. On a vast range of major political issues, however, differences between opposing parties and ideologies turn primarily on disagreements over how to achieve widely agreed-upon goals, such as economic prosperity, crime reduction, environmental protection, and security against the threat of attack by terrorists and foreign powers.40 These objectives are widely shared in American society by people across the political spectrum, and are considered to be the most important goals of public policy by large majorities of the public.41

Even on those issues for which political conflict focuses primarily on differences in fundamental values, factual knowledge is often still relevant. For example, a voter whose values lead him to support efforts to ban abortion may still need to know whether the government is actually capable of eliminating most abortions, and at what cost.42 The vast majority of the examples of ignorance considered in this book relate to issues where political debate focuses on competing means of achieving shared values, rather than ones where political disagreements are more likely to be purely the product of differences over fundamental values. Factual knowledge is not the only kind of information relevant to political decisions. But it is often among the most important.

A more fundamental values-based rejection of the idea that political ignorance matters is the claim that it is somehow illegitimate to evaluate the moral decisions of democracies by standards external to the values of the voters. For example, political theorist Ian Shapiro rejects the idea of “some ‘birds-eye’ standpoint, existing previously to and independently of democratic procedures, by reference to which we can evaluate the outcomes they produce.”43

Even if it is illegitimate to second-guess the values voters bring to the democratic process, it is not clear why it is wrong to point out that inadequate political knowledge might prevent them from realizing those values as fully and effectively as they otherwise might. Such an argument does not challenge the voters’ goals but merely points out that they sometimes lack the means to effectively achieve them through the democratic process. To put it in Shapiro’s terms, this approach does not adopt “a ‘birds-eye’ standpoint” on the democratic process but rather judges its output by the standards of the voters’ own values and goals.

Yet there is no inherent reason to limit criticism of democratic decisions to the choice of means alone. Unless we become complete moral relativists, we must admit the possibility that voters might sometimes base their decisions on flawed or unjust values such as racism, sexism, or anti-Semitism.

If we do choose to be absolute moral relativists, then we indeed lack grounds for criticizing democratic decisions. But we also lack any basis for claiming that democracy is superior to other forms of government, such as monarchy, oligarchy, or a totalitarian state.44 If no values are better than others, then there is no reason to believe that the values promoted by liberal democracy are any better than those promoted by the regimes of Hitler or Stalin. We could no more judge autocratic regimes from an external “birds-eye standpoint” than we can democracies.

If, on the other hand, we can legitimately conclude that democracy is superior to authoritarianism or totalitarianism, then the same standards that we use to compare democracy to these alternative regimes can also be used to compare different types of democracies. If democracy is preferable to an authoritarian government because it provides greater freedom, greater happiness, or greater equality, it is also possible that one type of democratic government may be preferable to another for the exact same reasons.

This book does not present a theory of the ideal set of criteria by which political regimes should be judged. But it does assume that some regimes can reasonably be considered better than others.

PLAN OF THE BOOK

The first four chapters outline the scope and nature of the problem of political ignorance in American democracy. Chapters 5 to 7 consider various possible solutions. Some of these are proposals for increasing voter knowledge, while others are institutional adjustments that would reduce the risks posed by a given level of ignorance. I conclude that the problem of political ignorance is a very serious one, and that there is unlikely to be a quick or easy solution. But its effects can to an important degree be mitigated by limiting the size, complexity, and centralization of government.

Chapter 1 summarizes the evidence of widespread political ignorance in the United States. While much of this data will not surprise experts in the field, it is still important to recognize the full scope of ignorance and its remarkable persistence over time. Chapter 2 compares actual levels of voter knowledge to the requirements of several prominent normative theories of political participation. It is not a great surprise that knowledge levels fall short of the requirements of demanding theories such as “deliberative democracy.” But they also fall short of the much more minimal requirements of other theories generally considered to be less demanding. The failure of voters to meet the demands of even relatively modest theories of political participation highlights the severity of the challenge of political ignorance for democratic theory. There are unusual cases where political ignorance actually turns out to be beneficial. Overall, however, its vast extent is more a danger to democracy than an asset.

In Chapter 3, I explain why political ignorance is actually rational behavior for most citizens. The core argument is a familiar one to students of political knowledge. Anthony Downs first showed that political ignorance is generally rational in a famous 1957 book.45 Voters have little incentive to become informed because there is only an infinitesimal chance that any one vote will affect the outcome of an election. This explains why so many remain ignorant about basic political issues even in a world in which information is readily available through the media and other sources. The main constraint on political learning is not the availability of information, but the willingness of voters to take the time and effort needed to learn and understand it.

Chapter 3 also considers the connections between rational ignorance and economist Bryan Caplan’s theory of “rational irrationality,” which holds that voters not only have incentives to be ignorant but also to engage in highly biased evaluation of the information they do have.46 The combination of rational ignorance and rational irrationality is a more serious danger than either taken alone. Among other problems, the conjunction of the two makes voters far more susceptible to misinformation and deception than they would be otherwise.

In Chapter 4, I review claims that voter ignorance might be offset by the use of “information shortcuts” that enable voters to cast well-informed ballots despite knowing little or no factual information. Some of these shortcuts have genuine value in enabling poorly informed voters to make better choices. Overall, however, they fall far short of fully offsetting the dangers posed by ignorance. Moreover, some shortcuts actually lead to worse decisions, because they may actively mislead rationally ignorant and rationally irrational voters.

Chapter 5 compares the informational incentives of “voting with your feet” to those of conventional ballot box voting. Instead of seeking redress through electoral politics, citizens who dislike the policies they live under can sometimes pursue improvement by moving to another jurisdiction with more favorable policies, or by making choices in the private sector.

Unlike ballot box voting, “foot voting” creates much better incentives to both acquire information and use it rationally. The reason is simple: for most foot voters, the choice to leave or stay is individually decisive. The would-be migrant does not have to take a vote in which her ballot has only a miniscule chance of making a difference. Rather, she knows that whatever decision she makes she can then implement, subject perhaps to the agreement of a few family members. This simple point has important implications for institutional design in democratic political systems. It strengthens the case for decentralizing political power. The greater the degree of decentralization, the more political decisions can be made by foot voting, rather than ballot box voting alone.

The informational advantages of foot voting also buttress the case for limiting the scope of government authority relative to the private sector. In markets and civil society, individuals can often vote with their feet even more effectively than in a system of decentralized federalism. Foot voting in the private sector usually doesn’t carry moving costs as high as those of interjurisdictional migration. In addition, limiting the scope of government could alleviate information problems by reducing the knowledge burden imposed on voters. The smaller and less complex government is, the more likely that even rationally ignorant voters might be able to understand its functions. Smaller government does not make us smarter in the sense of increasing our intelligence. But it can help us make smarter decisions by improving our incentives to make effective use of the intelligence we already have.

Chapter 6 considers the implications of political ignorance for the long-standing debate over the role of judicial review in a democracy. By constraining and (in some cases) decentralizing government power, judicial review can help mitigate the problem of political ignorance. Critics of judicial review have traditionally argued that the power of judges to invalidate laws enacted by democratically elected legislatures must be eliminated or severely constrained. Otherwise, democracy will be undermined, thus creating a “countermajoritarian difficulty.” Recognition of the importance of political ignorance greatly weakens this long-standing objection to judicial power. Many of the policies enacted by modern states have little or no democratic pedigree because rationally ignorant voters know little about them, and may even be unaware of their very existence. Even some of those policies voters do know about have been enacted because they do not understand their true effects. By limiting the size and scope of government and facilitating “foot voting,” judicial review might actually strengthen democratic accountability rather than undermine it.

Finally, Chapter 7 explores some of the best-known proposals for increasing the political knowledge of the electorate. These include limits on the franchise, improved civic education, changes in media coverage of politics, delegation of greater authority to experts, and proposals for requiring citizens to engage in greater deliberation. Some of these ideas have potential. But many run afoul of the reality that, in a world of rational ignorance, the major constraint on political knowledge is not the supply of information but the demand for it. Even if information is readily available, voters may be unwilling to take the time to learn it.

Proposals to increase political knowledge will also be difficult to effectively implement given real-world political constraints. The very political ignorance and irrationality that necessitates their consideration is a key obstacle to their enactment in a form likely to work. Any reform proposal would have to be enacted by a democratic process that is itself heavily influenced by ignorance. Moreover, it may be almost impossible to increase political knowledge enough to enable voters to cope effectively with more than a fraction of the many complex issues controlled by the modern state.

Given these constraints, we are unlikely to see major increases in political knowledge for some time to come, if ever. We must therefore find better ways to live with widespread political ignorance.

This book does not provide a complete analysis of the appropriate size, scope, and organization of government. Political ignorance is far from the only factor that must be taken account of in any such theory. But it deserves a much greater role in the discussion than it has gotten so far.


CHAPTER ONE

The Extent of Political Ignorance

Nothing strikes the student of public opinion and democracy more forcefully than the paucity of information most people possess about politics.

—POLITICAL SCIENTIST JOHN FEREJOHN1

THE REALITY THAT MOST voters are often ignorant of even very basic political information is one of the better-established findings of social science. Decades of accumulated evidence reinforces this conclusion.2

THE PERVASIVENESS OF IGNORANCE

The sheer depth of most individual voters’ ignorance may be shocking to readers not familiar with the research. Rarely if ever is any one piece of knowledge absolutely essential to voters. It may not matter much if most Americans are ignorant of one or another particular fact about politics. But the pervasiveness of ignorance about a wide range of political issues and leaders is far more troubling.

Many examples help illustrate the point. A series of polls conducted just before the Republican Party chose Representative Paul Ryan to be their vice-presidential nominee in August 2012 found that 43 percent of Americans had never heard of Ryan and only 32 percent knew that he was a member of the House of Representatives.3 Unlike Governor Sarah Palin in 2008, Ryan was not a relative unknown catapulted onto the national stage by a vice-presidential nomination. As his party’s leading spokesman on budgetary and fiscal issues, he had been a prominent figure in American politics for several years.

One of the key policy positions staked out by President Barack Obama in his successful 2012 reelection campaign was his plan to raise income taxes for persons earning over $250,000 per year, an idea much discussed during the campaign and supported by a large majority of the public—69 percent in a December 2012 Pew Research Center poll.4 A February 2012 survey conducted for the political newspaper The Hill actually asked respondents what tax rates people with different income levels should pay. It found that 75 percent of likely voters wanted the highest-income earners to pay taxes lower than 30 percent of income, the top rate at the time of the 2012 election.5 This inconsistency suggests that many people supported increasing the tax rates of high earners because they did not realize how high taxes were already.

Despite years of controversy over the War on Terror, the Iraq War, and American relations with the Muslim world, only 32 percent of Americans in a 2007 survey could name “Sunni” or “Sunnis” as one of “the two major branches of Islam” whose adherents “are seeking political control in Iraq,” even though the question prompted them with the name of the other major branch (the Shiites).6 Such basic knowledge is not, perhaps, essential to evaluation of U.S. policy toward the Muslim world. But it would at least be useful.

Equally striking is the fact that in late 2003, over 60 percent of Americans did not realize that a massive increase in domestic spending had made a substantial contribution to the recent explosion in the federal deficit.7 Most of the public is unaware of a wide range of important government programs structured as tax deductions and payments for services.8 As a result, they are also unaware of the massive extent to which most of these programs transfer benefits primarily to the relatively affluent.9

A survey taken immediately after the closely contested November 2002 congressional elections found that only about 32 percent of respondents knew that the Republicans had held control of the House of Representatives prior to the election.10 This result is consistent with research showing widespread ignorance of congressional party control in previous elections, though usually knowledge levels were higher than in 2002.11

Such widespread ignorance is not of recent origin. As of December 1994, a month after the takeover of Congress by Newt Gingrich’s Republicans, 57 percent of Americans had never even heard of Gingrich, whose campaign strategy and policy stances had received massive publicity in the immediately preceding weeks.12 In 1964, in the midst of the Cold War, only 38 percent were aware that the Soviet Union was not a member of the U.S.-led NATO alliance.13 Later, in 1986, the majority could not identify Mikhail Gorbachev, the controversial new leader of the Soviet Union, by name.14 Much of the time, only a bare majority know which party has control of the Senate, some 70 percent cannot name both of their state’s senators, and the majority cannot name any congressional candidate in their district at the height of a campaign.15

Three aspects of voter ignorance deserve particular attention. First, many voters are ignorant not just about specific policy issues but about the basic structure of government and how it operates.16 Majorities are ignorant of such basic aspects of the U.S. political system as who has the power to declare war, the respective functions of the three branches of government, and who controls monetary policy.17 A 2006 Zogby poll found that only 42 percent of Americans could even name the three branches of the federal government: executive, legislative, and judicial.18 Another 2006 survey found that only 28 percent could name two or more of the five rights guaranteed by the First Amendment to the Constitution.19 A 2002 Columbia University study indicated that 35 percent believed that Karl Marx’s dictum “From each according to his ability to each according to his need” is in the Constitution (34 percent said they did not know), and only one-third understood that a Supreme Court decision overruling Roe v. Wade would not make abortion illegal throughout the country.20

Ignorance of the structure of government suggests that voters often not only cannot choose between specific competing policy programs but also cannot easily assign credit and blame for policy outcomes to the right office-holders. Ignorance of the constraints imposed on government by the Constitution may also give voters an inaccurate picture of the scope of elected officials’ powers.

The second salient aspect of ignorance is that most voters lack an “ideological” view of politics capable of integrating multiple issues into a single analytical framework derived from a few basic principles; ordinary voters rarely exhibit the kind of ideological consistency in issue stances that are evident in surveys of political elites.21 Some scholars follow Anthony Downs22 in emphasizing the usefulness of ideology as a “shortcut” to predicting the likely policies of opposing parties competing for office.23 At least equally important is the comparative inability of non-ideological voters to spot interconnections among issues. The small minority of well-informed voters are much better able to process new political information and more resistant to manipulation than is the less-informed mass public.24

Finally, and important, the level of political knowledge in the American electorate has increased only modestly, if at all, since the beginning of mass survey research in the late 1930s.25 A relatively stable level of ignorance has persisted even in the face of massive increases in educational attainment and an unprecedented expansion in the quantity and quality of information available to the general public at little cost.26

For the most part, the spread of new information technology, such as television and the Internet, seems not to have increased political knowledge.27 The rise of broadcast television in the 1950s and 1960s somewhat increased political knowledge among the poorest and least-informed segments of the population.28 But more recent advances, such as cable television and the Internet, have actually diverted the attention of these groups away from political information by providing attractive alternative sources of entertainment.29 For the most part, new information technologies seem to have been utilized to acquire political knowledge primarily by those who were already well-informed.30 This record throws doubt on the expectation of political theorists from John Stuart Mill onward that an increased availability of information and formal education can create the informed electorate that the democratic ideal requires.31

RECENT EVIDENCE OF POLITICAL IGNORANCE

Data from the time of the recent 2010, 2008, and 2004 elections reaffirm the existence of widespread political ignorance, as does more extensive data from the time of the 2000 election derived from the 2000 American National Election Studies (ANES).32 Unfortunately, the manuscript for this book was completed too soon to take much account of data from the 2012 presidential election. But, so far, there is no indication of a major increase in political knowledge in that election cycle relative to previous ones, and at least some evidence of persistent ignorance.33

Political Ignorance and the 2010 Election

The 2010 election was arguably one of the most important midterm elections in recent American history. The issues at stake included the federal government’s handling of the worst recession and financial crisis in decades, the enactment of the Obama administration’s historic 2010 health reform bill, and the conduct of ongoing conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq. The Republican Party gained sixty-two seats in the House of Representatives—the largest swing in the House since 1948, and six in the Senate. In view of the importance of the issues at stake, one might expect voters to have paid closer attention to politics than usual. Nonetheless, survey data show extensive ignorance and confusion even about basic issues.

Table 1.1 compiles data on political knowledge from a variety of surveys conducted during 2010, while the election campaign was ongoing or immediately afterward. The data show that the majority of the public were well informed about a few very basic points. For example, 77 percent knew that the federal budget deficit was larger in 2010 than in the 1990s, and 73 percent knew that Congress had enacted a health care reform bill in 2010. A bare majority of 53 percent knew that the unemployment rate was around 10 percent, rather than 5 percent, 15, or 20.

On many other basic questions related to key issues in the election, the majority of Americans were strikingly uninformed. Perhaps the biggest issue in the election was the state of the economy, which was beginning to come out of the deepest recession in decades. A CNN poll taken just before the election found that 52 percent of Americans identified “the economy” as the most important issue facing the nation.34 Yet an October 2010 survey showed that 67 percent of Americans were unaware that the economy had grown during the previous year, with 61 percent wrongly believing that it had shrunk. It is certainly true that the economy was in relatively poor shape in 2010. But knowing whether it was growing or shrinking was surely a relevant consideration for voters seeking to evaluate incumbent political leaders’ performance on what most of them believed to be the single most important issue. It was not the only information that could have been useful to voters, but it was clearly important nonetheless.

TABLE 1.1   Political ignorance and the 2010 election
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SOURCES: Data from Pew Research Center surveys, date as indicated, unless otherwise noted.

a. World Public Opinion/Knowledge Networks poll, Nov. 6–15, 2010.

b. The options given on this question were “national defense,” “education,” “Medicare,” and “Interest on the debt.”

c. Bloomberg National News survey, Oct. 24–26, 2010.

Perhaps the most important measure that the federal government adopted to try to end the recession that began in 2008 was President Obama’s 2009 stimulus bill. Yet 57 percent of the public did not realize that the bill included tax cuts, even though tax cuts in fact accounted for some $275 billion of the total $819 billion in stimulus spending in the bill.35 Similarly, only 34 percent of the public realized that the Troubled Assets Relief Program bank bailout bill had been enacted under President George W. Bush, with 47 percent wrongly believing that it was enacted under President Obama. Controversy over the effectiveness or lack thereof of the TARP was one of the biggest points at issue between the parties in the 2010 election, with many Republicans criticizing the bill and blaming the Democrats for it.

The Republicans also focused heavily on federal spending as a crucial issue in the campaign. But a November poll taken just after the election found that only 39 percent of the public was aware of the basic fact that defense spending was a larger proportion of the federal budget than education, the Medicare health care program, and interest on the national debt. Understanding the current distribution of federal spending can help voters evaluate what changes should be made in the future.

There was also extensive public ignorance about non-economic issues at stake in the campaign. The majority of the public did not know that the United States suffered more combat casualties in Afghanistan than in Iraq during 2009, which perhaps indicates a failure to fully understand the Obama administration’s strategy of shifting U.S. military efforts away from Iraq to Afghanistan. Knowing the relative numbers of casualties might also be useful information for voters seeking to weigh the potential benefits of these wars against their costs.

The 2010 campaign also saw extensive controversy over the role of the conservative majority on the Supreme Court, especially the Court’s much-debated decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission,36 which struck down legislation limiting the use of corporate and union funds for election advertising. President Obama and other Democrats repeatedly attacked the Court during the campaign. The role of the Court was also extensively discussed during the summer 2010 confirmation hearings for Elena Kagan, the president’s second nominee to the Supreme Court. But a July survey found that only 28 percent of Americans could identify John Roberts—leader of the conservative majority on the Court—as the chief justice of the United States. It is theoretically possible for voters to have a good knowledge of the Court’s decisions without knowing the names of any of the justices, and some probably do have such knowledge. However, a citizen who paid more than minimal attention to the extensive press coverage of the Court would be likely to run across the chief justice’s name multiple times. Moreover, the performance of the conservative majority led by Roberts was one of the key points at issue in the political debate over the Court’s role.

Over 60 percent of the public was unable to identify Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, a key player in the enactment of the stimulus and health care bills that had been at the heart of the Democrats’ legislative agenda in 2009 and 2010.37 Great Britain continued to be the United States’s most important ally in the escalating fighting in Afghanistan, as well as a crucial partner on other foreign policy issues and on coordinating economic policy in the midst of a global recession. But only 15 percent of Americans could identify David Cameron as the prime minister of Great Britain. Knowing the names of Reid and Cameron is not essential for informed voting. In theory, a voter can be highly knowledgeable about policy issues but ignorant of the names of individual political leaders. However, citizens who paid more than minimal attention to domestic policy issues were likely to run across Reid’s name on numerous occasions, and those who pay attention to foreign policy could hardly avoid Cameron’s.

In the aftermath of the election, only 46 percent of the public realized that the Republicans had won control of the House of Representatives but not the Senate, and only 38 percent could identify John Boehner as the new speaker of the House of Representatives.

All of the questions above were posed as multiple-choice items. As a result, they likely understate the true degree of ignorance, because some survey respondents prefer to guess on questions when they don’t know the right answer rather than admit that they don’t know it.38 Even purely random guessing has a substantial probability of arriving at the right answer on a survey question with only three or four choices.

Political Ignorance and the 2008 Election

Perhaps to an even greater extent than the 2010 midterm election, the 2008 election was an unusually important one. The issues at stake included the conduct of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the future of the health care system, a mortgage default crisis, and the government’s developing response to the financial crisis that hit in September 2008—in the middle of the campaign.

As in 2010, a majority of the public did display impressive knowledge about some of the very basic issues at stake in the campaign. For example, by the summer of 2008, some 76 percent of Americans recognized that Democratic nominee Barack Obama supported a timetable for the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Iraq, and 62 percent knew that Republican candidate John McCain opposed it (Table 1.2). By October, some 66 percent knew that Nancy Pelosi was the speaker of the House of Representatives, an increase from several months earlier and an indication that the public was paying some attention to congressional races. Similarly, 61 percent knew that the Democratic Party controlled the House of Representatives before the election.

Public knowledge of even slightly less basic matters was much worse. During the Democratic primaries, health care was a major point of contention in the close race between Barack Obama and Senator Hillary Clinton. Obama forcefully criticized Clinton for proposing a plan requiring all Americans to have health insurance.39 But only 48 percent of survey respondents realized that any presidential candidate had proposed such a plan, and only 42 percent knew that Clinton had done so. Only 35 percent realized that Barack Obama had not proposed a plan of this type, while 24 percent wrongly believed that he did. Ironically, Obama later incorporated this aspect of Clinton’s plan into his health care bill after he became president. But at the time of the 2008 primaries, this was a major issue of contention between the two candidates.

The Iraq War, the War on Terror, and U.S. relations with the Muslim world were a major focus of debate between the parties. But only 20 percent could identify Sunni Muslims as the largest “group of Muslims worldwide.” Conflicts between Sunnis and Shiites had complicated U.S. policy in Iraq and the Middle East as a whole.

TABLE 1.2   Political ignorance and the 2008 election
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NOTE: In a few cases, this table counts some respondents who refused to answer in the same category as those who said that they did not know. Research suggests that it is very rare for respondents who know the correct answer to a question to refuse to give it.

* Indicates not a multiple-choice question.

** The figures in the table count as giving “wrong” answers those who said they did not believe any candidate had proposed such a plan. In the Kaiser survey, only those respondents who said they thought at least one candidate had proposed it were asked specific questions about individual candidates’ positions.

*** The figures in the table count as correct answers for Obama the 23 percent of respondents who stated that no presidential candidate had proposed such a plan, as well as the 12 percent who correctly recognized that at least one candidate had, but also knew that Obama had not.

a. Pew Research Center survey.

b. Time survey, Oct. 3–6, 2008.

c. CBS News poll, Oct. 29–31, 2008.

d. Newsweek/Princeton Survey Research Associates poll.

e. Henry Kaiser Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health poll.

f. Newsweek/Princeton Survey Research Associates poll.

g. Time survey, Oct. 3–6, 2008. Both “Henry” and “Hank” Paulson were counted as correct answers.

h. Public Interest Project/Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research poll, June 17–26, 2008.

When the financial crisis hit in September 2008, the TARP bill and other elements of the federal response were headed by Secretary of the Treasury Henry “Hank” Paulson. A September 29 Newsweek cover even dubbed Paulson “King Henry” because of his dominant role in the crisis.40 But an October poll found that only 36 percent of the public knew that Paulson was secretary of the treasury. Paulson, the financial crisis, and the TARP bill became major campaign issues.

A June survey found that only 36 percent could identify Ben Bernanke as the chairman of the Federal Reserve Board. Admittedly, this was before the financial crisis hit and before Bernanke emerged as a key policymaker in forging the federal government’s response to it. However, the Federal Reserve’s policies were already controversial as possible causes of the ongoing mortgage default crisis and for supposedly failing to stem America’s slide into recession.

In view of the ongoing debate over the economy, spending, and the federal budget deficit, it is perhaps noteworthy that only 7 percent could correctly place federal defense spending—the largest single item in the federal budget—within the correct $200 billion range ($400 to $599 billion). While few would argue that voters need to know the precise amount of defense spending, approximate knowledge could still be useful. Only an additional 11 percent could place the level of defense spending within the two closest $200 billion ranges ($200 to $399 billion or $600 to $799 billion).41 Thus only 18 percent could place defense spending within the correct $600 billion range in a survey where three of the six available options would count as correct by that standard.

Political Ignorance and the 2004 Election

The 2004 election campaign was a crucial contest involving important issues including terrorism, the Iraq War, and the future of key questions in economic and social policy. However, Table 1.3 presents evidence from a number of surveys that showed evidence of extensive political ignorance on major issues in the current campaign.

The data cover a number of basic questions related to widely discussed issues that were prominent in both press coverage and political debate. Perhaps the most disturbing result was that large majorities were unaware of the passage of some of the most important and controversial items on the Bush administration’s domestic policy agenda: almost 70 percent did not know of the passage of the massive Medicare prescription drug benefit, and nearly 65 percent did not know of the recent passage of a ban on “partial birth” abortion. Similarly, 58 percent admitted they had heard “very little” or “nothing” about the USA PATRIOT Act, the much-debated 2001 legislation that increased law enforcement powers for the claimed purpose of fighting terrorism. This result probably actually understated the number of respondents who knew little or nothing about the Act.42

The survey evidence also indicates considerable ignorance about various hot-button domestic and foreign policy issues. Despite widespread press coverage of large job gains in the months prior to the election,43 the majority of respondents in a June 2004 poll mistakenly believed that there had been a net loss of jobs in 2004. With regard to the most important foreign policy issue in the campaign, a majority mistakenly believed that the Bush administration claimed a link between Saddam Hussein and the September 11 attacks (despite the administration’s own repeated disclaimers of any such connection), and most did not know approximately how many American lives had been lost in the Iraq War. Similarly, despite the ongoing debate over America’s troubled relationship with Europe in the wake of the Iraq War, 77 percent admitted that they knew “little” or “nothing” about the European Union. Knowing the number of Americans killed in Iraq was not absolutely essential to developing an informed opinion on the war. But it was certainly relevant information for voters seeking to balance the war’s possible benefits against its costs.

TABLE 1.3   Political ignorance and the 2004 election
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a. Princeton Survey Research Associates survey.

b. New York Times/CBS survey.

c. Pew Research Center survey, Feb. 11–16, 2004.

d. AP/IPSOS Public Affairs poll, June 7–9, 2004.

e. Fox News/Opinion Dynamics survey, March 23–24, 2004.

f. Gallup survey, May 21–23, 2004.

On many issues, the majority were not only ignorant of the truth but actively misinformed. For example, 61 percent believed that there has been a net loss of jobs in 2004, 58 percent believed that the administration saw a link between Saddam Hussein and 9/11, and 57 percent believed that increases in domestic spending had not contributed significantly to the current federal budget deficit.

The data in Table 1.3 should not be taken as proof that the public was universally ignorant on every issue. Some basic facts about current public policy were well known. For example, 82 percent knew that there was a federal budget deficit,44 and 79 percent knew that the deficit had increased during the previous four years.45 Nonetheless the evidence compiled in 1.3 does show that majorities were ignorant of numerous basic facts on some of the most important and most widely debated issues at stake in the election. This result is particularly striking in view of the extremely close and controversial nature of the contest, and the high level of press coverage many of these issues received.

Political Ignorance Evidence from the 2000 ANES Study

Undertaken during every election year since 1948, the survey by American National Election Studies (ANES) is generally considered the most thorough social scientific survey of the U.S. electorate.

The 2000 ANES survey contained a total of thirty political knowledge-relevant questions,46 more than any other recent ANES survey.47 These are listed in Table 1.4 along with the percentage of respondents giving correct answers.

TABLE 1.4   Political knowledge questions from the 2000 American National Election Studies survey
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NOTES: All percentages are rounded to whole numbers. N = 1,545 respondents. The exact wording of questions is available from the author or can be found in the 2000 ANES codebook available for downloading at the ICPSR website: http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/index-medium.html. A list of coding changes is available from the author upon request.

*Not a multiple-choice question.

The vast majority of the thirty survey items identified in Table 1.4 are relatively basic in nature and would have been well known to political elites and activists at the time.48 Many addressed issues that were widely debated during the 2000 campaign, including environmental policy, government spending on public services, abortion, and others. Several questions related to factual matters relevant to the record of the Clinton administration, for which presidential candidate Al Gore and the Democratic Party more generally attempted to claim a share of the credit.49

While the thirty questions do not cover all possible relevant issues and facts, they do include a wide range of topics and therefore are a good representative sampling of Americans’ political knowledge. Moreover, previous studies have found that political knowledge in one area is usually highly correlated with knowledge in others.50 Thus we can be reasonably confident that individuals who scored well on the thirty items in the 2000 ANES survey on average possessed greater political knowledge on other matters than those who scored low. Ignorance of one or a few factual details on this or other surveys may not indicate much about the respondent’s overall level of political knowledge. But broad ignorance across a wide range of survey items is more telling.

A Glass Half-Empty or Half-Full: How Low Is the Knowledge Level Revealed in the ANES Data?

The average knowledge level in the 2000 ANES survey was generally low. On average, respondents answered only 14.3 questions correctly out of 30.51 The data seem to confirm Stephen Bennett’s earlier findings that about one-third of respondents are “know-nothings” possessing little or no politically relevant knowledge.52 About 25 percent of respondents got 8.5 correct answers or fewer.53 Since 17 of the 30 questions had only three possible answers,54 two had only two possible answers,55 one more had two correct answers out of a possible three,56 and several others could also potentially be guessed with lower probabilities of success,57 a score of 8.558 is roughly equal to the score that could be expected as the result of random guessing.59 My finding of 25 percent “know-nothings” is similar to Bennett’s finding of 29 percent.60

Nonetheless, it is possible to argue that the average knowledge level revealed in the 2000 ANES study is not too low because the average respondent did achieve correct answers on almost half the questions (48 percent). This claim is flawed for two reasons. First, with a few exceptions, the items in the survey represent very basic political knowledge. Knowledgeable political activists and even citizens who follow politics reasonably closely would probably be able to answer all but a tiny handful of the questions correctly.

The second reason for pessimism regarding the 2000 ANES study results is that they may actually overestimate political knowledge levels. This overestimation is the result of two factors. First, as already noted, multiple choice surveys in general somewhat overestimate the amount of political information possessed by the public because of the possibility of guessing by respondents and because more knowledgeable citizens may be overrepresented among those surveyed.61 The average respondent in the 2000 ANES study got only about six more correct answers out of thirty than would be expected as a result of random guessing.62 Although ANES respondents had the option of giving “don’t know” answers to questions, past research shows that survey respondents often express opinions about issues they know nothing about to avoid seeming ignorant.63 Thus it seems likely that many respondents who did not know the answer to various knowledge questions attempted to guess, especially on those items that had only two or three possible answers.

Second, three of the five items with the highest percentage of correct answers represent personal information about candidates in the 2000 election that had little or no value for understanding politics more generally.64 These three items are the home states of George W. Bush and Al Gore (90 percent and 68 percent correct answers respectively), and Joe Lieberman’s religion (70 percent). Bill Clinton’s ideology, the second-highest scoring item (81 percent correct answers), is an artifact of generous coding on my part, under which both “liberal” and “moderate” answers were deemed correct. Eliminating the three high-scoring low-value items and two other similar questions which produced much lower percentages of correct answers,65 produces an average score of 11.5 correct answers out of 25 questions.66 Much more significantly, the elimination of the five low-value questions (while retaining the Clinton ideology question) increases the proportion of “know-nothings” to about 34 percent.67 Table 1.5 summarizes the aggregate results of three knowledge scales from the 2000 ANES survey.

TABLE 1.5   Aggregate knowledge scales fromthe 2000 American National Election Studies survey
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*“Know-nothings” include those who scored 7.5 or fewer correct answers out of 24. The calculation is identical to that used for the 25-question scale, except that I subtracted .67 from the expected score based on random guessing to account for the absence of the Clinton item.

As Table 1.5 shows, the already low average knowledge scores on the 2000 ANES survey conceal the existence of a large political knowledge underclass of “know-nothings” who possess very little if any basic political knowledge at all. Depending on which scale is used, this group constitutes from 25 percent to 35 percent of the American public.

Overall, considering the very basic nature of the questions asked, the possibility of guessing, and the high percentage of “know-nothing” respondents, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the 2000 ANES survey, like most research using earlier evidence, reveals a low level of political knowledge.

Open-Ended Questions Versus Multiple-Choice Questions

Some scholars claim that open-ended questions severely underestimate the true level of public knowledge because multiple-choice questions often produce better results. For example, a much higher percentage of respondents can identify the chief justice of the Supreme Court in a multiple-choice survey than an open-ended one.68 A recent study by political scientists Robert Luskin and John Bullock provides evidence suggesting that many of the criticisms of open-ended questions are overstated.69 In addition, multiple-choice surveys have their own flaws. They overestimate political knowledge because respondents can get the right answer by guessing, and many will do so rather than admit that they don’t know the correct answer to a survey question.70 Moreover, a person who can give the right answer to an open-ended question is likely to know more about the subject in question than one who can only do so if prompted by a multiple-choice format.

The reasonable solution is to make use of both kinds of questions, while keeping in mind their limitations. The vast majority of the questions cited in this chapter are multiple choice, thereby ensuring that they tend to overestimate knowledge levels rather than underestimate them. I have clearly marked the few questions in the tables that are not multiple choice. In my analysis of the 2000 ANES survey, I have chosen not to include an open-ended question about the identity of the chief justice of the Supreme Court that has been the object of particularly detailed criticism.71

Finally, we should keep in mind that the vast majority of survey questions posed to the general public by pollsters are fairly simple compared to the full universe of available information on politics and public policy.72 The questions analyzed in this chapter are overwhelmingly both multiple choice and addressed to comparatively simple factual issues.

Voters and Nonvoters

It is probable that the true knowledge level of the electorate is higher than surveys of the general public suggest, because relatively ignorant people who are eligible to vote are less likely to vote than those who are more knowledgeable. Surveys suggest that the least knowledgeable citizens are less likely to vote and engage in other forms of political participation.73 However, the differences in voting rates between the knowledgeable and the ignorant are smaller than most surveys suggest, because more knowledgeable citizens are far more likely to falsely report voting than less knowledgeable ones.74 Age, income, interest in politics, and degree of commitment to an ideology are strongly correlated with misreporting voting,75 and also with political knowledge.76 People who are knowledgeable and interested in politics but still choose not to vote are more likely to feel guilty for doing so, and therefore less willing to admit their nonvoting to pollsters. As a result, the voting population is probably much closer in knowledge level to the general public than might be supposed.

Moreover, even if nonvoters are disproportionately ignorant, their lack of political knowledge may not be completely harmless. If they knew more, they could potentially cast better-informed ballots, thereby improving the knowledge level of the electorate.

IMPLICATIONS

Extensive evidence suggests that most Americans have little political knowledge. That ignorance covers knowledge of specific issues, knowledge of political leaders and parties, and knowledge of political institutions. The evidence extends to many of the crucial issues at stake in recent elections in 2004, 2008, and 2010. The latter two campaigns were especially important for shaping policy on major issues, such as the economy, health care, and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Moreover, most of the evidence of ignorance relates to fairly basic issues about the politicians, parties, issues, and the structure of politics.

These results do not by themselves prove that voter knowledge levels are inadequate. Perhaps a little knowledge goes a long way. Nonetheless, the extent of public ignorance is great enough to suggest that voter knowledge optimists at least have their work cut out for them.

Still, we cannot really know whether current levels of political knowledge are adequate until we have a standard to measure them by. The next chapter explains how public knowledge levels fall short of the standards demanded by several prominent theories of democratic participation.


CHAPTER TWO

Do Voters Know Enough?

The typical citizen drops down to a lower level of mental performance as soon as he enters the political field. He argues and analyzes in a way which he would readily recognize as infantile within the sphere of his real interests. He becomes a primitive again.

—JOSEPH A. SCHUMPETER1

HOW MUCH SHOULD VOTERS KNOW? Is it enough if they know only a few basic facts about politics? Or should they understand far more than that, perhaps even become amateur policy wonks? Is mere factual knowledge enough, or do voters also need to know some political philosophy? It all depends on what kind of democracy we want to have. Different theories of democratic participation give divergent answers to these questions. Some demand far more of voters than others. Unfortunately, voter knowledge often falls short of the requirements of even the less demanding theories.

To demonstrate this point, we must compare the actual level of political knowledge to that demanded by four prominent theories of representation. In ascending order of their knowledge requirements, the four are retrospective voting,2 Burkean trusteeship,3 representation of popular preferences on specific issues,4 and deliberative democracy.5 All four theories require substantial levels of political knowledge in the electorate to ensure majoritarian control of the legislative process. This conclusion is particularly important in the case of the first two, which are often thought to require very little of voters. For the most part, the various theories all require not only that voters have opinions on various issues but that those opinions be at least minimally informed. Otherwise, there is no reason to believe that, even if the voters are able to get their way, the resulting policies will actually serve their underlying objectives.6

No theory requires voters to have anything approaching a complete knowledge of all the issues. But all require knowledge of at least some crucial basic facts. Unfortunately, the public falls short relative to all four. It is not possible here to consider every conceivable theory of democratic political participation. But these four are extremely well-known and represent a wide range of potential knowledge prerequisites. If public knowledge is insufficient to meet the requirements of even the least demanding of them, it is likely that political ignorance is a serious problem indeed.

Later in the chapter, we take up a question that has largely been neglected by democratic theory: Is it possible for voters to know too much?7 If it is common for political knowledge to cause more harm than good, then we need not be as concerned about political ignorance. It turns out that scenarios in which ignorance is beneficial can indeed occur. But most such cases are situations where knowledge in one area is harmful because of ignorance about another. Overall, beneficial political ignorance is the exception rather than the rule.

This chapter only assesses individual political knowledge. It does not consider arguments suggesting that voters can use “information shortcuts” to make up for low knowledge levels. Perhaps information shortcuts make voters a lot better informed than they seem. And even if individual voters aren’t up to the standards demanded by democratic theory, perhaps the electorate as a whole is more knowledgeable than the sum of its parts. These crucial questions are dealt with in a later chapter.8 But they would not have to be addressed at all if individual voters’ knowledge were adequate on its own.

DO KNOWLEDGE LEVELS MEET THE DEMANDS OF DEMOCRATIC THEORY?

Since ancient times, political philosophers have debated the extent of knowledge voters need to have to make democracy work.9 In modern political thought, retrospective voting, issue representation, Burkean trusteeship, and deliberative democracy are probably the most widely accepted theories of participation. Each has implicit knowledge prerequisites that voters must meet.

Retrospective Voting

Retrospective voting is often considered the least demanding theory of participation. It holds that when voters have the ability to remove leaders whose performance they deem unsatisfactory, they can achieve adequate majoritarian control of government. According to economist Joseph Schumpeter, the most famous modern exponent of the theory, “electorates normally do not control their political leaders in any way except by refusing to reelect them” when dissatisfied with their efforts.10 Advocates of retrospective voting hope that “the replacement of officials” by popular vote will discipline political leaders because “the electorate can change officials if many people are dissatisfied or hope for better performance.”11

The theory assumes that citizens can assess the performance of incumbent office-holders and vote to remove those who perform badly or those likely to be inferior to their competitors, from whom we can expect “better performance.”12 Thus, at the very least, retrospective voting requires that the electorate possess sufficient knowledge to determine how well political leaders are performing their assigned duties.

Political scientist Morris Fiorina famously argued that this task is easily accomplished because “[i]n order to ascertain whether the incumbents have performed poorly or well, citizens need only calculate the changes in their own welfare.”13 Unfortunately, such a formulation underestimates the knowledge burden that the theory of retrospective voting requires of citizens.

To assess the impact of incumbent office-holders on “their own welfare,” citizens must first know which parts of their “welfare” government can affect. For example, they may need to determine whether a recession has been caused by political leaders’ mistakes or by a business cycle downturn that those leaders had no ability to control. If the incumbents’ policies were the best available given the circumstances, then it would be counterproductive for retrospective voters to punish them at the ballot box, even if a painful recession still occurred.

In addition to understanding whether government in general can affect a particular problem, citizens need to know which particular officials are responsible for a given issue area. Thus they need to know whether to blame federal, state, or local officeholders for a particular problem, or perhaps all three. In addition, citizens must know how a given problem or issue area has fared during the incumbent’s term in office, something which cannot always be determined by looking merely at changes in one’s own personal “welfare.”

Finally, effective retrospective voting requires citizens to make some determination as to whether or not “better performance” can be expected with alternative policies.14 Voting incumbents out of office can only succeed in forcing political leaders to attend to the needs of the electorate if the new leaders are likely to do better than their predecessors. If the incumbents’ policies were the best that could be had under the circumstances, effective retrospective voters should retain them in office even if they remain unsatisfied with political or economic conditions.

It may be easy to determine that the opposition cannot be worse than the incumbents in those cases where the latter have presided over a massive, highly visible disaster such as the Great Depression of the 1930s. In most elections, however, there is no such vast disaster present; the relative performance of the incumbents is far more difficult to assess.

Thus retrospective voting has four major knowledge prerequisites. Voters must

1. Have some understanding of which problems are caused by government policies or can be alleviated by them

2. Know which incumbent office-holders are responsible for which issue areas

3. Know at least the basic facts about what happened with respect to those issues during the incumbent’s term

4. Be able to determine, at least to some extent, whether the incumbents’ policies were the best available under the circumstances, or whether their opponents’ ideas might have fared better

It may be true that “retrospective voting requires far less of the voter than prospective voting,” under which voters must assess the likely impact of opposing candidates’ policies in advance.15 Certainly, effective retrospective voting does not require anything approaching expert knowledge of issues. Nonetheless, it does call for a much greater level of political knowledge than the theory’s more enthusiastic advocates acknowledge.16

The evidence suggests that voters often fall short of the knowledge prerequisites of retrospective voting. During the 2010 election, the state of the economy was by far the most important issue on the public agenda. Despite that fact, two-thirds of the public did not know that the economy had grown during the previous year, and 61 percent believed that it had actually shrunk.17

The 2000 American National Election Studies (ANES) survey also shed some light on the question of whether citizens possess basic knowledge about what has happened with respect to major issues during an incumbent’s term. Only 37 percent of citizens knew that the crime rate had gone down during the term of the incumbent President Clinton, 37 percent knew that federal spending on the poor had gone up, and a more impressive 58 percent knew that the federal budget deficit had gone down.18 Since crime, the deficit, and welfare reform were three of the most important political issues of the 1990s, and all three were stressed by both major parties, the low knowledge levels revealed in the 2000 ANES survey create room for serious doubt that the knowledge prerequisites of retrospective voting had been met for most citizens. Even the 58 percent figure for deficit reduction is not very substantial given the prominence of the issue in political discourse of the 1990s. Furthermore, for all three questions, the respondent got “credit” for a correct answer as long as he or she got the trend line correct; it could not catch mistakes such as underestimation or overestimation of the degree of change.19 These results are consonant with research conducted by others, which shows that voters are often ignorant of very basic issue trends, such as inflation and unemployment.20

Given that majorities are often ignorant of basic information regarding trends in issues, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that most citizens fail to meet the knowledge prerequisites of the retrospective voting theory. Simply put, they often do not know what is going on. Even if they manage to surmount this particular hurdle, the low knowledge levels observed in surveys over the decades make it unlikely that the majority can achieve the more difficult tasks of (1) determining which problems can be affected by government policy and (2) understanding which officials are responsible for what issues. On the latter point, studies have repeatedly found that citizens have, at best, a very limited knowledge of how authority over issue areas is distributed in our complex political system.21

In addition to being a normative theory of political participation, retrospective voting is also the name of a commonly used information shortcut that voters often resort to. I discuss the shortcut in Chapter 4.

Burkean Trusteeship

The trustee theory of representation associated with eighteenth-century politician and political theorist Edmund Burke is another model that at first glance seems to require very little voter knowledge. Instead of deciding specific policy issues or even assessing the job performance of political leaders, Burke claimed that voters should choose representatives of superior judgment and virtue—a “natural aristocracy”—and then leave actual policy decisions to them.22 Explicitly factoring voter ignorance into his theory, Burke argued that leaving political decisions to the discretion of an elected elite is the best option because most ordinary citizens lack sufficient sophistication to “think or act without direction.”23

Superficially, it may seem that trusteeship theory places very little knowledge burden on voters. Instead of being forced to evaluate complex public policy options or even retrospectively assess the performance of incumbent office-holders, voters need only determine which candidate has the greatest ability and virtue—in other words, which would be the best trustee.

Unfortunately, however, the amount of knowledge necessary to make this decision is far from trivial. At the most basic level, voters acting on a trusteeship theory need to know who the candidates are and something about their backgrounds and qualifications. To determine who is most qualified to serve as a trustee office-holder, citizens surely also need to know something about the responsibilities of the office—that is, to know what the would-be political leader is to be a trustee over. For this reason, the trusteeship voter may need to have at least some knowledge of policy after all.

Furthermore, as modern critics of Burke have pointed out, there may well be disagreement over the question of which skills and virtues are most important in a good trustee-leader. Voters with differing ideologies and interests may reach divergent conclusions on this question.24 The bitter debate over the impeachment of President Bill Clinton in 1998–99 was in part a result of deeply rooted disagreements between liberals and conservatives as to the importance of personal virtue in political leaders.25

For voters to be able to choose Burkean trustees, they must have an understanding of the connection between different personal qualities of candidates and their ability to make good public policy. To the extent that opposing ideologies posit divergent answers to these questions, voters must have some ability to assess those ideologies as well.

Like retrospective voting, Burkean trusteeship turns out to require greater political knowledge in the electorate than may initially seem to be the case. At the very least, voters must know (1) the responsibilities of a given office and (2) the connection between the skills and virtues of opposing candidates and their ability to fulfill those duties. In addition, they may also need to have some understanding of the differing answers that opposing ideologies give to question 2.26

Trusteeship theory is concerned more with the personal qualities of political leaders than with their policies or issue positions. The most basic knowledge requirement is that voters at least know who the leaders are, a prerequisite that is often not met, except in the case of those aspiring to the presidency. Immediately after the 2010 election, only 38 percent of Americans knew the name of John Boehner, the newly chosen speaker of the House of Representatives.27

Early in the same year, the same percentage could identify Harry Reid as the leader of the Democratic majority in the Senate and a key mover of the Party’s legislative agenda.28 In the 2000 ANES study, only 15 percent of respondents could name even one candidate running for the House of Representatives in their district.29 An earlier study found that only 30 percent could name both their state’s U.S. senators.30 The 2000 ANES study also revealed that only a mere 9 percent could name the post held by Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott, then the federal government’s most powerful and prominent Republican elected official.31 The president and vice president do generally enjoy a high level of name recognition. But most other elected leaders do not.

In cases when voters do know something about the candidate in question, the personal attributes they focus on may be irrelevant to job performance. For example, several recent studies find that a candidate’s perceived physical attractiveness significantly affects his or her share of the vote.32

Given that the majority of citizens often do not even know who their political leaders are, it is unlikely that they can know enough about their qualifications and personal virtue to meet the demands of the trusteeship theory. In many cases, voters seeking to apply the trusteeship approach may also be stymied by their ignorance of the responsibilities of the office involved, which makes it difficult to decide what skills those who hold the office should possess.33

Representing Majority Preferences on Specific Issues

The representation of majority views on particular issues is probably the most intuitive concept of representation. The basic idea is that democratic control ensures that the government pursues policy objectives chosen by the public, or at least a majority thereof.34 Unfortunately, it requires that voters possess substantial political knowledge. In the classic 1960 formulation of Angus Campbell and his colleagues, majoritarian control of policy outcomes on a particular issue requires that voters (1) know of the issue’s existence, (2) have a position on the issue, and (3) know the positions of opposing candidates on the issue.35 These three prerequisites—formidable in themselves—are in fact insufficient. Voters must also have some understanding of how the opposing candidates’ policy proposals relate to the advancement of their ultimate goals.36

Merely knowing that Candidate X supports Policy Y is not enough to determine whether electing him will advance the voters’ goals on that issue. Assume that voters have the goal of reducing crime and that one candidate in an election proposes to accomplish this objective by expanding prison space, while his or her opponent opposes that approach.37 Clearly, it is not enough for voters to know that they wish to reduce crime and that one side in an election seeks to do so by building more prisons. They also need to have sufficient knowledge to make some judgment as to whether building new prisons really will help to control crime or not. In rare instances, voters might value the existence of a policy for its own sake, without regard to consequences. This may be true of policies on purely “symbolic” issues, such as the design of the state or national flag. In most cases, however, voters want results as well as symbols.

Meeting all four of these knowledge prerequisites is often very difficult, especially with regard to issues that are complex or not transparent to the public. The size and scope of modern government make it virtually impossible for most ordinary citizens to even be aware of much of what the government does, much less have an informed opinion on it.38

Voter knowledge of individual issues has been the focus of extensive social science research over many years, with consistent findings showing that voters have little knowledge of many key policy issues.39 As noted earlier, during the 2010 election, when the state of the economy was by far the most important issue on voters’ minds, the majority of the public was unaware that the economy had actually grown in the year prior to the election.40 Most of the public was also unaware that tax cuts were included in the Obama administration’s stimulus legislation, probably the most important policy enacted to try to improve the condition of the economy.41

During the 2008 presidential election, the majority of voters were unaware of basic facts related to the War on Terror, the rival candidates’ health care plans, and other major issues in contention between the two parties.42

Surveys conducted in 2004 showed that most citizens were ignorant of basic facts about several important policy issues at stake in that election. These included key antiterrorism policies such as the Patriot Act, the Bush administration’s massive new prescription drug entitlement, and the state of the economy.43 Strikingly, 70 percent of voters were unaware of even the very existence of the prescription drug plan, even though it was the largest new government program enacted in decades.

Ignorance is often a problem even with respect to relatively simple, emotionally salient issues. For example, Kelo v. City of New London,44 the Supreme Court’s 2005 decision upholding the condemnation of private property, including homes, for “economic development” drew a broader political backlash than any other legal decision in decades.45 According to surveys, over 80 percent of the public said they opposed the decision, including 63 percent “strongly” opposed.46 A record forty-four states and the federal government enacted legislation purporting to forbid the types of takings upheld by the Court.47 Yet a 2007 Saint Index survey found that only 21 percent of respondents knew whether their states had enacted reform laws in the aftermath of the decision, and only 13 percent could correctly answer a follow-up question asking whether the laws adopted by their state would be “effective in preventing the condemnation of private property for economic development.”48 Such widespread ignorance was a key factor behind the enactment of “reform” legislation that in most states allowed economic development takings to continue under other names while purporting to ban them.49

In numerous states, the new laws banned “economic development” condemnations that transferred property to private parties, while allowing virtually identical takings to continue under the guise of eliminating “blight.” Many states defined “blight” so broadly that virtually any area could be declared blighted and condemned if a local government wanted to take it; in recent years, courts have declared such unlikely areas as downtown Las Vegas and Times Square in New York City to be “blighted” and therefore permissible sites for blight condemnations.50 Unfortunately, relatively ignorant voters probably could not tell the difference between new laws that genuinely abolished economic development takings and those that only pretended to do so.

The 2000 ANES survey data contained ten questions asking respondents to compare George W. Bush’s and Al Gore’s or Democratic and Republican Party positions on major policy issues. Table 2.1 summarizes the results.

TABLE 2.1   Political knowledge survey items on specificpolicy issues: 2000 American National Election Studies survey

[image: ]

NOTES: All questions are taken from Table 1.4. All percentages are rounded to whole numbers.

N = 1,545 respondents.

A majority of respondents correctly placed the two parties or candidates’ relative positions on only three of ten questions, and on two of these the percentage giving the correct answer was only slightly over 50 percent.51 This data may overestimate the true level of respondent knowledge because full credit for a correct response was given for any answer that placed Democrats to the ideological left of Republicans or Gore to the left of Bush on the issue in question. The coding did not consider the correctness of the absolute placement of the parties or candidates on the survey’s scale, nor did it measure the accuracy of the size of the gap the respondent perceived between their positions.

Consideration of these factors, if it had been possible, would almost certainly have led to an even bleaker portrayal of voter knowledge of the issues addressed in the comparison items. In any event, it seems clear that on a wide range of basic public policy issues, a majority of citizens failed to meet a basic knowledge prerequisite of the issue representation model: knowing where the opposing candidates and parties stand on the issue in question.

Public understanding of some issue differences was much higher in 2004 than in 2000.52 Often, knowledge of a candidates’ party identification helps voters figure out what his or her likely issue positions will be.53 But knowledge of opposing parties’ stances is just one of the four prerequisites of issue-based voting.

The evidence presented here shows that citizens often lack information on the easiest of the knowledge prerequisites for effective issue voting: knowing about the very existence of key issues and policies, what the basic facts about particular policy issues are, and where the parties stand relative to each other. It does not directly assess whether voters possess sufficient knowledge to accomplish the much more difficult task of predicting the likely consequences of the opposing parties’ policies for their own values and interests. Unfortunately, survey evidence on this point is relatively sparse. But it seems unlikely that those ignorant of basic knowledge of public policy would often possess much more complex knowledge.54

Deliberative Democracy

Over the past three decades, numerous political theorists and legal scholars have advocated deliberative democracy as an alternative to less demanding conceptions of democratic government.55 Deliberative democracy advocates contend that it is not enough for voters to be able to force political leaders to follow their “naked preferences” on particular issues.56 Instead, citizens should be able to engage in fairly sophisticated deliberation about public policy, and to base their advocacy of particular policies on the right “type of reasons.”57

Deliberative democracy as a normative theory of political participation is distinct from the use of deliberation for the purely instrumental purpose of trying to increase political knowledge. Some scholars defend the latter without necessarily subscribing to the broader agenda of those who argue for deliberative democracy as an intrinsically valuable ideal. The instrumental case for deliberation as a tool for increasing political knowledge is considered in Chapter 7.58

Advocates of normative deliberative democracy disagree among themselves as to what criteria citizen deliberation should meet.59 For example, Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson claim that citizens must “appeal to reasons that are recognizably moral in form and mutually acceptable in content” and that, if they rely on empirical claims, those assertions must be “consistent with relatively reliable methods of inquiry.”60 Many deliberative democrats believe that their “ideal . . . requires citizens to express their impartial judgments of what conduces to the common good of all citizens, and not their personal preferences based on judgments of how measures affect their individual or group interests.”61 Many advocates also believe that voter judgments about what advances the common good must be based on deliberation or “informed” preferences.62 Other scholars, such as the late John Rawls and Ronald Dworkin—neither of whom qualified as a full-blown advocate of deliberative democracy—would require citizens engaged in political deliberation to restrict or abjure claims based on religion or—in the case of Rawls—those that rely on any “comprehensive moral doctrine.”63 Rawls would have citizens limit appeals to such doctrines to cases in which the citizen’s overall set of views is “reasonable, and one that can be seen to be reasonable by all other citizens.”64

Jürgen Habermas, one of the most influential deliberative democrats, urges that the deliberative process only take account of citizen arguments that are based on “impartiality” and incorporate the “mutual recognition of competent subjects.”65 Even a less-ambitious version of deliberative theory would still judge deliberation by whether or not it produces results similar to those of an ideal deliberative structure in which “everyone recognizes (or tends to recognize) a good reason when they see one,” and whether participants in deliberation give “serious” consideration to all opposing views.66

Despite their other differences, deliberative democrats are generally critical of “aggregative” theories of democracy that merely seek to match public policy to voter preferences.67 Instead, they insist that voters must actively discuss policy issues and do so in an intellectually rigorous and morally legitimate way. As Joshua Cohen puts it, “the deliberative conception emphasizes that collective choices should be made in a deliberative way, and not only that those choices should have a desirable fit with the preferences of citizens.”68

Most theories of deliberative democracy therefore impose at least two types of knowledge requirements on voters. First, citizens must have empirical knowledge of the policy issues before them and the likely results of adopting alternative proposals. They must “sincerely weight the merits of competing arguments in discussions together” and ideally do so on the basis of “reasonably accurate information.”69 For example, voters considering whether or not to adopt free trade or protectionism need to have some knowledge of the economics of comparative advantage and the likely consequences of trade restrictions for consumers and producers.70 In this respect, the knowledge burden of deliberative democracy focuses on some of the same kinds of information as the retrospective voting and policy representation theories. But deliberative democracy probably requires greater factual knowledge of this kind, because the voters are expected to engage in serious deliberation on policy alternatives.

Second, under deliberative democracy the voters must also have moral and philosophical knowledge that enables them to determine whether various arguments advanced in the deliberative process meet the normative demands of deliberative democratic theory or not. For example, Gutmann and Thompson71 and Habermas72 insist that deliberators should make only arguments that treat all citizens as equals. Thus supporters and opponents of free trade or any other policy could not justify their positions merely by arguing that their preferred policy would benefit one group at the expense of another to whose welfare they are indifferent. This implicit requirement of moral and philosophical sophistication is unique to deliberative democracy, differentiating it sharply from other theories of participation. If voters are required to have not only factual but philosophical knowledge, the information burden on them becomes correspondingly greater.

Overall, deliberative democracy imposes even greater knowledge burdens on citizens than those demanded by other theories of participation. In addition to knowing the details of a given policy issue, citizens of a deliberative democracy must have sufficient reasoning ability and philosophical knowledge to be able to analyze and debate the issue in the way that the theory demands. Whatever the other strengths and weaknesses of deliberative democracy, it is important to recognize that it places an enormous knowledge burden on the electorate.

Since the knowledge demands of deliberative democracy are much greater than those of the other three theories considered, it is even more clear that most citizens fail to meet the exacting knowledge prerequisites of this theory of participation. Because voters often lack even very basic knowledge of major public policy issues, they will rarely if ever have sufficient knowledge to deliberate about policy alternatives in a sophisticated way. There is far less survey data available on citizens’ knowledge of philosophical and moral issues. Still, it seems unlikely that more than a small fraction of the population has sufficient knowledge of these matters to satisfy most deliberative democracy advocates.73

Deliberative democracy is undermined not only by ignorance but also by voters’ lack of incentive to rationally evaluate the information they do possess.74 Deliberative democrats advocate rational, systematic, and unbiased deliberation over public policy issues. They want deliberators to consider each other’s opinions “on the merits.”75 This ideal is difficult or impossible to realize if most citizens are highly biased and irrational in assessing the political information that comes their way.76 If they tend to be closed-minded and unwilling to accept opposing evidence, it seems unlikely that many of them can engage in the sort of unbiased dialogue deliberative democrats champion.

Some advocates of deliberative democracy recognize that the electorate falls short of its demanding knowledge requirements and have proposed various mechanisms for increasing knowledge.77 It is possible that the process of deliberation itself can improve voters’ knowledge and understanding of issues.78 But it is difficult to see what incentive voters would have to acquire more than minimal knowledge and understanding unless they were somehow forced to participate in deliberative processes that increased their knowledge, or stimulated by positive incentives to do so. Similar problems arise with other types of efforts to raise knowledge to the level demanded by deliberative democracy. Whether negative or positive, any such incentives would have to be substantial in order to achieve the large increases in knowledge that would be necessary.79 As an extensive literature review concludes, most “people tend to prefer nondeliberative forms of reasoning” and are particularly unwilling to deliberate “for very long.”80

Given the popularity of the deliberative democracy model among political philosophers and legal scholars, much work remains to be done to show that this theory can somehow be made workable in a world of widespread political ignorance.

Pure Proceduralist Theories of Democracy

Some versions of normative democratic theory are purely “proceduralist.” They defend democracy on the ground that its decision-making procedures are procedurally just, completely independent of their outcomes.81 In theory, a pure proceduralist theory of democratic participation might be completely indifferent to political knowledge. Even if voters are utterly ignorant, the demands of the pure proceduralist theory could potentially be met so long as proper democratic procedures were followed.

In practice, however, proceduralist theories of democracy usually build some degree of deliberation and voter knowledge into their definitions of proper procedure.82 A pure proceduralist theory that has no knowledge prerequisites at all seems extremely unattractive. For example, it would have to endorse a democratic process in which voters decide major policy issues in complete ignorance of the likely consequences of their actions. It would even have to endorse an electoral process where citizens decide who to vote for at random, or by flipping a coin. Such pure proceduralism would also have difficulty justifying the exclusion of small children and the mentally insane from the ballot.83 To avoid these problems, a pure proceduralist must accept the need for voter knowledge prerequisites of some kind.84 And it seems likely these would have to be at least as stringent as those of the less-demanding theories discussed earlier, such as retrospective voting.

CAN VOTERS KNOW TOO MUCH?

Democratic theory includes a great deal of consideration of the possibility that voters might know too little. Much less thought has been given to the possibility that voters might sometimes know too much. This possibility deserves serious consideration. If political knowledge often causes more harm than good, then we should worry less about political ignorance. If knowledge turns out to be a net harm most of the time, we might even celebrate ignorance instead of decrying it.

It turns out that there are several scenarios in which voter knowledge can actually cause harm. On rare occasions, ignorance really can lead to bliss! But most such cases are situations where knowledge in one area becomes dangerous only because of ignorance in another.

Good Knowledge Combined with “Bad” Values

The most obvious situation in which political knowledge might cause harm is one where voters use their knowledge to promote policies that implement “bad” values. As used here, the term values refers to a person’s ultimate goals, as opposed to the means used to achieve those objectives. For example, a person might want to maximize her happiness and seek to increase her income as a means to pursue that end, believing that she will be happier if she has more material wealth. In that case, happiness is the ultimate value, while wealth is merely a means to an end.

Why might political knowledge exacerbate the harm caused by an electorate with bad values? Consider an electoral majority that is highly racist and wants to inflict as much harm as possible on a despised racial minority. If such racist voters become more knowledgeable about the effects of various government policies, they might be able to force elected officials to implement policies that increase the minority group’s suffering even more.

If the racist majority increases its knowledge of the activities of government officials, it can more effectively identify and punish any who are “slacking off” in their persecution of the despised minority. This, in turn, gives office-holders a stronger incentive to adopt harsh discriminatory policies than they would have if the electorate was less well informed.

This scenario isn’t just hypothetical. In the Jim Crow–era South, political leaders sometimes adopted more discriminatory policies against African Americans than they personally favored in order to satisfy racist public opinion.85 Alabama governor George Wallace became one of the most notorious defenders of racial segregation in the 1960s, when he famously “stood in the schoolhouse door” to prevent African-American students from integrating the formerly all-white University of Alabama. But Wallace ran his first campaign for governor in 1958 as a relative racial moderate. As a result, he was defeated because of what the voters perceived as his insufficient commitment to white supremacy.86 A chastened Wallace decided that he would never allow a political opponent to “out-nigger me again” and duly adopted a more segregationist line in future campaigns, which were more successful.87 Had Alabama voters been less well informed about Wallace’s moderation in 1958 or less aware of the possibility of more harshly segregationist alternative policies, Wallace might have acted differently.

The same analysis can be extended to cover other situations in which increased political knowledge might enable voters with “bad” values to implement those values more fully. Consider the case of anti-Semitic German voters in the Weimar Republic, or radical Islamist voters in newly democratizing countries in the Muslim world. Increasing knowledge might cause the former to support the Nazis or other ultranationalist parties, and cause the latter to vote for radical Islamist parties that plan to repress liberals, religious minorities, and women.

This book does not provide a defense of any particular vision of political morality. But unless we adopt the view that all values are equally good—including those of racists and Nazis—we must admit that good political knowledge might sometimes be put in the service of “bad” values.

Yet what looks to us like bad values is often just another form of factual political ignorance. For example, some Jim Crow–era white racists probably hated African Americans without any ulterior purpose, and supported segregation for that reason. But many others supported it because of factually mistaken beliefs about the consequences of allowing integration and giving blacks equal legal rights. Many believed that this would result in a massive increase in violent black crime against whites or in a harmful “degeneration” of the white race caused by interracial marriage.88 Greater public knowledge of the actual effects of segregation and integration might not have eliminated racism entirely. But it would surely have diminished white support for harsh segregationist policies.

Similarly, some of the hostility of the Nazis and other early twentieth-century German nationalists toward Jews and support for military expansionism was based on an inherent hatred of Jews and foreigners. But a key factor in Nazi thinking was the belief that Jews were harming the German economy and that the world economic system was a zero-sum game in which, in the long run, one nation could improve its welfare only at the expense of others.89 If most German voters in the 1920s had understood that the Jews were a net benefit to the German economy and that Germany could prosper without conquering its neighbors, that would not have completely eliminated either anti-Semitism or support for military expansionism. But it would likely have greatly diminished public support for both.

More recently, public hostility to homosexuality has been motivated in large part by the false belief that homosexual orientation is caused by upbringing and environment rather than genetic factors. A 2007 Gallup poll found that 35 percent of Americans believed that homosexuality is caused by “upbringing and environment,” while 42 percent answered (correctly) that it is a condition “a person is born with.”90 People who believe that homosexuality is caused by upbringing or environment are far more likely to believe that it is morally unacceptable and that homosexual sex should be illegal.91

Overall, one cannot deny the possibility that good knowledge will sometimes help voters to act more effectively on bad values. But it is equally true that much of what looks to us like bad values is at least in large part the result of factual ignorance.

High Knowledge Levels Combined with Voting Based on Narrow Self-Interest

Another possible mechanism by which increased political knowledge could cause harm is if voters use accurate knowledge to cast votes on the basis of narrow self-interest. For individual voters to use the political system to pursue their narrow self-interest may not be morally reprehensible in and of itself. But if all or most voters act this way, it could have negative systematic effects that leave everyone worse off.

For example, some economists contend that in a situation in which all voters have perfect information and use it to advance their narrow self-interest at the ballot box, the end result will be highly inefficient “rent seeking”: redistribution that damages the economy and leaves most of the population worse off.92 Self-interested voters could cast their ballots in favor of candidates who promise to transfer wealth to them at the expense of other groups in society, thereby triggering a dangerous political cycle in which incentives for economic production are undermined because wealth-producers know that anything they make will just be a target for redistribution to rival interest groups.

The more political knowledge self-interested voters have, the greater their ability to identify opportunities to transfer wealth to themselves at the expense of other groups, and the greater the potential extent of rent-seeking. It could therefore be argued that high voter knowledge and self-interested voters are a dangerous combination.

In reality, this problem is more theoretical than real. The overwhelming consensus of studies of voter motivation concludes that the vast majority do not choose their political views based on narrow self-interest. Instead, they usually vote “sociotropically” on the basis of what they see as the interests of society as a whole.93 This is particularly true in the area of economic policy, where voters generally focus on the state of the economy as a whole rather than their own individual pocketbooks.94 On most issues, therefore, we need not worry about the possibility that increases in political knowledge will enable self-interested voters to engage in destructive rent-seeking.

But even a highly knowledgeable but narrowly self-interested electorate might be better than one that is equally self-interested yet much more ignorant. With the knowledgeable electorate, politicians will at least have strong incentives to pursue policies that benefit the majority of voters in order to stay in power. If the knowledgeable majority would be better off under a different set of policies, it can use its knowledge to remove the incumbents and vote in supporters of policies that benefit them more.

To the extent that interest group rent-seeking is a problem, the highly knowledgeable majority can even vote in leaders who will impose constitutional or other structural constraints on the power of government to benefit some interest groups at the expense of others.95 The framers of the U.S. Constitution sought to achieve this goal by establishing constitutional protection for property rights.96

The more knowledgeable the electorate is, the better their understanding of the dangers of rent-seeking is likely to be and the better they will be able to determine which measures are needed to control it. Even voters with perfect information might not be able to suppress harmful rent-seeking entirely. But they are likely to achieve greater success the more knowledge they have.

A highly knowledgeable but narrowly self-interested majority could potentially cause more harm than good if they support policies that create small benefits for the majority while inflicting much higher costs on the minority. Consider a policy that creates $100 of benefit each for 51 percent of the population at the expense of imposing $200 in costs on each of the other 49 percent. In this case, the harm imposed on the minority is almost twice as great as the benefit to the majority. Yet a self-interested majority is likely to adopt the policy if they know about it and understand its effects.

However, highly knowledgeable voters could reduce the incidence of such inefficiency through logrolling.97 In this example, the 49 percent minority could agree to accept a program that transfers say $125 to each member of the majority group in exchange for the latter agreeing not to vote for the less efficient program that would give them only $100 each at the expense of inflicting much higher costs on the minority. The minority need not persuade every member of the majority group to accept the deal; they would only have to win over enough of the former majority to form a new majority themselves. Through this trade, both the majority and the minority would be better off than they would be if the majority group simply forced the minority to accept the original lopsided proposal. The more knowledgeable the electorate, the more easily it can identify and understand opportunities for mutually beneficial logrolling that can potentially make everyone better off.

By contrast, an electorate composed of voters who are narrowly self-interested but generally ignorant about the effects of policy is more likely to adopt policies that actually make the majority worse off rather than better. They are more likely to mistakenly conclude that a harmful policy actually advances their interests. Even with narrowly self-interested voters, therefore, high levels of political knowledge are likely to be better than low ones. Whether or not narrowly self-interested voters are preferable to more altruistic ones, knowledgeable self-interested voters are generally preferable to equally selfish ignorant ones.

Ignorance That Offsets the Negative Effects of Other Ignorance

Sometimes, voter ignorance in one field can offset the negative impact of ignorance in others. The public might wrongly believe that Policy X has beneficial effects even though it actually causes more harm than good. If incumbent officials fail to adopt X and the public finds about it, the voters could replace the incumbents in the next election, choosing opposing candidates who will now have strong incentives to implement X.

For example, voters tend to support protectionism despite the consensus of economists across the ideological spectrum that free trade is the better policy for improving the economy and helping the poor.98 Perhaps for this reason, President Obama promised to renegotiate the North American Free Trade Agreement and other free trade treaties during the 2008 campaign.99 Once he became president, however, Obama backed away from this commitment, possibly because he and his advisers feared that heightened protectionism would further damage an already weak economy.100 During a February 2009 visit to Canada, the president warned that “[n]ow is a time where we’ve got to be very careful about any signals of protectionism, because as the economy of the world contracts, I think there’s going to be a strong impulse, on the part of constituencies in all countries, to see if they can engage in beggar-thy-neighbor policies.”101 As of 2012, the president has suffered little political damage for this reversal, even though public support for protectionism remains high.102

One possible reason for the president’s ability to avoid a political backlash on this issue is that most voters may simply be unaware that he reneged on this particular campaign promise. If so, and if economists are right to believe that free trade is superior to protectionism, public ignorance about trade policy might have offset the potential harm that could have been caused by public ignorance about the effects of trade. If the public was knowledgeable about Obama’s policy but remained ignorant about the effects of free trade and protectionism, the president might have been forced to adopt a more harmful policy.

Whatever one thinks about the specific case of trade policy, we cannot dismiss the general possibility that ignorance in one area can sometimes offset ignorance in another. However, such a happy accident can only occur in cases when three conditions hold:

1. The majority of the public support a harmful policy because of ignorance about its true effects.

2. Political leaders, if left to their own devices, will adopt a different, better policy.

3. Public ignorance about policy enables officials to follow their own preferences.

If any of the three conditions is absent, then ignorance is likely to make things worse rather than better. If the public actually supports a more beneficial policy than elites do, public ignorance about the true state of policy increases the likelihood that bad policies will be adopted. If the public is knowledgeable about the policy choices made by leaders, but ignorant about policy effects, leaders will be incentivized to adopt bad policies.

In addition, policy outcomes are still likely to be best if the public is relatively well informed about both policy decisions and policy effects. In that scenario, voters have the greatest likelihood of pushing policymakers in beneficial directions.

FALLING SHORT OF THE KNOWLEDGE MARK

Public knowledge levels fall well short of the requirements of normative theories of political participation. This is probably not surprising in the case of highly demanding theories such as deliberative democracy. It is more noteworthy that the majority of the public do not even meet the requirements of relatively simple theories such as Schumpeterian retrospective voting.

There are situations when voters can have too much knowledge. In such cases, political ignorance might actually improve the performance of the democratic process rather than make things worse. But these cases are unlikely to be the norm. Moreover, in most of them, ignorance in one area has beneficial effects only because it partially mitigates the negative impact of other types of ignorance. Rare cases of beneficial ignorance are a small silver lining in our generally bleak political knowledge cloud. Overall, however, the sky is still mostly dark.

Although current knowledge levels fall short of the demands of democratic theory, it is possible that this result is merely accidental and easy to change. The next chapter suggests that ignorance will not be easy to alleviate by explaining why much of it is the result of rational behavior rooted in the basic structure of democracy.


CHAPTER THREE

The Rationality of Political Ignorance

The single hardest thing for a practising politician to understand is that most people, most of the time, don’t give politics a first thought all day long. Or if they do, it is with a sigh, . . . before going back to worrying about the kids, the parents, the mortgage, the boss, their friends, their weight, their health, sex and rock ’n’ roll. . . .
 
For most normal people, politics is a distant, occasionally irritating fog.

—TONY BLAIR1

MANY PEOPLE CONFLATE political ignorance with sheer “stupidity.”2 But often, ignorance is actually smart. Even highly intelligent voters can rationally choose to devote little or no effort to acquiring political knowledge. Indeed, political knowledge levels have stagnated over the past several decades, despite the fact that IQ scores have risen enormously during the same period.3

Most political ignorance is actually rational. For most people, the benefits of devoting more than minimal time and effort to learning about politics are greatly outweighed by the costs. As former British prime minister Tony Blair puts it, they understandably prefer to spend their time attending to “the kids, the parents, the mortgage, the boss, their friends, their weight, their health, sex and rock ’n’ roll.”4 Similarly, President Barack Obama once wrote that most of the ordinary citizens he encountered “were too busy with work or their kids to pay much attention to politics.”5

To say that most voters are ignorant because they are rational is not to suggest that their political behavior is completely rational in every way or that they perfectly calculate the costs and benefits of acquiring information. It merely suggests, as Blair and Obama recognized, that most citizens have a rough general sense that devoting more than minimal time and effort acquiring political information is rarely worth the trouble.

The rationality of most political ignorance has profound implications for democratic theory. A particularly crucial one is that rationally ignorant voters will often also find it rational to do a poor job of analyzing the information they do possess. In addition, it turns out that many people can rationally choose to vote, while at the same time remaining ignorant of basic political information. Rational ignorance also makes voters more vulnerable to political deception and misinformation.

Widespread political ignorance is problematic regardless of whether it is rational. Irrational or purely accidental ignorance can still be dangerous. But, as we shall see, the rationality of ignorance makes it an even more difficult challenge to democracy than it might be otherwise.

In many ways, political ignorance is no different from widespread ignorance on many other matters where it is rational for individuals to invest little or no time to acquiring information. Even the smartest and best-educated people have the time, energy, and mental capacity to assimilate only a tiny fraction of all the information potentially available to them.

As discussed further on, widespread ignorance is also common on a wide variety of nonpolitical subjects, including basic science. The challenge posed by political ignorance, however, is that behavior which is individually rational may have major negative effects on society as a whole. Most other examples of rational ignorance do not pose as blatant a conflict between individual rationality and collective goals.

WHY POLITICAL IGNORANCE IS RATIONAL

Political ignorance is rational because an individual voter has virtually no chance of influencing the outcome of an election—possibly less than one in one hundred million in the case of a modern U.S. presidential election.6 A recent analysis concluded that in the 2008 presidential election, American voters had a roughly one in sixty million chance of casting a decisive vote, varying from one in ten million in a few small states to as low as one in one billion in some large states such as California.7 The chances of influencing the outcome of a state or local election are greater, but still extremely low. As a result of such daunting odds, the incentive to accumulate political knowledge is vanishingly small, so long as the only reason for doing so is to cast a “better” vote.

Since one vote almost certainly will not be decisive, even a voter who cares greatly about the outcome has almost no incentive to invest heavily in acquiring sufficient knowledge to make an informed choice. An informed electorate is a typical example of a “public good” that consumers have little incentive to help pay for because they can enjoy its benefits even if they choose not to contribute to its production.8 Moreover, individuals have little incentive to contribute to the production of public goods because they know that their individual contributions are unlikely to make a difference to the final result.

The classic example of a public good is clean air. An individual citizen can enjoy the benefits of clean air in his city even if he drives a gas-guzzling car that generates an unusually high amount of pollution. If other residents of the city restrict their output of air pollution, the individual driver can enjoy clean air even without changing his habits. If the other residents continue to pollute, the individual driver also has no incentive to change his own behavior. Even if he buys a cleaner car or starts taking the bus, that will not have any noticeable effect on the overall level of pollution. The effect of any one car on pollution levels is infinitesimally small. For this reason, most economists conclude that air pollution is unlikely to be effectively controlled unless some external power, such as the government, forces individuals and firms to reduce their emissions of harmful pollutants.

In the same way, an individual voter has little incentive to become well-informed about politics. If other voters become well informed, she can reap the benefits of a more knowledgeable electorate even if she remains completely ignorant. If the rest of the electorate has a low level of knowledge, the individual voter cannot improve electoral outcomes merely by becoming better informed herself. The likelihood that her knowledge will make a difference to electoral outcomes is not significantly greater than the likelihood that the removal of one gas-guzzling car will have a decisive impact on the level of air pollution in a big city. In this way, political ignorance is a kind of “pollution” of the democratic process.

Even highly intelligent and perfectly rational citizens can therefore choose to devote little or no effort to the acquisition of political knowledge. Only those who value political knowledge for reasons other than voting have an incentive to learn significant amounts of it. Acquiring extensive political knowledge for the purpose of becoming a more informed voter is, in most situations, simply irrational. This point applies even in cases when political information is available for free through the media, the Internet, or other sources. So long as learning the information and analyzing its significance requires time and effort, the process is still costly for citizens. Time and energy are valuable resources in and of themselves.

The logic of rational ignorance applies just as readily to highly altruistic and civic-minded citizens as to narrowly self-interested ones.9 Even a 100 percent altruistic person—someone who always chooses to prioritize the welfare of others over his own whenever the two conflict—would not rationally devote much of his time to acquiring political information for the sake of casting an informed vote. No matter how great the benefits to others of a “correct” electoral outcome, the altruist’s ballot has almost no chance of bringing it about; in a large electorate the chance that his vote will be decisive is vanishingly small.

The rational altruist would therefore seek to serve others in ways where a marginal individual contribution has a real chance of making a difference to their welfare, such as donating time or money to charitable organizations. By spending time and effort on becoming an educated voter, the altruist might actually diminish others’ welfare by depriving them of the services he might have conferred on them through alternative uses of the same resources.

The applicability of the collective action argument to altruistic voters obviates—at least in this case—one of the standard criticisms of economic models of politics: that they rest on unwarranted assumptions of self-interested behavior.10 The prediction of rational voter ignorance rests on no such assumption. As discussed further on, an altruist might rationally choose to vote despite the very low probability of casting a decisive ballot. The cost of going to the polls is also extremely low. But the time and effort needed to acquire more than minimal political knowledge is much greater.

We cannot know for certain that the rational ignorance hypothesis is correct. But the available evidence strongly supports it. Otherwise, it is difficult to explain the fact that political knowledge levels have remained roughly stable at low levels for decades, despite massive increases in education levels and in the availability of information through the and now the Internet.11 With rationally ignorant voters, however, the main constraint on political knowledge is not the availability of information but the willingness to take the time to study and learn it.

None of this suggests that all political ignorance is the result of rational decision-making. And it certainly does not imply that most citizens make careful, detailed calculations of the costs and benefits of acquiring political knowledge. More likely, the average person simply has a rough intuitive sense that devoting more than minimal effort to acquiring political information isn’t worth the effort because it is unlikely to make any difference to political outcomes.

Rational Ignorance and the Paradox of Voting

If the rational choice explanation of voter ignorance is sound, why do people bother to vote at all? Rational choice models of politics appear to predict that all or most voters should not even show up at the ballot box, given the infinitesimal likelihood of affecting the electoral outcome. More precisely, they predict nonvoting unless the voter has some reason for casting a ballot that is unrelated to the likelihood of changing the result. For example, he or she might vote out of a sense of duty or out of a desire to express his or her political views.12

If people vote for such reasons, however, it is possible that the same motives will also lead them to become informed. Critics therefore resist the rational ignorance hypothesis on the ground that it allegedly also predicts that citizens should choose not to vote.13 After all, if people can decide not to acquire political information because of the insignificance of their individual vote, why shouldn’t they also decide not to vote at all, for the exact same reason? As Russell Hardin puts it:

Suppose we conclude that it is plausibly rational for a person not to master the logic of collective action, and that they therefore vote despite the lack of objective interest in doing so. Then why do they seem to follow the logic in not investing in the knowledge they would need to vote intelligently?14

However, it turns out that the decision to vote is rational so long as the voter perceives a significant difference between candidates and cares even slightly about the welfare of fellow citizens, as well as his or her own.15 A simple calculation suggests why this is true.16

Assume that Uv equals the expected utility of voting, Cv equals the cost of voting, and D equals the expected difference in welfare per person if the voter’s preferred candidate defeats her opponent. Let us further assume that this is a presidential election in a nation with three hundred million people, that the voter’s ballot has only a one in one hundred million chance of being decisive, and that the voter values the welfare of his fellow citizens an average of a thousand times less than his own.17

The figure of one in one hundred million is used for ease of exposition. Adopting the slightly more accurate figure of one in sixty million—the average odds of decisiveness in the 2008 presidential election—would not significantly alter the result.18

Thus, we get the following equation:

EQUATION 3.1:

The Utility of Voting

D*(300 million/1000)/(100 million) − Cv = Uv

If we assume that Cv is $10 (a reasonable proxy for the cost of voting) and that D is $5,000, then Uv equals $5, a small but real positive expected utility.

In this simplified example, the benefits that the voter expects her fellow citizens to get from the victory of the “better” candidate are expressed in monetary terms. But they could just as easily be nonfinancial benefits, such as a better foreign policy or a cleaner environment. So long as the voter believes that these benefits, discounted by the likelihood that her vote will be decisive, outweigh the costs of voting, it is rational for her to vote. While it is extremely rare for elections to be decided by one vote, such events do occur, as in the case of two Georgia mayoral elections in 2009.19 The low probability of a one-vote margin of victory may be offset by the large expected benefits and the low cost of the act of voting itself.

Actual voters are unlikely to calculate the costs and benefits of voting this precisely. But they might make an intuitive judgment incorporating very rough estimates of D and C. Furthermore, the fact that voting is a low-cost, low-benefit activity ensures that there is little benefit to engaging in precise calculations such as these. So voters might rationally choose to go with a default option of voting and forego any detailed analysis.20 The cost of making a precise calculation could itself easily outweigh the benefit of saving time and money on voting.21

It would therefore be rational to make do with a very rough intuitive estimate—as people routinely do for many decisions in everyday life. That people do in fact make such rough calculations about the utility of voting is confirmed by the finding that people who believe there is a great difference between the opposing candidates are more likely to turn out than those who believe that the difference is small, as well as by the fact that turnout is higher in elections that are expected to be close.22 It is also reinforced by the sensitivity of turnout to relatively small poll taxes, which greatly reduced turnout in states that had them until the federal government banned them in the 1960s.23

By contrast, the acquisition of political information in any significant quantity is a vastly more difficult and time-consuming enterprise than voting itself.

Equation 3.2 illustrates this point. Assume that Upi equals the utility of acquiring sufficient political information to make a “correct” decision and Cpi equals the cost of acquiring political information. Thus:

EQUATION 3.2:

The Utility of Acquiring Political Information For Voting Purposes

D*(300 million/1000)/(100 million) − Cpi = Upi

If we conservatively estimate Cpi at $100 by assuming that the voter need only expend ten hours to acquire and learn the necessary information while suffering opportunity costs of just $10 per hour, then the magnitude of D would have to be nearly seven times greater—$33,333 per citizen—in order for the voter to choose to make the necessary expenditure on information acquisition. It is unlikely that many otherwise ignorant voters will perceive such an enormous potential difference between the opposing candidates as to invest even the equivalent of $100 in information acquisition. This theoretical prediction is consistent with the empirical observation that most citizens in fact know very little about politics and public policy, but do vote.

The analysis changes only slightly if the voter does not care about the welfare of the entire nation but only about that of a subset, such as his racial or ethnic group. Alternatively, he may care about everyone in the nation to at least some extent, but value the utility of some groups more than others. Similarly, it may be that the voter believes that his preferred candidates’ policies will benefit some groups more than others.

In each case, we can still calculate the utility increase to whatever groups a voter does care about and discount it by the extent to which she cares about them less than about herself, and by the likelihood of her vote being decisive. As long as the resulting number is greater than the cost of voting, it will still be rational to go to the polls. At the same time, the cost of acquiring information is still likely to make being well informed irrational.

Sometimes, of course, voters may value different groups’ welfare unequally. For example, ethnocentrism leads some Americans to place greater emphasis on the welfare of members of their own racial or ethnic groups than others.24

Equation 3.3 demonstrates the result that obtains if Equation 3.1 is modified to assume a voter who cares far more about the welfare of a subgroup of the population numbering fifty million than about the rest of the public, valuing members of that group five times as much as the rest.

EQUATION 3.3:

The Utility of Voting, Assuming Unequal Valuation of Different Groups’ Welfare

D*((250 million/1000) + (50 million/200))/(100 million) − Cv = Uv

In this example, Uv will turn out to be $8.33, a slightly higher figure than in Equation 3.1. At the same time, it would still be irrational for the voter to pay the costs of becoming adequately informed. Plugging the new estimates into Equation 3.2, the per-person difference in welfare would have to be over $20,000 in order to justify a decision to pay the price of becoming informed.

As with the decision to vote itself, we need not assume that individual voters make a detailed and precise calculation about the costs and benefits of information acquisition, or those of voting. They probably instead simply have an intuitive sense that there is little or no benefit to making a major effort to increase their knowledge about politics. Most people similarly assume without precise calculation that there is little benefit to acquiring information about such subjects as theoretical physics or cell biology, though these bodies of knowledge also have great value to society as a whole. Indeed, the costs of the time and effort needed to make a truly precise calculation probably exceed the benefit for the vast majority of people.

Some scholars argue that the odds of a single vote being decisive are much lower than the equation used here.25 If their calculations are correct, the incentive to acquire political knowledge is even lower than I suggest. It would also be irrational to vote unless the voter perceives an unimaginably large difference between the opposing candidates.

In my view, the formula used here—largely adapted from the work of statistician Andrew Gelman and his colleagues—is more accurate than those that assign vastly lower probabilities of decisiveness.26 But very little in my argument hinges on the difference between the two. Both lead to the conclusion that it is rational for voters to be ignorant about politics.

Lower odds of decisiveness suggest that it is also irrational for most voters to cast a ballot. However, given the existence of disagreement among respected scholars, a rational voter might still choose to vote if he thought that Gelman’s model had some substantial chance of being correct. If he believes that it has a 50 percent chance of being right, then he would assume that he has a 1 in 120 million chance of casting a decisive vote, as opposed to the 1 in 60 million estimated by Gelman. The latter figure is, of course, very similar to the 1 in 100 million used in equations 3.1 and 3.2.

More realistically, the average citizen probably lacks the time and expertise to study either the Gelman model or the alternatives. Unless he or she finds the reading interesting or has an extensive background in statistics, the costs of doing the reading and analyzing the models would be far greater than the expected benefits.27 Thus the rational citizen could reasonably base his or her decisions on voting and acquiring political information on a rough intuitive sense that the chance of decisiveness is extremely low, but still higher than zero. And that is exactly what most people actually seem to do.

Why a Rationally Ignorant Voter Can Still Have Political Opinions

A important objection to this attempt to reconcile rational ignorance with the paradox of voting is that a rationally ignorant voter who realizes that she has little political knowledge should not be confident about the validity of her judgment as to which candidate is better. She should assume that her estimate of the benefits of her preferred candidate’s victory might also be inaccurate. Perhaps the rationally ignorant voter should be agnostic about the relative merits of the two candidates, a position that would once again make voting irrational.

But this critique ignores the fact that the voter in question does not know in which direction her estimate is wrong, or by how much. She could potentially overestimate the benefits of her preferred candidate’s victory. But in the absence of contrary evidence, she should assume that there is at least an equal chance that she has underestimated those benefits.

Assume that the best evidence known to the would-be voter suggests that the victory of Candidate A will give each citizen an average of $5,000 in benefits more than would a win for Candidate B. If the person in question has no reason to believe that she is more likely to overestimate than underestimate the relative merits of A and B, she must still assume that the expected benefit of the “right” candidate winning is $5,000 multiplied by the number of citizens. Thus even an ignorant voter fully aware that her ignorance might cause her to estimate erroneously might still rationally choose to cast a ballot.

Perhaps the mere recognition that many people disagree with her should lead the would-be voter to be less confident in her views. If she doesn’t know much about a subject, but does know enough to realize that there is a lot of opposition to her conclusions, maybe she should worry more about the possibility that she might be wrong. Perhaps those other people are on to something, possibly even because they have relevant knowledge that she does not.

Knowledge of such disagreement should not, however, lead the rational but ill-informed voter to become agnostic about her views. If the fact that many people disagree with her should give her pause, the fact that many others hold similar views should, with equal logic, reinforce her confidence. If you believe that the Democratic Party’s platform is, overall, better for the country than that of the Republican Party, the fact that millions of Republicans disagree is a relevant consideration, but one balanced by the fact that millions of Democrats feel the same way as you do. It is possible that some of those Republicans know of flaws in the Democratic platform that you are unaware of. But by the same token, it’s possible that some of the Democrats have information unknown to you proving that the Democratic platform is even better than you think it is. Maybe they also know of evidence showing that Republican policies are even worse than you previously believed.

In sum, the rational but relatively ignorant voter can still have opinions on political issues. Agnosticism is not the only rational stance to take in the face of ignorance.

The argument here does not assume that most real-world voters are perfectly rational in their evaluation of the information they possess. Indeed, I conclude the opposite.28 The point is that even an ignorant voter who did rationally evaluate his limited stock of information might still conclude that one party is superior to the other and cast his ballot accordingly.

This conclusion undercuts claims that rational ignorance would be harmless if voters did not also engage in irrational evaluation of the information they have—a theory that rests on the assumption that a person who knows he has little information about political issues would rationally remain agnostic about them.29 If the voter knows he has little information but still believes that the evidence he does have comes down on one side of an issue, he would be rational to hold to that belief in the absence of further information, given that he does not know whether he erred by agreeing with that side too much or too little.30

What If Voters Care About the Size of the Winner’s “Mandate”?

The analysis described in the previous section does not change if voters value the margin of victory for their preferred candidate as well as the victory itself.31 For example, a voter might want her preferred candidate to win by a large margin rather than a small one in order to be able to claim a more impressive “mandate” for her party’s platform. Conversely, if the voter supports the losing candidate in an election, she might prefer the winner’s margin of victory to be as small as possible. In reality, the electorate rarely conveys a clear “mandate” for extensive policy change for the winners, and political elites rarely come to the conclusion that one exists.32 Still, a voter might overestimate the likelihood that any given election will be perceived as creating a mandate, or might believe that the current election is an exceptional case.

Either way, it is still far less costly to cast a ballot than to become informed about issues. Moreover, the chances of an individual vote being decisive to the size of a “mandate” are still likely to be infinitesimally small, just as are those of winning. After all, it is highly unlikely that any significant number of voters value the difference between their preferred candidate getting 58 percent of the vote and getting 58.0000001 percent. Rather, what matters to some is something like the difference between a “small” mandate and a medium-size or “big” one. Perhaps, for example, public opinion sees a 58–42 margin as a decisive “landslide,” while a 57–43 margin is considered merely a “normal” victory. The chance that any one vote will make the decisive difference between a small mandate and a medium or big one is no greater than the likelihood that it will make the difference between winning and losing, and may even be smaller.33

There are several other important reasons to believe that the paradox of voting does not invalidate a collective action problem explanation of voter ignorance.34 First, it is possible that the unexpectedly high incidence of voting is simply the result of people overestimating the potential impact of their vote.35 Survey data suggest that over 70 percent of voters believe that their individual votes “really matter.”36

Such overestimation may in fact be rational to the extent that acquiring an accurate knowledge of the impact of voting may for many be more expensive than the relatively modest effort required to vote in major elections. If so, it is plausible to hypothesize that the degree of overestimation is great enough to stimulate voting, but far too small to stimulate the much greater investment of time and effort necessary to acquire a substantial amount of political information. Voters who don’t take the time to calculate the numbers could readily conclude that their chance of influencing the outcome of a presidential election is, say, one in ten million, rather than one in sixty million or one in one hundred million. But it seems highly unlikely that they would conclude that the true probability is one in ten or one in twenty.

Second, even if the paradox of voting really is explainable by the “expressive utility” of voting or by “irrational” conceptions of duty,37 it is still possible that such motives are not powerful enough to induce voters to pay the heavy costs of becoming well informed. Indeed, if voters cast ballots out of a sense of duty, that is a reason why they would go to the polls even without being well informed. The same point applies if voters go to the polls in order to be able to tell others they did so, as suggested by one recent study.38 Similarly, if the voter simply wants to express his or her views regardless of whether they are backed by adequate knowledge, that too can lead to ill-informed voting. The empirical evidence showing that voter knowledge levels are very low is of course consistent with such scenarios.

However, the “expressive utility” explanation of voting has various weaknesses. If the voter’s sole objective is simply to express his views in a public way,39 it is not clear why the same objective couldn’t be more easily achieved simply by staying home and telling people who you support in conversation or in a phone call. Better still, in the age of the Internet, the would-be voter could instead send an e-mail announcing his electoral preference to as many people as he can. This would be a more clear expression of preference than casting a vote in a secret ballot election in which no one can see what the voter decides.

If, on the other hand, the voter merely desires to express her views on the election without necessarily revealing them to others, she has the option of simply stating them aloud while no one else is present or writing them down in a document that she never shows to anyone. All of these options are likely to be easier and less time-consuming than going to the polls. Yet few if any voters view such activities as a substitute for casting a ballot.

The duty-based explanation for voting is likely true, at least for many voters.40 However, it is complementary to the rational choice explanation rather than a competitor with it. After all, it is not clear why voters would feel a duty to undertake an action that makes no difference. The reason why a voter who cares about the welfare of his or her fellow citizens is likely to feel a duty to vote is because of the perception that doing so could make a difference. A similar analysis applies if the voter chooses to vote merely because others might ask about it, and think less of him if he says he did not cast a ballot.41 Presumably, the reason why the nonvoter’s reputation would suffer is that the questioners believe that he violated a civic duty, and they believe in the existence of that civic duty because his vote can make a meaningful contribution to society.

Rational Ignorance or Just Plain Simple Ignorance?

A possible alternative to the theory of rational ignorance is the idea that widespread political ignorance is just an honest mistake. Given the complexity of the political world, it is possible that voters are “inadvertently” ignorant, simply unaware that there is a body of information out there that might improve the quality of their political decisions if they learned it.42 Instead of rational ignorance, low levels of political knowledge could be the result of just plain simple ignorance.

The biggest difficulty with the inadvertent ignorance theory is that it fails to explain why so many people are ignorant even of very basic facts about politics. Simple intuition suggests that, to be an adequately informed voter, it might help to know the names of the opposing candidates, the major policies adopted by the government in recent years, and which officials are responsible for which issues. If one is planning to cast a vote based on the state of the economy, it should not be hard to figure out that it might help to check the data on whether the economy has grown or shrunk recently.

Such basic information is readily available in the media and, now, on the Internet. Yet a large percentage of the public, often a majority, fails to learn it. If you are planning to purchase a TV, it’s not difficult to figure out that you will make a better decision if you acquire some basic information about the price, reliability, and picture quality of competing brands. Even a person with little knowledge of the TV market can readily grasp that much. The TV consumer who fails to get that basic information is unlikely to do so simply through mere “inadvertence.” If he remains ignorant on such points, it is likely because he doesn’t care very much about the choice of a TV or because he prefers to devote the time and effort needed to acquire that information to other pursuits that he considers more important. The same point applies to voters’ failure to acquire basic political information.

Moreover, if political ignorance is inadvertent, one would expect knowledge levels to increase substantially over time as education levels have risen and political information becomes more widely available at lower cost, thanks to modern technology. The more education one has and the more political information is readily available, the higher the likelihood that individuals will be exposed to the idea that there are bodies of knowledge available that could help them inform their voting decisions. Yet, as previously noted, political knowledge levels have risen little if at all over the past several decades, despite major increases in education and the availability of information.43

The fact that voters are often unaware of even very basic political information and that this ignorance has persisted in the face of rising education levels and the information technology revolution is hard to reconcile with the idea that ignorance is merely inadvertent “simple” ignorance. On the other hand, it is clearly consistent with rational ignorance. Demand for information, not supply, is the main constraint on political learning in a world where most people are rationally ignorant about politics.

Other Examples of Rational Ignorance

Political ignorance is hardly unique. Public ignorance is also common on a wide range of other issues, including basic science, geography, and history. For example, over 20 percent of the population in both the United States and Europe does not know that the earth revolves around the sun rather than vice versa.44 A 2009 Gallup poll found that only 39 percent of Americans say they “believe in the theory of evolution,” with 25 percent rejecting evolution and 36 percent saying they have no opinion.45 A 2006 National Geographic Foundation study found widespread ignorance of basic geography among young adults, with 63 percent unable to find Iraq on a map (despite extensive news coverage accorded to the country due to the Iraq War), 88 percent unable to find Afghanistan, and majorities also unable to find major states such as New York on a map of the United States.46

Similarly, there is widespread public ignorance about the extent to which various environmental and chemical hazards do or do not pose a threat to public health.47 A 1997 CNN/Time poll found that 80 percent of Americans believe that the U.S. government is hiding knowledge of the existence of extraterrestrial life and that 50 percent even believe that extraterrestrials have abducted humans.48

What these examples have in common with political ignorance is that there is little incentive for most people to seek out accurate knowledge about them. Most Americans can live their lives just as happily as they would otherwise even if they have wildly inaccurate perceptions about evolution, astronomy, geography, or UFOs. Ignorance about these subjects is therefore rational in much the same way as political ignorance. Ignorance about environmental risks is a more complicated case, since some such risks can be avoided or mitigated through individual action. But in the case of risks that can be addressed only through public policy or that, conversely, lead to wasteful public expenditures because we overestimate their significance, it is rational for individuals to do little to acquire accurate knowledge about them.

The existence of widespread rational ignorance beyond the political realm makes the theory of rational ignorance more plausible within it. Political ignorance is not an unusual special case. It is just one of many examples of rational ignorance, albeit an unusually dangerous one.

THE RATIONALITY OF ILLOGICAL INFORMATION USE

Contrary to some misunderstandings,49 the theory of rational ignorance does not predict that voters will choose not to acquire any information at all. Rather it predicts that they will acquire very little or no information for purposes of voting. But some voters will acquire information for other reasons. Scholars, politicians, political activists, journalists, and others have professional reasons for being informed about political developments. Yet such professional users of political information are only a tiny fraction of the population. Far more common are those who acquire political knowledge because they find it interesting.50 There are not enough such people to eliminate widespread political ignorance. But they do nonetheless form by far the largest bloc of relatively well-informed voters.

A helpful analogy is the case of sports fans. Fans who acquire extensive knowledge of their favorite teams and players do not do so because they can thereby influence the outcome of games. They do it because it increases the enjoyment they get from watching the game and rooting for their favorite teams. Similarly, “political fans” derive enjoyment from rooting for their preferred parties, candidates, ideologies, and interest groups, while deriding the opposition. They may also derive satisfaction from having their preexisting views validated, and from a sense of affiliation with a group of like-minded people.51 But if many of the citizens who acquire significant amounts of political knowledge do so primarily for reasons other than becoming a better voter, it is possible that they will acquire knowledge that is of little use for voting, or will fail to use the knowledge they do have in the right way.

Most people realize that the outcome of an election matters more than the result of a game. If an individual voter knew that her decision would determine the winner of a presidential election, she would almost certainly consider the matter more carefully than if she were given a similar opportunity to unilaterally determine the winner of the next Super Bowl or World Cup. But when individuals know that they in fact have only an infinitesimal chance of influencing either result, they might still evaluate political information and sports information in the same highly biased manner.

Dedicated sports fans routinely play up evidence that makes their team look good and its rivals look bad, while downplaying anything that cuts the other way. Committed Boston Red Sox fans who passionately root against the New York Yankees are unlikely to evaluate the evidence about these teams objectively.52 Many Yankees fans no doubt feel the same way about the Red Sox. Similarly, Republican partisans who reflexively despise President Barack Obama, and Democrats who reflexively support him against criticism, might well want to acquire information in order to augment the experience of cheering on their preferred political “team.” If this is indeed their goal, neither group is likely to evaluate Obama’s performance in office objectively or accurately.

This intuition is confirmed by studies showing that people tend to use new information to reinforce their preexisting views on political issues while discounting evidence that runs counter to them.53 For example, experimental evidence shows that political partisans not only reject new information casting doubt on their beliefs but sometimes actually respond by believing in them even more fervently.54 One study shows that conservatives presented with evidence showing that U.S. forces failed to find weapons of mass destruction in Iraq were actually strengthened in their preexisting view that WMDs were found.55 Similarly, liberals confronted with evidence that 2004 Democratic presidential candidate John Kerry had incorrectly claimed that the Bush Administration had “banned” stem cell research persisted in their preexisting belief that the charge against Bush was correct.56 Although some scholars view such bias as irrational behavior,57 it is perfectly rational if the goal is not to get at the “truth” of a given issue in order to be a better voter but to enjoy the psychic benefits of being a political “fan.”

Economist Bryan Caplan calls this “rational irrationality.”58 As he puts it, rationally ignorant voters may limit not only the amount of information they acquire but also “how rationally they process the information they do have.”59 To put it a different way, such citizens’ mode of processing information may be rational for purposes of psychic gratification but irrational for purposes of improving the quality of their votes. The latter will rarely be the main goal of information acquisition, because there is too little chance that achieving it will have any impact on electoral outcomes. As George Akerlof explains:

[I]nformation is interpreted in a biased way which weights two . . . goals: agents’ desire to feel good about themselves, their activities, and the society they live in, on the one hand, and the need for an accurate view of the world for correct decision-making, on the other hand. . . . [B]ecause any individual’s influence on the public choice outcome is close to zero, each individual has an incentive to choose a model of the world which maximizes his private happiness without any consideration of the consequences for social policy.60

The conjecture that political fans may be pursuing “private happiness” at the expense of truth is supported by a 2006 study showing that the most knowledgeable voters tend to be more biased in their evaluation of new evidence than those with less prior political information.61 If those who acquire political knowledge do so in order to cast “better” votes, such a result would be difficult to explain. But if the main goal is to enjoy psychic benefits similar to those available to sports fans, the greater bias of the more politically knowledgeable is perfectly rational. The fact that they acquired more knowledge in the past suggests that they value the “fan” experience more than those who acquired less. Thus it is not at all surprising that they tend to be more close-minded in their evaluation of new information, because acknowledging that the other side may have a good argument would diminish their psychic gratification.

Similarly, most citizens tend to discuss political issues only with those who agree with them,62 and that tendency is most pronounced among “those most knowledgeable about and interested in politics.”63 The same goes for selection of media sources, with committed Republicans and Democrats both preferring media that align with their partisan proclivities;64 though it is also true that many people watch very little partisan media because they watch little political news of any kind.65

In an important recent book, political psychologist Jonathan Haidt describes experimental evidence showing that people tend to reason more carefully and logically when they know in advance that they will have to explain their conclusions to well-informed people who do not necessarily share their preexisting views.66 Limiting political conversations to people who agree with us undermines this form of accountability and incentivizes what Haidt describes as “laziness” and irrationality in decision-making.67

Such avoidance of opposing views would be difficult to explain if the goal of political knowledge acquisition were truth-seeking. A truth-seeker would search out opportunities to hear opposing points of view in order to test the validity of his or her own. As John Stuart Mill famously argued, the truth is best attained through consideration of alternative viewpoints: “He who knows only his own side of the case knows little of that. His reasons may be good, and no one may have been able to refute them. But if he is equally unable to refute the reasons on the opposite side, if he does not so much as know what they are, he has no ground for preferring either opinion.”68 Haidt’s analysis of the experimental data provides support for Mill’s argument. Nonetheless, limiting discussion to those one agrees with and media use to ideologically congenial sources is perfectly rational if the objective is not truth-seeking. Such constraints help achieve the competing purpose of taking part in a political “fan” group.

Critics of Caplan’s rational irrationality theory sometimes claim that it requires voters to “know that their opinions are wrong.”69 Otherwise, they would not rationally be choosing to indulge irrationality, but simply falling into “inadvertent” error.70 However, rational irrationality does not require an actual belief that one is endorsing incorrect views, merely a decision not to make an effort to carefully evaluate one’s views in an unbiased way.

A person can believe that his views are correct while also realizing that he has not made an effort to investigate the subject in question more than superficially, or to think rigorously about it. Almost everyone holds views of this type on at least some matters. For example, I believe that Harrison Ford is one of the best actors in the world, despite the fact that I lack any expertise in the study of film. I also have not investigated the views of expert film critics on the subject, rigorously compared his performances with those of his peers, or even seen all of his movies. Although I recognize that I might change my mind if I studied the issue in more detail, I think the cost of doing so would outweigh the benefit, and I will likely hold on to my admittedly ill-informed view.71

RATIONAL IGNORANCE AND THE ROLE OF INTEREST IN POLITICS

The theories of rational ignorance and rational irrationality do not predict that citizens will avoid acquiring political knowledge entirely. Rather, they imply that little or no knowledge will be acquired for the purpose of voting. Accordingly, the most powerful determinant of political knowledge is expected to be entertainment value or some other reason not clearly related to voting.

This prediction is confirmed by studies showing that by far the most powerful determinant of political knowledge is a survey respondent’s level of interest in politics.72 When controlling for other variables likely to affect political knowledge, such as race, gender,73 education, income, and exposure to various forms of media, interest in politics has a far greater effect on political knowledge than virtually any other variable.74 Table 3.1 dramatically illustrates this contrast.75

Holding all other variables constant, a change in interest in politics from the lowest to the highest level on the scale increases political knowledge almost 50 percent more than the expected difference in knowledge between a middle school dropout and a holder of graduate degree. Moreover, this analysis probably understates the true impact of interest in politics because it controls for media exposure to political news, which may itself be in part a function of interest in politics.

TABLE 3.1   Relative impact of changes in variables on political knowledge: 2000 American National Election Studies survey

[image: ]

NOTE: The impact of change in each variable was measured while holding fifteen other control variables constant. The control variables are those listed in the Appendix.

* This variable combines the effects of the TV, newspaper, talk radio, and Internet variables in the Appendix.

** This scale measures whether the respondent has engaged in eight different types of political activity within the past year: trying to influence others’ votes, putting up a campaign sign or button, going to political meetings, contributing money to a candidate, contributing money to a party, contacting a public official on an issue, and attending protest marches.

The overwhelming dominance of political interest over other variables provides some confirmation to the rational ignorance theory.76 Citizens who acquire political information seem to do so primarily because it is a personal consumption good rather than for the purpose of contributing to the public good of a well-informed electorate. The only variable that seems to have an even remotely comparable effect is level of education. Shifting from a middle school dropout level of education to a graduate degree level, not surprisingly, leads to a predicted knowledge increase of almost eight points on the thirty-point scale.

Unfortunately, however, the failure of the past several decades’ rise in education levels to produce even modest increases in political knowledge casts serious doubt on the likelihood that we can expect future increases in knowledge from this source.77 Moreover, even if future improvements in education levels have a greater impact on political knowledge than past ones did, we can hardly expect education levels to rise by as much as our stylized middle-school-dropout-to-graduate-degree comparison implies. A more realistic rise in education, say from high school graduate to college graduate, would increase political knowledge by an average of roughly 1.3 points on the 30-point scale for those individuals enabled to go to college under this scenario.78 While such an increase would be desirable, it seems unlikely that it would have a marked effect on overall political knowledge levels in the electorate.

We cannot, of course, categorically rule out the possibility that some future change in American politics and society will drastically increase aggregate levels of political knowledge. The possibility of such developments is considered in Chapter 7. Even so, the persistence of rational political ignorance suggests that it is likely to be with us for the foreseeable future.

The dominance of interest in politics as a predictor of political knowledge also highlights the dangers of rational irrationality. If most citizens who acquire political information do so primarily for reasons other than truth-seeking, there is little reason to expect them to analyze it in a rational or unbiased way.

IGNORANCE, IRRATIONALITY, AND SUSCEPTIBILITY TO DECEPTION AND MISINFORMATION

The combination of rational ignorance and rational irrationality makes citizens more susceptible to political misinformation and deception. An ignorant voter may believe outlandish claims that she would reject if she had the benefit of greater knowledge. Similarly, a person who analyzes political information in a highly biased way is more likely to accept falsehoods that reinforce his preconceived views.

A variety of conspiracy theories and other highly dubious misinformation is believed by large portions of the American public. A survey conducted by economist Neil Malhotra and political scientist Yotam Margalit in early 2009 showed that some 25 percent of non-Jewish Americans believed that “the Jews” deserved at least “a moderate amount” or “a great deal” of blame for the financial crisis of 2008.79 Some 32 percent of self-identified Democrats and 18 percent of Republicans endorsed that view.80 A March 2010 Harris Poll survey found that 25 percent of Americans agreed with the “birther” claim that President Barack Obama “was not born in the United States and so is not eligible to be president.”81 About 45 percent of self-described Republicans, 24 percent of independents, and 8 percent of Democrats endorsed “birtherism.”

One can find comparable examples of misinformation on the political left. A 2007 poll of likely voters found that 35 percent of Democrats believed that President George W. Bush “kn[e]w about the 9/11 attacks in advance,” while 26 percent were not sure.82 By comparison, only about 12 percent of Republicans and 18 percent of independents took the same view.83

Belief in many other political conspiracy theories is common as well, including claims that the government is hiding evidence of visitation by alien civilizations, claims that the AIDS virus was deliberately manufactured to target African Americans, and assertions that government agencies planned the assassinations of President John F. Kennedy and other prominent political leaders.84

Rational ignorance is surely a contributing factor to belief in this kind of misinformation. Political knowledge tends to be highly correlated with education, and less-educated survey respondents were more likely to endorse birtherism, 9/11 conspiracy theories, and the claim that “the Jews” are to blame for the financial crisis.85 People who are unfamiliar with the normal functioning of the political system and economy are more likely to find dubious disinformation plausible than are those with greater knowledge.

For example, one of the factors that makes birtherism implausible to more knowledgeable voters is that, if Barack Obama were genuinely constitutionally ineligible to become president, his political opponents would have had strong incentives to uncover this fact and use it to force him to withdraw from the race. Both Obama’s 2008 Democratic primary opponent, Hillary Clinton, and his Republican general election opponent, John McCain, had highly professional, well-funded campaigns. If there was any real evidence proving that Obama was not born in the United States, they would likely have uncovered it. Reasonably well-informed voters would have understood this and discounted birtherism accordingly.

9/11 conspiracy theories are implausible for similar reasons. For the Bush administration to have deliberately chosen to let the attacks happen despite knowing about them in advance, the president would have had to organize a conspiracy involving numerous officials in the White House, intelligence agencies, the Department of Defense, and elsewhere. Given the highly leak-prone nature of American government, the overwhelming likelihood is that any such conspiracy would be leaked, especially given its morally outrageous nature. Some official in the know would surely have revealed the information, whether for moral reasons or a desire to avoid criminal prosecution for complicity in the plot if its existence were later revealed by others.

In addition, the revelation that high-ranking officials deliberately chose to allow a terrorist attack that killed thousands of Americans would have destroyed the administration politically and severely damaged the Republican Party as a whole. Even if the president and his advisers were sufficiently amoral to consider such a conspiracy, they would quickly realize that the political risks far outweighed any possible gain.

Finally, the claim that “the Jews” caused the financial crisis is implausible to objective observers with even a passing knowledge of the standard economic explanations for the crash. Moreover, it is not clear why Jews would want to cause a financial collapse in which Jewish investors and financiers suffered no less than gentiles.86

In all these cases, basic political and economic knowledge could greatly reduce the likelihood of belief in such implausible falsehoods. Rationally ignorant voters who lack such knowledge, however, are more susceptible to believing them.

Rational irrationality also deserves some of the blame. It is probably no accident that Republicans are disproportionately susceptible to birtherism, while Democrats are far more likely to endorse 9/11 conspiracy theories. It is no secret that partisan Republicans tend to be hostile to Obama, while most partisan Democrats felt similarly about Bush. These predispositions make partisans more willing to believe any claim that reflects poorly on their political enemies—often without carefully considering whether the claim is true or even plausible.

Such bias seems irrational if the partisans’ only goal is to get at the truth, to determine whether the allegations against Bush or Obama are accurate. But it is perfectly rational if their objective is at least partly to enjoy the emotional satisfaction of being confirmed in their preexisting views. After all, the partisan voter who mistakenly embraces birtherism or 9/11 conspiracy theories suffers no personal harm as a result, while deriving at least some psychological benefit.

This emphasis on ignorance and irrationality focuses on the demand for misinformation: voters come to believe dubious theories such as birtherism because of a combination of their own ignorance and psychological proclivities. But what of the supply side?

It is common to blame widespread belief in political misinformation on distortions peddled by politicians, activists, and the media.87 During the 2008 presidential campaign, widely respected political columnist Stuart Taylor denounced both candidates for promoting numerous “distortions” about their opponents, and the media for failing to “provide consistently accurate and fair reporting and analysis of all the charges and countercharges.”88 There is little doubt that politicians and activists often do exploit falsehoods about their opponents, or that the media sometimes fail to effectively counter the distortions.

But these factors do not explain why so many voters believe charges such as birtherism or 9/11 conspiracy theories, which are easily refuted by knowledge of basic background facts about the political system. Voter ignorance and unwillingness to take the time to seek out accurate information must share the blame for the spread of such ideas.

As Taylor himself recognized, “one reason that candidates get away with dishonest campaign ads and speeches may be that it is so hard for undecided voters like me to discern which charges are true, which are exaggerated, and which are false. Most people can’t spend hours every day cross-checking diverse sources of information to verify the accuracy of slanted stories and broadcasts.”89 In other words, voters’ unwillingness to devote time and effort to acquiring political information is part of the reason why dubious charges are often believed.

However, Taylor was wrong to assume that voters need to spend “hours” each day in order to avoid falling for crude political deceptions. With many of them, as with birtherism, basic knowledge of the politics should lead voters to be extremely skeptical even without having to do additional background research.

Even in the case of less implausible distortions, a reasonably knowledgeable voter could choose to be skeptical based on his or her understanding that politicians and activists often have incentives to make bogus charges against their opponents. Indeed, a 2010 poll found that 68 percent of Americans name politicians as the least trustworthy profession, with salespeople (9 percent) and lawyers (7 percent) a distant second and third.90

The fact that so many citizens are willing to believe outlandish charges by politicians, despite their recognition that politicians are often untrustworthy, is a further symptom of rational irrationality. When the charge in question conforms to the voters’ preexisting biases, they often check commonsense skepticism at the door.91

Stuart Taylor and other observers wonder why the media do not do more to correct such distortions, lamenting that the media often fail to provide unbiased and accurate coverage of the charges and countercharges. But the media largely respond to market incentives. If voters wanted unbiased coverage, media outlets would have strong incentives to provide it. Those that succeeded in doing so would get increased audience shares and advertising profits as a result.

In reality, however, those citizens most interested in politics and in following political news tend to seek out information sources that confirm their preexisting opinions rather than present competing points of view objectively.92 In behaving as they do, politicians and the media are catering to public demand.

Moreover, it is significant that political misinformation is often widely believed even when it does not get endorsed by respectable media sources. Few if any major media outlets have endorsed either birtherism or 9/11 conspiracy theories. But that has not prevented these ideas from attracting significant support among the public, especially among partisans predisposed to believe the worst about their political opponents.

A SMART BUT IGNORANT PUBLIC

For most voters, ignorance about politics turns out to be rational. It is not simply a consequence of stupidity or inadequate learning skills. Smart people can be ignorant too. Moreover, contrary to some interpretations of rational choice theory, rational ignorance is compatible with choosing to vote. Because the cost of voting is so much lower than that of becoming informed, moderately altruistic citizens could rationally choose to vote while also choosing to devote very little time and effort to becoming informed about politics. For similar reasons, most voters also make little effort to engage in unbiased evaluation of the information they do learn.

Obviously, rational ignorance theory is only an imperfect representation of reality. Yet it is generally supported by the available evidence. It sets strict limits to the amount of knowledge most ordinary voters are likely to be willing to acquire. Efforts to alleviate the problem of voter ignorance will have to work within that constraint.

The rational nature of political ignorance still leaves open the possibility that voters can offset their ignorance through information shortcuts. If these shortcuts are easy and cheap enough to use, even rationally ignorant voters might successfully avail themselves of them. The next chapter considers the extent to which shortcuts can offset rational ignorance and irrationality. Unfortunately, it turns out that the shortcomings of shortcuts often outweigh their benefits.


CHAPTER FOUR

The Shortcomings of Shortcuts

[D]emocratic theory . . . was forced by lack of the instruments of knowledge for reporting its environment, to fall back upon the wisdom and experience which happened to have accumulated in the voter. . . . The community could take its supply of information for granted.

—WALTER LIPPMAN, PUBLIC OPINION1

WE RARELY HAVE PERFECT INFORMATION about anything in life. Much of the time, we cope with our ignorance by using information shortcuts. You may not know much about particular TVs. But if you know that Sony products generally have a good reputation, that can help you decide which TV to buy. Perhaps voters with generally low knowledge levels can make up for it by using similar shortcuts. At least until recently, this was the dominant view among political scientists and economists.2 If it is correct, political ignorance need not be a major concern for democratic theory. As it turns out, some shortcuts are genuinely useful. Unfortunately, however, most are not nearly as effective as their more enthusiastic advocates believe.

Many shortcuts to informed voting have been proposed in the literature on the subject: information from daily life, political parties, cues from opinion leaders, retrospective voting, and the so-called “miracle of aggregation” are among the most important.3 Although several of these shortcuts have genuine merit, they fall short of offsetting the dangers of political ignorance. Some of them might even lead to worse decision-making by poorly informed voters who possess little preexisting information.4

Shortcut theories also implicitly assume that the person using the shortcut chooses it because of its likelihood of increasing his or her chances of getting at the truth. If, however, information shortcuts are chosen for other reasons unrelated to their truth value, voters could systematically rely on biased shortcuts that make their perceptions of political reality less accurate than before. Unfortunately, the “rational irrationality” discussed in Chapter 3 makes it perfectly logical for individual voters to choose shortcuts on the basis of their entertainment value, conformity with preexisting views, or other psychological gratification, rather than truth value.

Questioning the effectiveness of information shortcuts used by ordinary citizens can be criticized as “elitist.”5 However, there is nothing inherently elitist about a critique that holds that voters are engaging in perfectly rational behavior, given the insignificance of individual votes. The problem is not that voters who use inadequate shortcuts are necessarily dumber or less virtuous than more knowledgeable “elites.” Rather, it is that citizens lack sufficient incentive to acquire adequate knowledge or evaluate the information they do learn in an unbiased way.

INFORMATION FROM DAILY LIFE

Some scholars6 argue that rational voters will make use of information acquired through ordinary daily-life interactions.7 Such information is virtually “free” since the activities that produce it would, by definition, be undertaken even in the absence of any political purpose. Some advocates of this shortcut argue not only that it will be utilized, but that it goes a long way toward meeting voters’ informational needs.8 For example, voters allegedly can obtain “a good deal of information” about the economy from personal financial transactions such as managing a checking account or seeking employment.9

Personal Experience and Rational Ignorance

While it would be foolish to deny that some helpful information can be derived from ordinary life, its usefulness to otherwise ill-informed voters is often greatly overestimated. Three major limitations of such information are particularly important. First, by definition, this approach is of no help in dealing with the many political issues that the vast majority of voters do not encounter in daily life. For example, information from daily life isn’t relevant to most foreign policy issues.

Second, even if the voter has carefully calculated the changes in his welfare and developed a judgment about an incumbent’s policies, he cannot readily determine whether his welfare will be improved by electing the opposing candidate. Even if things have gotten worse under President X, perhaps the opposing Candidate Y’s program is even more harmful. This possibility cannot be ruled out without substantive issue knowledge going beyond personal experience.

Most important of all, substantive knowledge is required to determine whether or not a particular personal experience really is the result of public policy and, if so, which political actors are responsible. Ill-informed voters attempting to make political judgments on the basis of personal experience may fall into egregious errors.

Even with respect to unemployment and inflation, basic economic issues with which most people have substantial personal experience, ill-informed voters tend to make spectacular mistakes. In a survey taken during the 1992 election, during which economic issues were a particular focus of publicity, the vast majority of respondents could not estimate the inflation or unemployment rate within 5 percentage points of the actual level.10 The electorate’s mean estimates of both rates were approximately twice as high as the real level.11 Such misperception apparently played a major role in swinging the 1992 election against incumbent president George H. W. Bush.12 Poorly informed voters are more likely than well-informed ones to make sweeping generalizations from personal experience with unemployment, yet less likely to make accurate connections between experience and policy.13

If errors of this magnitude occur in the cases of inflation and unemployment, even more serious mistakes can be expected with other, more remote, issues. And even a correct estimate of unemployment and inflation is only a minimal prerequisite to determining which side’s policy on these issues will better serve the voter’s interests. One still needs to know to what extent incumbents are responsible for current rates and whether or not their opponents are likely to do better. Information from daily life is unlikely to be of more than minimal help in making such decisions.

Personal Experience and Rational Irrationality

So far, we have assumed that voters drawing political inferences from personal experience do so for the sole purpose of using them as an information shortcut to understand public policy better. However, the phenomenon of rational irrationality suggests that political inferences drawn from personal experience might instead serve other psychological objectives, including some that may be in conflict with the search for truth. For example, psychological literature shows that people often prefer to blame others for their own mistakes.14

The same tendency may well affect their evaluation of the political significance of their experiences. Survey respondents have a strong “anti-foreign bias” that leads them to blame immigrants and foreign competitors for economic problems suffered by their own country.15 If one loses a job or has to take a pay cut, it will be psychologically easier to blame malevolent foreigners than one’s fellow Americans, and easier to blame the policies of the government than to blame yourself.

Obviously, such irrationality is far from unique to political interpretations of personal experience. But it is likely to be especially prevalent there, because the incentives to evaluate one’s experience more objectively are so weak. If I mistakenly blame a co-worker for my own failures on the job, the result could be loss of the opportunity to get a promotion or even getting fired. If, on the other hand, I mistakenly blame Congress or the president for inflation, I suffer little if any penalty for my error.

POLITICAL PARTIES

The idea that political parties can help voters economize on information costs has a long and venerable lineage, dating back to Democratic Party leader and later president Martin Van Buren, founder of the first modern mass-based party.16 The basic argument is that voters can infer candidates’ policy stances from their partisan affiliations rather than undertaking the much more difficult task of inquiring into the views of each individual aspirant to office.17

This claim has considerable merit. Voters are often able to tell where one major party stands relative to the other.18 For example, in 2004, 92 percent of voters knew that John Kerry was to the left of George Bush on government aid to blacks, 66 percent on gun control, and 64 percent on environmental policy.19 At the same time, voters are sometimes ignorant even of these kinds of basic differences between the parties. Just four years earlier, in 2000, only 46 percent of American National Election Studies respondents knew that Bush was less supportive of abortion rights than Al Gore, and only 40 percent knew that Gore supported higher levels of government assistance for blacks.20

Appealing as it is, the political party shortcut often obscures almost as much as it reveals. At best, a candidate’s party affiliation is a clue to his or her policy stances, but it tells the voter little about the likely effects of those policies. In principle, the notion of a “running tally” may help a voter to determine the merits as well as the content of a party’s policies. But it is difficult to do so without significant substantive knowledge.21

If conditions are good under the rule of Party X, how does the voter know that this is due to the success of the party’s policies rather than to factors beyond the government’s control, preexisting favorable trends resulting from decisions made by the party’s predecessors in power, personal characteristics of the party’s officeholders that are not representative of the party as a whole (and thus might be misleading as predictors of future behavior), or crafty manipulation of public policy by the party’s leadership as a result of which temporary success is achieved at the price of long-term harm?

The voter cannot get around this dilemma simply by aggregating large amounts of experience, since it is unlikely that a given voter has been following politics long enough to experience more than two or three governments headed by any one party.22

The party identification shortcut can be actively misleading in situations when parties at the state or local level differ from their national counterparts. For example, many local elections in the United States are highly noncompetitive in part because voters vote for local offices based on their perceptions of the national party—perceptions that are often misleading if the local party differs substantially from the national organization, as is often the case.23 As a result, local governments often can get away with poor performance so long as the incumbents’ national party remains the preferred choice of most voters in the area.24

Party shortcuts might also be more difficult to use when there are more than two parties, and voters have to do more than make a simple binary choice. For example, voters found it far more difficult to figure out which presidential candidate most closely matched their policy preferences in the 1992 and 1996 presidential elections, when there were three major candidates rather than the usual two.25 This problem is of only limited relevance to the United States, which has long had a stable two-party system in which competitive third-party candidates are rare. But it matters more in some other democracies where there are multiple parties.26 Even in the United States, it matters greatly in primary elections, when voters choosing between multiple presidential candidates of the same parties succeed in “correctly” picking the one with the policy views closest to their own only about 31 percent of the time.27

It is also important to recognize that political ignorance might itself reduce the value of the party identification shortcut by weakening the ideological constraints on parties themselves. A party faced with a well-informed electorate may have to hew closely to the voters’ preferences or face defeat. With a relatively ignorant electorate, however, party leaders can exploit the electorate’s “blind spot” and exercise a great deal of discretion in adjusting their positions on issues in order to pursue objectives of their own or win the support of narrow interest groups.28 This makes it more difficult to predict a candidate’s policy views on the basis of his or her partisan affiliation, even for relatively well-informed voters.

While real, the informational benefits of parties are likely exaggerated by conventional wisdom. Party affiliation often gives voters useful insight on the likely policy positions of candidates. But that type of knowledge is often insufficient for informed voting.

Parties and Rational Irrationality

As with personal experience shortcuts, the effectiveness of party identification shortcuts is also undercut by rational irrationality. Ideally, voters should evaluate what they know about each party’s record in an unbiased way, seeking only to determine how well it measures up to its rivals. In reality, however, voters with a strong sense of identification with one party tend to discount any evidence that it is performing poorly and overvalue evidence indicating that it is doing well.29 They even fall prey to factual errors that make their preferred party’s record look better and the opposition’s worse.30 For example, Republicans are more likely than Democrats to know the correct answer to questions about whether the federal budget deficit has increased since President Barack Obama took office, because the correct answer reflects poorly on his record.31

This makes little sense from the standpoint of casting an informed ballot. But it is perfectly rational if one recognizes that voters might form an emotional attachment to their preferred party and its ideology, and prefer to avoid the psychological discomfort of seeing their cherished beliefs undermined. As in other cases, the low probability of casting a decisive ballot undercuts the incentive to make any effort to combat this bias.

The biases of committed partisans might be insignificant if independent swing voters could evaluate party records’ effectively. However, as discussed further on,32 swing voters with no strong commitment to either party tend to have the lowest levels of political knowledge and therefore the least likelihood of being able to assess the incumbent party’s performance accurately.

The Binary Choice Fallacy

An implicit assumption of the party identification shortcut literature is that voters need only have sufficient political knowledge to choose between the two options available to them in an election: the Democratic and Republican candidates, for example. If the voter knows enough to determine which of the two available parties is more likely to achieve his or her policy objectives, that is enough.

This binary choice model does not take account of primary campaigns, in which all the candidates are from the same party; “nonpartisan” elections in which candidates are not identified by party to the voter;33 and elections in multiparty systems, when voters must consider numerous different party options, not just two.

But even on its own terms, the binary choice model is incomplete. Political knowledge does not merely affect the outcome of elections with the parties’ candidates and platforms taken as given. It can also influence the selection of those candidates and platforms themselves. Especially since the advent of modern public opinion polling made it easier to measure it, parties and candidates have often sought to match their issue positions to majority public preferences.34 Over time, majority opinion heavily influences the content of government policy.35

Even after controlling for a wide range of demographic variables, including race, gender, income, occupation, and others, knowledgeable voters have vastly different policy preferences from less-informed ones.36 They tend to be more socially liberal, more fiscally conservative, and more supportive of higher taxes, among other examples.37 They are also less likely to fall for gross political misinformation, and more likely to be able to effectively monitor the performance of government officials.38 Faced with a much more knowledgeable electorate, politicians and parties would have strong incentives to change their policy platforms, as well as stronger incentives to avoid poor performance in office. The magnitude of the change is likely to depend on the magnitude of the increase in political knowledge.

If the electorate as a whole were significantly more knowledgeable than it is, the result would not only be a greater chance of making the “right” choice among the existing political options. Rather, the options themselves would be very different.

CUES FROM OPINION LEADERS

If the vast bulk of the electorate is generally ignorant, perhaps it can follow the lead of the knowledgeable minority of political activists—“opinion leaders.” This line of argument is one of the most common in the literature on shortcuts.39 Instead of keeping close track of issues themselves, voters can respond to “cues” issued by political activists of value orientations similar to their own:

What is important is that there are perhaps five percent [of voters] who are activists and news junkies who do play close attention. If they see that something is seriously wrong in the country, they sound the alarm and then ordinary people start paying attention.40

Voters can also rely on cues from endorsements by trusted organizations and well-liked celebrities.41

Opinion Leaders and Rational Ignorance

Unfortunately, the strategy of following cues from opinion leaders often creates at least as many difficulties for ignorant voters as it solves. Because of the immense asymmetry of information between leaders and followers and the low incentive of the latter to monitor the leaders’ performance effectively, serious principal-agent problems surely will arise. Principal-agent problems occur in situations where the person who delegates authority—the “principal”—has difficulty monitoring the performance of the person he delegates to—the “agent.” From the perspective of the principal it is difficult to conceive of a more difficult principal-agent relationship than that between ignorant voters and highly knowledgeable, well-organized political activists.

When voter interests and activist interests coincide closely, the difficulties of monitoring need not be so acute. But this state of affairs is far from being common. Political activists differ greatly from the general population on a wide range of demographic and socioeconomic characteristics;42 they also tend to be more extreme in their views.43

Most important of all, opinion leaders acquire interests that diverge sharply from those of voters simply by virtue of becoming opinion leaders. As political activists, their power, prestige, social status, and opportunities for pecuniary gain will tend to rise with the perceived importance of their issue positions to the public; they thus have strong incentives to exaggerate the importance of political problems and to push for political solutions (or at least solutions with a prominent role for activists) in preference to private sector ones. Even when voters are aware of these incentives for exaggeration and attempt to discount activist claims as a result, they have no way of knowing how much discounting is required.

Even if there exists a subset of opinion leaders whose interests do coincide with those of a given voter, that voter still faces an extraordinarily difficult problem in determining which ones they are. Since the whole point of relying on opinion leaders is to economize on information costs, the voter is unlikely to invest heavily in researching the leaders’ qualifications. And unlike in the case of most private sector specialist professionals, the voter cannot simply judge the quality of activists’ performance by the results of the policies they advocate, since it is not usually possible to determine which social outcomes are the result of public policy without considerable substantive knowledge of the issues.

A successful strategy of following cues from opinion leaders requires voters to first decide which leaders’ cues to follow and then monitor these leaders in order to avoid a variety of principal-agent problems that are likely to arise.44 Neither of these is possible without considerable substantive voter knowledge of the issues. Without such knowledge, opinion leaders are as likely to be misleading as they are to be informative.

Opinion Leaders and Rational Irrationality

Rational irrationality further complicates the search for good opinion leaders. Advocates of the opinion leader theory argue that voters choose opinion leaders on the basis of their perceived knowledge and trustworthiness.45 However, opinion leaders might instead be chosen in large part because of their entertainment value or ability to reinforce citizens’ preexisting prejudices. For example, Arthur Lupia and Matthew McCubbins show that experimental test subjects tended to trust statements about the desirability of new prison construction made by talk show hosts Rush Limbaugh and Phil Donahue if they perceived them as knowledgeable and say that they “agree” with their views on other issues.46

In reality, however, there is little reason to believe that Limbaugh and Donahue have any significant knowledge about the costs and benefits of prison construction. Survey respondents who perceived them as knowledgeable about the issue were probably wrong to do so.47 Their willingness to defer to Limbaugh and Donahue’s views on a technical policy issue that the talk show hosts likely had little expertise on may well have been driven by a general sense that these opinion leaders’ views conformed to their own preexisting opinions; thus the importance of perceived “agreement” between the talk show host and the respondent on other issues.

Such decision-making is probably not conducive to rational electoral choices. But it is perfectly understandable in a situation where most voters have little incentive to maximize the quality of their electoral decisions and instead form political opinions in large part for other reasons.

RETROSPECTIVE VOTING

The retrospective voting shortcut hypothesis holds that voters judge politicians by past performance rather than current promises. A high percentage of voters seem to do just that.48 Politicians who know that voters will engage in retrospective voting are likely to anticipate the public’s future reactions and try to cater to them in advance.49 Such “auditing” of past performance might well be easier than predicting the future effects of candidates’ policies. “[R]etrospective voting,” it is said, “requires far less of the voter than prospective voting.”50 But does it?

To avoid misunderstanding, it is important to differentiate the use of retrospective voting as a term denoting a particular information shortcut from its use as a normative theory of democratic participation, discussed in Chapter 2.51 Unfortunately, both theories often go by the same name.

There are several reasons to doubt that the retrospective voting shortcut is as effective as often claimed. In some cases, voters are not even aware of the very existence of major policies. As noted in Chapter 1, some 70 percent of Americans were unaware of the enactment of President George W. Bush’s prescription drug benefit plan in 2003, the largest new government program in decades.52 Similarly, many are routinely unaware of the existence of major government programs structured as tax deductions and payments for services.53

Even when voters are aware of the existence of a relevant government policy, ignorance remains an obstacle to effective retrospective voting. As noted earlier, it is often difficult for relatively ignorant voters to determine which social outcomes are the result of public policy and which ones aren’t. To take a prominent example in the literature, many models of electoral retrospection are based on “sociotropic” voting, in which voters make their decision on the basis of the condition of the national economy rather than that of their own personal finances.54 Yet a person ignorant of economics often cannot tell whether economic conditions are the result of (1) the policy of the current government, (2) delayed effects of its predecessors’ policies, or (3) factors completely independent of any government action.

Studies of retrospective voting show that voters often blame and reward incumbents for conditions beyond their control. Incumbents derive great electoral benefit and suffer comparably severe harm as a result of changes in economic conditions that arise from swings in the world economy that national governments cannot influence.55 At the state level, voters in oil-producing states reward governors for increases in oil prices caused by world market conditions and for improvements in the economy caused by national economic trends.56 They also punish governors for deterioration in national economic conditions.57

Voters also punish incumbents for the impacts of such uncontrollable events as droughts and shark attacks.58 Even more dubiously, incumbent governors and senators benefit when popular local sports teams win crucial victories close to election day.59 The record of a city’s sports teams has a substantial impact on mayors’ prospects for reelection.60

When a given condition really is the result of current government policy, the voter may not be able to determine whether current conditions are positive or negative; for example, if temporary economic sacrifice might be a necessary precondition for future progress.

Even in focusing on major issues, such as the state of the economy, retrospective voters generally consider only changes in income and economic growth that occurred in the last few months of an incumbent president’s term, ignoring the administration’s entire previous record.61 This myopia prevents voters from accurately assessing incumbents’ economic policy performance.

Recent experimental data also confirm that voters tend to overweight the most recent events in making retrospective evaluations of incumbents, and that they are easily distracted by irrelevant events.62 Overall, modern evidence substantiates nineteenth-century French economist Frederic Bastiat’s complaint that the public tends to focus on immediate short-term “effects” of economic policy that are easily “seen,” while ignoring more indirect, long-term effects that usually remain “unseen.”63

Occasionally, voters may assign responsibility for a important policy to the wrong party because they are confused about when that policy was enacted. In 2010, only 34 percent of Americans realized that the massive and controversial $700 billion TARP bailout of the banks was enacted under Republican president George W. Bush, while 47 percent wrongly believed that it had been enacted under the Democratic incumbent Barack Obama.64

Finally, ignorance of the structure of government makes it difficult for voters to decide which elected officials deserve the credit or blame.65 This defect is of particular importance for retrospective voting theory, which emphasizes that the electorate “passes judgment on leaders, not policies”66 and thus implicitly assumes that voters know which leaders are responsible for what. As mentioned, voters often reward and punish state politicians for national trends. They also systematically underestimate politicians’ responsibility for some issues, while overestimating their impact on others.

Compared to a sample of political scientists specializing in American politics, the public substantially underestimates the ability of the president and Congress to control the composition of the federal budget, the influence of the Federal Reserve on the state of the economy, and the impact of state and local governments on public schools.67 The Federal Reserve Board, of course, is not an elected agency. But its members are selected by the president and confirmed by the Senate, so the board members’ performance should be an element in voter assessment of senatorial and presidential performance. On the other hand, the public assigns the president and Congress excessive blame for a wide range of other trends, including crime rates, education, and short-term economic conditions.68

Both excessive and insufficient attribution of responsibility are dangerous. If voters assign too little responsibility, officials can more easily get away with poor performance. If they assign too much, the results of an election are more likely to be determined by irrelevant issues and less likely to be controlled by those issues that the leaders in question do have the power to affect. Thus a state governor who does an excellent job on issues within her control might be defeated because voters hold her responsible for a national recession that she had no control over.

To sum up, voters seem to lack the knowledge they need to engage in effective retrospective voting on most issues.69 As political scientists Christopher Achen and Larry Bartels put it:

Voters operating on the basis of a valid, detailed understanding of cause and effect in the realm of public policy could reward good performance while ridding themselves of leaders who are malevolent or incompetent. But real voters often have only a vague, more or less primitive understanding of the connections (if any) between incumbent politicians’ actions and their own pain or pleasure. As a result, rational retrospective voting is harder than it seems, and blind retrospection sometimes produces consistently misguided patterns of electoral rewards and punishments.70

When Retrospective Voting Works

The retrospective voting argument does, however, possess an important kernel of truth. It can impose a kind of “rough justice” on political leaders who have failed badly.71 If a policy failure is large, highly visible, and easily attributable to a particular set of incumbents, it is certainly likely that they will be voted out of office, as the elections of 1932, 1980, and 2006 suggest. Moreover, the bigger the failure, the less likely it is that the opposing party’s performance will be even worse.

The ability of voters to punish large and obvious policy failures by incumbents is one of the major advantages of democracy over dictatorship. It probably helps explain the remarkable fact that no mass famine has ever occurred in a modern democracy, no matter how poor.72 By contrast, famines deliberately engineered by the government have often occurred in dictatorships.73

Even generally ignorant and irrational voters can recognize a mass famine when they see one, and are likely to hold political incumbents responsible for it. Similar factors may explain the fact that democratic governments rarely if ever engage in mass murder against their own citizens, while many authoritarian and totalitarian dictatorships do so routinely.74

As with a mass famine, even a generally ignorant public is likely to become aware of mass murder carried out by their leaders and punish them at the polls accordingly. For similar reasons, democracies also tend to do better than dictatorships at limiting the damage caused by massive natural disasters such as earthquakes and hurricanes.75 Even relatively ignorant voters are unlikely to overlook the presence of massive devastation. On the other hand, voters tend to reward disaster relief spending far more than disaster prevention spending, though the latter is much more effective in limiting the loss of life and property.76 Relief spending is far more visible to poorly informed voters than is prevention spending, especially since the latter must be undertaken before a disaster actually happens, at a time when few voters are focused on the issue.

Unfortunately, the preconditions of magnitude, visibility, and easily traceable accountability rarely obtain in real life. And even in the case of a very large policy failure, leaders may escape blame if the full impact of the failure is not felt until after they are out of office.

Retrospective voting may in some ways be easier in democracies that have fewer different levels and branches of government than the United States. For example, New Zealand is a unitary state that has neither federalism nor the tripartite separation of powers present in American government. Most political power is concentrated in the hands of a single national parliament.77 In such countries, it is easier for voters to know which policymakers are responsible for which decisions. However, neither the United States nor most other democracies are likely to adopt unicameral, nonfederal systems of government similar to New Zealand’s in the near future. Separation of powers and federalism often have important advantages of their own.78 Even when they do not, it is often difficult to radically restructure a long-established political system.

Retrospective Voting and Rational Irrationality

The effectiveness of retrospective voting is also undercut by rational irrationality. Rather than evaluating incumbents’ performance in an unbiased way, partisans tend to negatively evaluate the record of their political opponents and to be biased toward a favorable evaluation of their own preferred party.79 Republican partisans tend to assign credit to Republican office-holders for any positive events that occur, while being reluctant to blame them for negative ones. Democratic partisans, of course, have the opposite bias.80 Indeed, partisanship affects not only the assignment of praise and blame for current conditions, but even voters’ perceptions of the conditions themselves. Democratic partisans claim that unemployment and inflation rates worsen when a Republican president is in office and improve when the incumbent is a Democrat—even if the reality is the exact opposite of these perceptions; Republicans are similarly biased in favor of Republican presidents and against Democratic ones.81

In principle, the bias of partisans could be offset by the efforts of independent voters, who might be more objective in their evaluation of incumbents. However, as noted further on, independents without strong ideological and partisan commitments tend to have the lowest levels of political knowledge, and thus are unlikely to be able to accurately assess incumbents’ records.82

ISSUE PUBLICS

If voters cannot keep track of all the important issues, perhaps they can at least focus on a few that are of particular concern to themselves.83 For instance, blacks are more likely than whites to be familiar with civil rights issues.84 In theory, such “issue publics” can make up for ignorance of more general policy issues within the electorate as a whole.

Attempts to confirm the issue public hypothesis empirically show that it has only limited validity. As a general rule, knowledge of different aspects of public policy is highly correlated.85 Still, some studies do show that voters with a particular interest in a given issue know more about it than their general level of political knowledge would predict.86 Even when significant differences in knowledge between groups do exist, they do not necessarily demonstrate that the knowledge of the better-informed group is adequate for informed voting, only that members of that group know more about an issue than does the rest of the electorate. The difference is crucial, because most studies showing that issue publics are better informed about a particular issue than the rest of the electorate rely on surveys tapping only very basic knowledge. For example, survey respondents with an unusually high level of interest in abortion, labor policy, and defense spending were more likely to be aware that these issues had been raised in a Senate campaign.87 This, however, does not prove that these voters actually understood the likely effects of opposing policies on these issues.

Even if the voter does have an adequate knowledge of the narrow issue of particular concern to him, informed voting with respect to that issue might still be inhibited by ignorance of the “rules of the game” of government policy. Using political scientist Shanto Iyengar’s example,88 a black voter may have sufficient specific knowledge to conclude that current civil rights policy should be changed, but not enough general knowledge of the structure of government to determine which elected officials have to be voted out to do it. Even in the land of the blind, the one-eyed person cannot be a true king if kingship requires seeing things that can only be discerned with two eyes.

Voter ignorance also undercuts the utility of issue publics in two further, less obvious ways. First, the rationally ignorant voter cannot readily tell which aspects of public policy really are part of the issue of interest. One of the neglected aspects of issue-public research is the question of how the scope of the relevant “issue” is defined in the first place.

If the connection between two or more matters of public policy is not obvious or is ignored by politicians and the media for their own reasons, voters may fail to pick it up. Social Security reform, for instance, is almost never defined as a racial issue, yet the lower life expectancy of blacks combined with the fact that they pay Social Security payroll taxes at the same rate as whites turned Social Security into a major hidden redistribution from black workers to white retirees.89 The subtlety of the connection leads the relevant black issue public to ignore it. Such problems might often prevent an issue public from ever forming to begin with. Thanks in part to political ignorance, some potential issue publics are likely to be numbered among Mancur Olson’s “forgotten groups who suffer in silence.”90

Most fundamentally, voter ignorance of general issues may vitiate the benefits of issue publics even in situations where the issue publics have fully adequate information about their more specific concerns. If each specific issue area is controlled by a subset of the electorate with a special interest, while these same subsets remain ignorant of generally applicable issues, the outcome may well be a process of mutually destructive plundering that leaves each group worse off than it would have been had there been no issue publics to begin with.

Within its particular bailiwick, each issue public pushes for its preferred policies without regard to the potential negative effects on other issues. A classic “tragedy of the commons” ensues in which the general interest is routinely neglected in favor of the particular. For these reasons, it is by no means clear that an electorate divided up into issue publics is in a better position to pursue its policy objectives than one that is uniformly ignorant across the board.

As with other information shortcuts, the issue public shortcut may also be weakened by the possibility of rational irrationality. If voters choose which issues to focus on not on the basis of their objective importance to societal well-being but on the basis of their entertainment value or other personal psychological benefits, the resulting issue publics are unlikely to improve voting decisions.

“ONLINE” INFORMATION PROCESSING

In some cases, measures of political knowledge that focus on consciously known information might understate true knowledge levels because we take account of a great deal of information subconsciously. Such “online” information processing might lead to incorrect survey answers about knowledge items that respondents previously “processed” and incorporated into their decision-making.91 For example, I may have heard at Time A that a politician had a major ethics scandal. By Time B, when I respond to a survey question on the subject, I could have forgotten all about the scandal. But I also may have incorporated the relevant information from the scandal into my judgment of the politician, and ratcheted down my estimate of his trustworthiness. Online processing could, in theory, be an ideal shortcut for rationally ignorant voters because it requires very little time and effort.

Online Processing as a Substitute for Conscious Knowledge

There is little doubt that voters acquire at least some useful political knowledge through online processing. For example, it can sometimes help voters make better judgments of candidates than they could with their consciously known knowledge alone.92 At the same time, however, online processing has significant limitations, and the available evidence suggests that it does not come close to fully offsetting the impact of political ignorance.

If online processing could fully replace basic political knowledge or come close to it, we would not observe large differences in issue views between survey respondents with high and low levels of knowledge, after controlling for other variables. The low-knowledge respondents could simply use online processing to offset their relative lack of conscious knowledge. Yet differences between high- and low-knowledge respondents are very large on a wide range of issues in both domestic and foreign policy.93

Similarly, it is striking that retrospective judgments of incumbents seem to be heavily influenced by knowledge levels, with most survey respondents’ opinions only being influenced by the most recent state of the economy, discounting the evidence of the rest of the incumbents’ term.94 If online processing were a generally effective substitute for conscious knowledge, one would expect it to be especially useful with respect to an issue—the state of the economy—that is almost always one of the most important concerns of voters. Even if voters can’t remember what the growth rate or the unemployment rate was a year or two before an election, online processing might enable them to subconsciously incorporate that information in their overall assessment of the incumbent leadership. Yet, at least with respect to many voters, online processing fails to do this.

It is also difficult to see how online processing can offset ignorance of basic information about the structure of the political system, such as knowing which officials are responsible for what issues. If a voter does not know that Officeholder X is responsible for Issue Y, she cannot incorporate new information about that issue into her evaluation of X’s performance, whether consciously or by online processing. It is hard to imagine how X’s responsibility for Y could itself be known only subconsciously and thereby be able to affect the processing of new information about it. But such a possibility cannot be definitively ruled out.

On balance, online processing surely makes political ignorance a less severe problem than it would be without it. But much of the most worrisome evidence of ignorance is unlikely to be overturned by it. In particular, it does not seem to offset the flaws of retrospective voting, make up for lack of very basic structural knowledge, or account for the ways in which the views of the knowledgeable differ from otherwise similar voters who are comparatively ignorant.

Online Processing and Rational Irrationality

If online processing falls short of fully solving the problem of ignorance, it may actually exacerbate the dangers of political irrationality. Evaluating new information rationally and objectively often requires conscious effort.95 When we do not exert such effort, we are more likely to fall prey to various cognitive biases, including overvaluing information that reinforces our preexisting views and discounting that which cuts against them.96 Rational irrationality, therefore, is likely to be a more serious danger in situations where we impulsively react to new political information than if we carefully consider it over time.

Almost by definition, online processing involves quick, often almost instantaneous judgments about the significance of new information. Since the individual then forgets or discards the relevant data, he or she has little if any opportunity to reconsider it later. As a result, judgments made on the basis of online processing may be even more susceptible to rational irrationality than are evaluations of consciously remembered information. Initial reactions to new information presented to survey respondents are often heavily influenced by partisan, ideological, and other biases.97 But if the information is remembered, we at least have the opportunity to reflect on it later and perhaps reduce the impact of our biases. With online processing, that opportunity is largely absent.

Voters with lower levels of preexisting knowledge may be even more likely to make biased snap judgments when engaged in online processing than those with higher levels. This problem may be part of the reason why less-informed voters are more likely to alter their evaluation of candidates on the basis of superficial traits, such as physical appearance.98

Overall, online processing certainly helps voters make decisions and can sometimes substitute for conscious knowledge. But it only seems to close a modest part of the knowledge deficit, and in some cases could even make things worse by increasing the impact of irrationality.

THE “MIRACLE OF AGGREGATION”99

If the rationally ignorant portion of the electorate commits its errors randomly, the power of aggregation might result in these errors canceling each other out. When mistakes are truly random and the electorate is sufficiently large, every “erroneous” vote for Candidate X should be offset by a similarly errant one for opposing Candidate Y. Only the nonrandomly distributed votes of the relatively informed voters will have a real impact on the outcome; that outcome will thereby be decided “as if” the electorate as a whole were informed.100

It is ironic that this line of argument should be put forward by writers committed to developing a defense of majoritarian democracy against charges of voter incapacity.101 Taken seriously, it implies that the votes of the vast majority of the electorate are just “noise” obscuring the “signals” sent by the informed few, as one advocate puts it.102 If the argument is correct, elections would have the same outcome if the ballots of the well-informed minority were the only ones counted.

Regardless, the magic of aggregation can only work if (1) the errors largely are random, and (2) the informed minority that decides electoral outcomes are representative of the interests of the rest of the population. The evidence suggests that neither precondition holds true.

Nonrandom Distribution of Errors

If the miracle of aggregation works, the best-informed voters might have a distribution of preferences on major political issues that differs little from that of the least informed, whose errors should randomly cancel each other out. However, extensive evidence shows that an increase in political knowledge leads to different views on nearly all issues tested. Scott Althaus’ major 2003 study found that increased political information leads voters to become much more socially liberal and economically conservative across a wide range of issues, when controlling for background variables such as race, gender, and income.103 It also leads to greater support for an interventionist foreign policy, but slightly lesser support for the use of military force.104 Earlier studies also found major effects on issue opinion resulting from increasing knowledge.105

Moreover, increased policy-specific knowledge can lead to major changes in opinion even among survey respondents who already have high general levels of political knowledge, a result that suggests that even the most knowledgeable fraction of the electorate that supposedly determines the true electoral outcome might still lack sufficient information to deal with all the crucial issues on the public agenda.106

The impact of knowledge on opinion is not inconsistent with the evidence of rational irrationality that shows people resisting new information that goes against their preexisting views.107 People can be biased in their evaluation of evidence without being completely impervious to new data. Moreover, the bias is likely to be less among those who don’t have strong preexisting commitments.108

The existence of such effects partly mitigates the negative impact of rational irrationality. Rationally irrational voters do still sometimes change their minds in the face of new evidence, even if not as often as they would if they were less biased in their assessments of what they learn. But such information effects also suggest that rational ignorance may be even worse than it initially seems to be. What the voters don’t know often turns out to be a crucial factor influencing their decisions.

Some studies do find that an increase in information does not change voting decisions on particular issues. For example, poorly informed voters who used simple information shortcuts voted the same way as much better-informed ones on a complex California auto insurance initiative.109 Overall, however, information seems to have a major impact on opinion across many important issues.

The miracle of aggregation hypothesis might also hold true if poorly informed voters simply choose their views at random or have no views at all. In that scenario, the poorly informed would split 50–50 on each issue, and public opinion would be determined by the views of the well-informed minority. Obviously, however, that scenario is equally implausible, in light of the obvious fact that many of the poorly informed do have views on political issues and do not choose them randomly.

TABLE 4.1   Political knowledge by strength of party identification: 2000 American National Election Studies survey

[image: ]

NOTE: This 30-point knowledge scale is based on the questions used in Table 1.4.

These conclusions should not be surprising. One of the main reasons why errors are nonrandomly distributed is that voters really do try to use several of the other information shortcuts discussed earlier. As a result, ill-informed voters often draw misleading inferences about economic conditions and other issues.110

Under some conditions, the miracle of aggregation might work even if the distribution of errors is not random.111 But for this result to hold, the quality of each individual voter’s judgment must improve significantly the higher the correlation there is between errors.112

The miracle of aggregation could also be salvaged by evidence showing that the members of the well-informed minority are likely to be the swing voters who change electoral results. In reality, as Table 4.1 shows, the most knowledgeable voters tend to be committed partisans, while independent swing voters are the most ignorant. This result is in line with other research showing that independent voters with weak ideological commitments and party identification tend to have the lowest levels of political information.113

Representativeness of the Informed Minority

The random distribution hypothesis fares little better in meeting the second precondition, that of representativeness of the informed. The small minority of well-informed voters differ systematically from the rest in gender, income, race, age, religion, ideology, and a host of other politically relevant attributes.114 It would be remarkable if the interests of this small, unrepresentative subset of the population coincided more than very roughly with those of the population at large.

The problem of lack of representativeness is partly mitigated by the fact that voters tend not to vote on the basis of personal material self-interest but rather “sociotropically,” on the basis of their view of the welfare of society as a whole.115 This fact would probably mitigate the control of electoral outcomes by the knowledgeable minority in a world in which the miracle of aggregation holds true.116 The knowledgeable would be trustworthy guardians of their fellow citizens’ welfare.

To some extent, this conclusion is valid. However, it is important to recognize two key caveats. First, self-interest does influence opinion on at least some issues, including policy toward smoking117 and gun control.118 Self-interest might also affect the priority that people place on one issue relative to others.

Second, non-self-interested voting does not necessarily mean that the voter weights the interests of all members of society equally. For example, racial prejudice might lead voters to undervalue the welfare of groups they dislike, or even actively value the infliction of harm on them. Although such prejudice has declined, it still sometimes influences public opinion on key issues.119 A major recent study finds that “ethnocentrism”—the tendency to value one’s own racial or ethnic group above others—influences American public opinion on a wide range of issues in both domestic and foreign policy.120

In any event, speculation about a world in which well-informed minorities determine the outcome of elections is of limited interest, given the reality that poorly informed voters neither choose their opinions at random nor abstain from voting or having views altogether.

Aggregation and Diversity

Some scholars argue that aggregation can work especially well if participants have diverse views and abilities.121 When a large and diverse group seeks a solution to a problem, it can often make better decisions than a smaller, more expert group because it can pool its diverse collective knowledge which, in the aggregate, is greater than that of the smaller group.

There is little doubt that diversity can sometimes improve the quality of group decision-making. To take a highly simplified example, a group of one hundred people that each has one unit of relevant knowledge might outperform a group of ten each of whom has five units. Even though the average member of the second group has five times more knowledge than the average member of the larger one, the total knowledge of the larger group is twice as great as that of the smaller one (one hundred versus fifty).

Voting, however, is a poor way to take advantage of such diversity. Much of the evidence supporting the idea that diversity leads to better decisions involves experiments or simulations in which diverse participants work together and learn from each other’s mistakes by building on each other’s work.122 For example, Lu Hong and Scott Page developed a model in which each of numerous diverse agents seeks a solution to a problem, and then the next participant is able to take advantage of the information produced by the searches of those who came before.123

Hélène Landemore, another leading academic advocate of the diversity theory of aggregation, analogizes the benefits of diversity for voting decisions in the classic movie Twelve Angry Men, in which a group of diverse jurors, all but one of whom are initially persuaded that a murder defendant is guilty, deliberate until they reach the correct conclusion that there is reasonable doubt.124

There is, however, a crucial difference between voting in elections and the jury deliberations in Twelve Angry Men. The jurors spent a great deal of time and effort “collectively brainstorming the available information and arguments and putting them through the many filters and lenses of the group.”125 They listened carefully to opposing points of view, and most tried hard to consider them objectively. By contrast, most voters either spend little or no time collecting political knowledge, or focus primarily on conversation partners and media that reinforce their preexisting biases.126 Few make much effort to seek out opposing views or to evaluate them in an unbiased way. Had the jurors in the movie cast their final votes after briefly considering their own preexisting biases, paying little or no attention to alternative views, all but one of them (the original dissenter famously played by Henry Fonda), would have voted to convict. Yet that is precisely how most voters in elections tend to act.

Jurors deliberate carefully and take their responsibilities seriously in part because they realize that their votes are likely to have a major impact on the outcome. It usually takes all twelve jurors to convict in a criminal case, so even one dissenter can change the result. By contrast, voters in an election have only an infinitesimally small chance of having a decisive effect,127 with the result that they have little incentive to seek out information or deliberate carefully. If we apply this point to the electorate of one hundred voters with one hundred total units of knowledge, this group is less likely to outperform the smaller, more expert group if each of the one hundred voters simply makes a decision based on his or her own stock of knowledge, without accessing that of the others. In that event, each member of the large group is still utilizing only his or her original one unit of knowledge rather than the one hundred possessed by the group as a whole.

Even if members of a diverse group vote without careful thought and deliberation, they might still outperform a smaller, more expert group if their biases are more likely to randomly cancel each other out. In a diverse group, one subgroup’s views are likely to be “negatively correlated” with those of other groups.128 When one group makes a mistake in one direction, the other makes a mistake in the other.

Unfortunately, however, this dynamic is not enough to counter ignorance-induced errors that affect a majority of the total group. And, as we have seen, increasing knowledge has major aggregate effects on collective opinion.129 If diversity within the electorate were enough to offset the effects of ignorance or make them random, the effects of knowledge should be random as well. As Landemore recognizes, diversity is only likely to “trump” individual knowledge if the participants in the diverse group are “relatively smart (or not too dumb).”130 An electorate where most voters often lack very basic political knowledge and regularly do a poor job of evaluating what they do know, is likely to fall short of that ideal in many cases.

Even when a mistake is not common enough to effect the majority of the group, a diverse but ignorant group can still easily make mistakes. Consider an electorate of 1,000,000 voters each with one unit of knowledge, similar to the electorate of 100 voters described earlier. We will also assume that they are voting in an election between Candidate A and Candidate B, and that A is likely to be the better choice, given the group’s objectives. Assume, further, that 990,000 of them vote essentially randomly, with the result that any errors they make cancel each other out. If, among, the remaining 10,000, 6,000 are on average more prone to making an error in favor of B, then the group as a whole will almost certainly reach a wrong decision, even though the net bias in favor of B is very small. In a large group that makes decisions by majority voting, if the prevalence of ignorance-induced error in one direction is only slightly more common than error in another, then diversity will not be able to offset the effects of ignorance.131

The Condorcet Jury Theorem

Closely related to the idea of the “miracle of aggregation” is the use of the Condorcet Jury Theorem as a defense of democratic competence. First described by the Marquis de Condorcet in the eighteenth century, the Condorcet Jury Theorem shows that the probability of a majority vote reaching the “correct” outcome increases statistically as the number of voters increases, so long as each individual is at least slightly more likely to vote the “right” way than the “wrong” way.132 If the group is large enough, it is more likely to choose the correct option than a small group in which each individual has a much greater chance of being right than each individual within the large group.

For example, it turns out that a majority vote in an electorate with one million voters each of whom has only a 51 percent chance of voting for the best of two available options is more likely to reach a correct decision than an electorate with one hundred voters each of whom chooses the right option 90 percent of the time.133 This result suggests a possible defense of democratic decision-making in a large electorate where most voters are only moderately informed. The large size of the electorate could make up for the lower knowledge levels of each individual voter.134

Unfortunately, this argument has several serious weaknesses. One is that it usually works only if voters are, on average, more likely to choose the correct option than the “wrong” one. If instead of being 51 percent likely to choose the right answer, each voter is actually 51 percent likely to choose the wrong one, the Jury Theorem shows that a large electorate will choose the wrong option with virtual certainty, indeed with slightly greater certainty than a small electorate in which each individual voter has a 90 percent chance of being wrong. Given the fact that a majority of voters are systematically misinformed on many issues, there is probably a large number of cases in which the average voter is likely to err in this way.

The theorem also assumes that voters make their decisions independently of each other. If they do not, the mistakes of one can affect others, making a correct decision less likely.135 In real life, of course, voter decisions are usually not independent, and voters are often greatly influenced by the views of others.136

Moreover, the traditional version of the Condorcet Jury Theorem implicitly assumes that voters will not reduce their efforts at information acquisition as the size of the electorate grows and the chance of casting a decisive vote declines. Once rational ignorance is introduced into the equation, it turns out that increasing the size of the electorate often reduces the chance of getting a correct answer, because voters acquire less information than they would in a smaller group.137 For this reason, it would be undesirable to have juries with hundreds or thousands of members render verdicts on trials by majority vote, as was the practice in ancient Athenian courts.138 Individual jurors would pay less attention to the evidence and consider it less carefully because they would realize that their votes had little chance of affecting the outcome. Large-scale democratic electorates face similar perverse incentives.

SHORTCUTS FALLING SHORT

Overall, the shortcuts to informed voting discussed in the literature are far less helpful to voters than their advocates suggest. In many instances, they may be actively misleading. No currently known shortcut fully substitutes for basic political knowledge, or comes close to doing so.

This is not to say that shortcuts are completely useless. Far from it. Some of them are helpful in particular instances, especially in dealing with relatively simple political issues. Most notably, retrospective voting enables voters to punish incumbents who are responsible for large and visible disasters, such as mass famines. This is a great advantage of democracy over rival political systems, and we owe it at least in part to the availability of information shortcuts. The problem is that shortcuts are far less effective in dealing with the less visible and more complicated issues that constitute the vast bulk of modern government policy.

If shortcuts fall short, what can be done to manage the problem of political ignorance? Chapter 5 begins the task of answering this question by arguing that the dangers of ignorance can be reduced by limiting and decentralizing government power.


CHAPTER FIVE

Foot Voting vs. Ballot Box Voting

Immigration is the sincerest form of flattery.

—JACK PAAR, COMEDIAN AND TV TALK SHOW HOST1

THE STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES of constitutional federalism have been debated for centuries. We have also had centuries of debate over the extent to which there should be constitutional constraints on the scope of government power more generally.2 But one major possible advantage of decentralization and limited government has often been ignored in the debate so far: its potential for reducing the costs of widespread political ignorance.3

The argument here is simple: federalism enables citizens to “vote with their feet,” and foot voters have much stronger incentives to make well-informed decisions than conventional ballot box voters. The same goes for limits on the power of government that enable citizens to vote with their feet in the private sector.4 Restricting the size and complexity of government can further alleviate the problems of political ignorance by reducing the knowledge burden imposed on voters.

The informational advantages of foot voting over ballot box voting suggest that decentralized federalism can increase both citizen welfare and democratic accountability relative to policymaking in a centralized unitary state. Since at least the pioneering work of Charles Tiebout,5 scholars have analyzed foot voting extensively.6 But its informational advantages over ballot box voting have often been ignored. Incentives for knowledge acquisition are much stronger when citizens have the option of voting with their feet rather than just at the ballot box. The same holds true for incentives to make rational use of the information that is acquired.

This chapter also considers some empirical evidence indicating the informational superiority of foot voting over ballot box voting. It turns out that even a severely oppressed and often poorly educated group can acquire sufficient information to engage in effective foot voting.

Finally, we will see how limits on the scope of government have some of the same informational advantages as political decentralization. Indeed, those advantages may be even greater in light of the fact that exit costs are usually lower in private sector markets than in the case of interjurisdictional migration. Limited government also helps alleviate the problem of political ignorance by reducing the knowledge burden on voters imposed by the size and complexity of the modern state. The informational benefits of foot voting strengthen the case for constitutional limits on central governments in order to facilitate decentralization. They also strengthen the case for limits on the power of government relative to the private sector.

The argument presented here is comparative. It holds that foot voting has significant informational advantages over ballot box voting, not that foot voting overcomes all information problems completely. But such comparative analysis is important because foot voting and ballot box voting are the most important realistic alternatives facing many societies across a wide range of issues.

Foot voting and political decentralization do have some genuine shortcomings. Among the most important ones are moving costs, the possibility of destructive “races to the bottom” in which competition between regions enables harmful policies to prevail, and the danger that federalism might lead to the oppression of minority groups. Each of these is sometimes a genuine problem. But these dangers are not as severe as sometimes claimed, and do not negate the informational advantages of foot voting.

Political ignorance is just one of many factors that have to be weighed in deciding how centralized a political system should be. But it does make the case for decentralization stronger than it otherwise would be.

INFORMATIONAL ADVANTAGES OF FOOT VOTING

As discussed in Chapter 3, rational ignorance creates two serious problems of political knowledge. First, voters have little incentive to acquire political knowledge for the purpose of making better electoral decisions. Second, they have incentives to be irrational in the way they analyze whatever information they do learn. Foot voting provides much stronger incentives than ballot box voting for both information acquisition and rational information use. People voting with their feet are largely free of the collective action problems that lead to rational ignorance in the political process.

Information Acquisition

As we have seen, one of the main causes of political ignorance is the fact that it is “rational.” Because even an extremely well-informed voter has virtually no chance of actually influencing electoral outcomes, he or she has little incentive to become informed in the first place, at least if the only purpose of doing so is to cast a “correct” vote. By contrast, people “voting with their feet” by choosing the state or locality in which to live are in a wholly different situation from the ballot box voter. If a “foot voter” can acquire information about superior economic conditions, public policies, or other advantages in another jurisdiction, he or she can move there and take advantage of them even if all other citizens do nothing. This creates a much stronger incentive for foot voters to acquire relevant information about conditions in different jurisdictions than for ballot box voters to acquire information about public policy.

The same goes for foot voting in the private sector. Most people probably spend far more time and effort acquiring information about the purchase of a car or a TV than determining which presidential candidate to vote for. This is surely not because a TV is more important or more complicated than the issues decided by the president. It is because the individual’s decision on which car or TV to buy is far more likely to make a real difference to the outcome than is a single vote in any election.

Adam Przeworski, one of the world’s leading scholars of democratic decision-making, laments that “[n]o rule of collective decision-making other than unanimity can render causal efficacy to equal individual participation.”7 But foot voting comes close. It is an option that can be made available to most, if not all, of the population, and individuals’ choices are causally effective in a way that ballot box votes are not. Moving costs and other constraints limit the extent to which participation in foot voting is completely equal. But, as we shall see, these constraints are not nearly as severe as conventionally thought. And, obviously, individual influence over government policy in ballot box voting systems is also far from fully equal.

Some evidence suggests that public knowledge of local government may be even lower than national political knowledge.8 Political knowledge of different levels of government is difficult to compare, given the divergent nature of the issues addressed by national as opposed to local government, and the different structures of the two. But if it is true that knowledge of local government is lower than knowledge of national politics, that finding might cut against the theory that foot voters are better-informed than ballot box voters.

However, the most recent in-depth comparison of local and national political knowledge concludes that the two are roughly comparable, with 39 percent of a sample of Philadelphia adults qualifying as “know-nothings” with respect to local politics, and 38 percent with respect to national politics.9 Women and African Americans, groups that score relatively poorly on measures of national political knowledge, tend to do much better relative to whites and men on measures of local political knowledge.10 There is also some evidence showing that political knowledge and civic engagement are higher in smaller localities,11 where foot voting is easier than in larger ones where exit entails greater moving costs. Admittedly, it is not clear whether this knowledge advantage is due to greater exit opportunities or to the greater likelihood of an individual vote being decisive in a smaller electorate. Quite possibly, both factors play a role.

This rough parity between local and national political knowledge is impressive in light of the facts that media coverage focuses more on national politics, local politics addresses lower-stakes issues, and local elections are often more difficult for voters to understand than national ones because candidates often have less clear connections to political parties.12 Most localities are also relatively ideologically homogenous compared to national politics,13 which reduces the need to acquire political information in order to make voting decisions, since the differences between candidates with a realistic chance of winning are likely to be smaller.

In most cases, foot voters also do not need to acquire as much information as ballot box voters in order to be adequately informed. Unlike a ballot box voter, a foot voter need not connect his judgment of relative conditions in various states to specific elected officials and their policies.14

If ballot box voters do not realize which officials are responsible for which issues or don’t separate out the impact of public policy from that of other social conditions, they may end up punishing or rewarding incumbent office-holders for outcomes they have no control over.15 The office-holders themselves can try to take credit for positive developments that were not really caused by their policies. Presidents, for example, try to take credit for any economic prosperity that occurs during their term in office, even if they did little or nothing to cause it.

By contrast, foot voters don’t need comparably detailed knowledge. It is often enough for them to know that conditions are better in one state or locality than another, and then be able to act on this knowledge by moving. Not only does foot voting create a stronger incentive to acquire knowledge than ballot box voting, it also usually requires less knowledge to implement effectively. From a foot-voting perspective, it may not matter much that many Philadelphians are unaware of the names of top city officials or their positions on key issues,16 even though this information is of greater significance for ballot box voters. The relative homogeneity of local politics also makes detailed political information less important at the local level.17 If a foot voter knows a locality’s general political orientation, she can have a good sense of its politics even if she knows little about particular officials, though it would be wrong to conclude that variation between individual officials is totally unimportant.

To be sure, foot voting decisions do involve some informational complexities. For example, better conditions in one state relative to another could be the result of luck or other temporary random factors that could quickly change. If wages are higher in one state than another, that might be the result of having higher-skilled labor rather than superior economic policy or better opportunity. A low-skilled worker moving to such a state would not necessarily be better off than before. Potential migrants may need to give consideration to such issues before deciding where to move.

In addition, the existence of multiple jurisdictions might lead to confusion as to which jurisdictions are responsible for which issues. Leaders of one jurisdiction might take credit for their neighbors’ successes and slough off the blame for their own failures.18 Would-be migrants also might have difficulty evaluating the many different kinds of public services provided by competing local governments.19

However, these difficulties are not as great as those that face ballot box voters. If conditions have been better in one jurisdiction than another for a long time, that suggests it probably is not merely the result of temporary luck. Similarly, individuals can focus on the opportunities and living conditions available to people in the destination state with skills similar to their own.

Evaluating public services and determining which officials are responsible for what issues is also a serious problem for ballot box voters in a unitary, centralized state.20 If that state provides a variety of public services, it will be hard for rationally ignorant voters to evaluate it, and especially to compare those services to potential alternatives. In a unitary state, there may not be any real-world examples where those alternatives have actually been tried, so voters will find it harder to evaluate them than would foot voters in a decentralized system where at least some of the alternatives have been tried in another jurisdiction.

The mere existence of federalism does create one information problem that may be absent in a unitary state: under federalism, ballot box voters may find it difficult to determine which level of government is responsible for a given issue.21 But given that the United States and other nations with well-established federal systems are unlikely to abolish federalism, transferring more authority to lower-level governments would not make this problem any worse than it would be otherwise. A federal system in which the central government has 50 percent of the policymaking power is no less potentially confusing than one where it has 40 percent.

Moreover, the enormous size and complexity of modern government ensure a great deal of potential confusion even in a unitary state. The additional complexity introduced by federalism may be partially offset by the fact that, if state and local governments bear responsibility for more issues, voters in one area need no longer consider the handling of those policies in other parts of the country, including those with very different conditions. New York voters, for example, need not consider the impact of federal education policy on Texas schools if education policy were left to states or localities. This reduces the information burden faced by the electorate.22

Overall, foot voters have much stronger incentives than ballot box voters to overcome whatever information problems they face. Evaluating the quality of public services is often difficult, and both ballot box voters and foot voters will sometimes fail at the task. But the latter have stronger incentives to succeed at acquiring and analyzing the necessary information. Whether or not immigration is the “sincerest form of flattery,” as Jack Paar put it, it is usually the best-informed.23

Information Use

In addition to providing superior incentives for information acquisition relative to ballot box voting, foot voting also improves incentives for rational information use. Part of the reason for this is the same as that which underlies foot voters’ superior incentive to acquire information: the absence of a collective action problem. But there are also other reasons to expect foot voters to make better use of the information that they acquire than ballot box voters do.

As we have seen,24 people have a strong tendency to process political information in a highly biased way that tends to confirm their preexisting ideologies and prejudices. This is true of both ordinary voters and political activists and experts. By contrast, most modern Americans lack the same kind of commitment to their states that many have to their ideologies and partisan affiliations. Over the past hundred years, citizen identification with state and local governments has greatly diminished in most parts of the country, replaced by a sense of national identity as Americans.25 For that reason, people are likely to be more objective in analyzing information bearing on their decisions about where to live than their decisions about whom to vote for. The latter implicate strong partisan and ideological commitments, and sometimes also ethnic or religious ones. The former—at least in the modern United States—usually do not.

Some scholars claim that the decline of identification with state governments is an argument against federalism,26 because citizens no longer have a sense of community that is linked to their states. However, citizens’ diminished commitment to states and localities facilitates effective foot voting, and to that extent actually strengthens the case for devolution of power away from the center.

This point applies with much lesser force to countries where the regional governments are the focus of ethnic or ideological loyalties. For example, French Canadian nationalists may be strongly attached to Quebec and reluctant to move to other provinces even if the latter have better policies.

The concern here is not that ethnic, religious, or regional attachments are irrational in and of themselves. For present purposes, they are no more so than any other value a person might have. Rather, the point is that a strong emotional commitment to a particular location might make it more difficult for a person to avoid bias in evaluating factual information about its strengths and weaknesses relative to those of alternative areas.

Even in federal systems where there are strong associations between ethnicities and jurisdictions, however, foot voters may still be more rational in their evaluation of information than ballot box voters if their ethnic group is in the majority in more than one jurisdiction. Moreover, even in the relatively rare cases when foot voters’ biases in favor of their home jurisdiction are as powerful as those of ballot box voters in favor of their ideology or party, the former will still have stronger incentives to try to overcome their biases because their choices are more likely to be decisive.

The Role of Interjurisdictional Competition

Interjurisdictional competition also improves the acquisition of information by foot voters. States and localities seek to attract new residents and businesses as sources of tax revenue. Therefore, state and local governments have strong incentives to establish policies that will appeal to potential immigrants and convince current residents to stay.27 The power of the competitive pressure comes from governments’ constant need to attract additional revenue to finance expenditures that can pay off key interest groups and increase political leaders’ reelection chances. Interstate and interlocality competition for residents facilitates the creation of public policies that advance the interests of the majority, even in the absence of informed ballot box voting.28

Competition also gives both state governments and private organizations incentives to disseminate information about the advantages of living in one jurisdiction as opposed to others. While the same is true of competitors for political office, information disseminated by competitors in the foot-voting market is arguably less likely to be inaccurate or misleading than political advertising. Since foot voters have strong incentives to examine information more closely than ballot box voters, competitors in the former market are less likely to get away with deceptive or overly simplistic claims than those in the latter. Political rhetoric and advertising routinely employ misleading or deceptive rhetoric and claims,29 some of which are quite effective. By contrast, as discussed later in this chapter, evidence suggests that competitors in the market for foot voters generally disseminate relatively accurate information to their “consumers” even in cases when the latter are extremely poor and ill-educated.

Competition also enables foot voters to take advantage of the information acquisition efforts of knowledgeable minorities to a greater extent than ballot box voters can. “Marginal” consumers most likely to move for the purpose of obtaining a given service also tend to have higher knowledge levels.30 Competition for these marginal movers can improve the quality of services even for those who are less well informed. By contrast, knowledgeable minorities are less helpful for ballot box voters, because candidates can more easily win elections by appealing to a much larger number of ignorant voters, and because marginal swing voters in elections tend to be among the most ignorant.31

Implications for Group Migration

The informational advantages of foot voting over ballot box voting potentially extend to group migration, as well as migration by individuals and families. Historically, religious and ideological groups have sometimes chosen to migrate together in order to establish a community where they could live in accordance with their principles. Well-known examples from American history include the Pilgrims’ migration from Europe to establish their colony at Plymouth and the migration of the Mormons to Utah.32 Such group migration differs from moving decisions by individuals or families because it requires coordination across a larger number of people, and is often undertaken for the purposes of establishing a community based on a specific religion or ideology. Obviously, individuals can move for religious or ideological reasons as well. But they cannot establish a whole new community based on those principles.

Group migration within a federal system need not involve the establishment of an entirely new state or city, as happened with the Mormons. It could simply mean moving from one existing state to another whose policies are more hospitable to the group’s purposes. For example, Mennonite religious groups in Canada and the United States migrated west without any intention of establishing their own state or province.33

Some aspects of group governance may raise informational problems similar to those that arise from ballot box voting. In a large group with a democratic governance structure, individual members might have little incentive to acquire information to base their votes on. They could be rationally ignorant for much the same reasons as most voters are. However, group migration does generally include an individually decisive choice on the part of each member to join the group in the first place, and often an additional decision to choose to migrate along with the other members instead of stay behind. For these reasons, participants in group migrations probably have stronger incentives to acquire and rationally evaluate relevant information than do ballot box voters.

THE POWER OF FOOT VOTING UNDER ADVERSE CONDITIONS: AFRICAN AMERICANS IN THE JIM CROW–ERA SOUTH

There has not yet been a definitive study that empirically documents the informational advantages of voting with your feet over ballot box voting under controlled conditions. But there is telling historical evidence of impressive information acquisition by foot voters even under extremely adverse circumstances. The case of African Americans in the Jim Crow–era South, roughly 1880 to 1960, is a particularly noteworthy example. During that time, southern state governments adopted a wide variety of laws discriminating against and oppressing their black populations; this extensive system of racial oppression was collectively known as “Jim Crow.”

If information acquisition for foot voting could be effective under the severely adverse conditions endured by southern blacks in the Jim Crow era, it is likely to be at least equally so in other, less extreme circumstances. Moreover, the limited available evidence suggests that black southern foot voters were better-informed than the on average wealthier and more educated southern white ballot box voters of the same era.

Obviously, foot voting could not and did not completely alleviate the suffering endured by early twentieth-century African Americans. In a society as racist as the United States at that time, there probably wasn’t any politically feasible comprehensive solution to their problems. But their experience does show that foot voters can obtain adequate information to make good decisions, even under very difficult circumstances.

Southern Black Migration During the Jim Crow Era

African Americans in the Jim Crow–era South, most of them poorly educated and many illiterate, were able to learn enough information about the existence of relatively better conditions in other states to set off a massive migration to the North and also to parts of the South that were relatively less oppressive than others.34 Between about 1880 and 1920, over 1 million southern-born African Americans migrated to the North or the West.35 By 1920, these migrants accounted for some 10 percent of the total black population of the United States, which then stood at 10.4 million.36 There was an even larger black migration from South to North in the years immediately following World War II.37 The earlier migration, however, is of special interest for present purposes because during this period southern blacks were even more severely disadvantaged than during the later one and would have found it more difficult to acquire information about migration opportunities.

In addition to migration from the South to other parts of the country, there was also extensive African-American population movement within the South itself.38 Intra-regional migration was often driven simply by the search for economic opportunity, but also by differences between southern political jurisdictions in the degree to which they oppressed the local black population.39

Southern blacks in the early twentieth century labored under severe disadvantages that one might expect to prevent effective foot voting. Most were extremely ill-educated, in part as a deliberate result of state government policy. As late as 1940, only 5.4 percent of southern blacks over the age of twenty-five were high school graduates, compared to 24.6 percent of contemporary southern whites.40 Even those southern blacks who did have access to education nearly always attended inferior segregated schools that were deliberately structured to provide only very limited education for black students.41 In light of these problems, the success of so many African-American migrants in acquiring the knowledge they needed is strong evidence in support of the informational advantages of foot voting.

Information Acquisition by Southern Black Migrants

Southern black workers relied on a variety of information sources to facilitate migration decisions. One important resource was the information provided by relatives and acquaintances already living in the North or in more tolerant southern jurisdictions.42 Many black migrants were “armed with firsthand reports from trusted friends and relatives” about conditions in the North.43 Ballot box voters cannot easily rely on comparably knowledgeable and trustworthy information sources.44

Other information was provided by the contemporary black media, which actively encouraged migration.45 But some scholars put special emphasis on the information-spreading activities of “emigrant agents” employed by businesses seeking to recruit African-American workers.46 The agents provided valuable information to African Americans considering moving to the North, and sometimes also helped arrange transportation for them. While agents had obvious incentive to exaggerate the benefits of moving,47 this was to some extent kept in check by information provided by migrants who had already made it to the North,48 and by the likelihood that workers who were deceived about the opportunities available to them might move back to the South themselves and tell others to disbelieve the agents. These mechanisms provided a check on deception by emigrant agents of a kind that is not usually available in the case of political rhetoric used to persuade ballot box voters.

In addition to acquiring information about job opportunities, many black migrants also chose to move in part because they came to realize that northern state governments and social mores were less hostile to blacks than those in the South. Although economic opportunity was a key factor in motivating migration, the desire to escape racial repression was also important. Migrants themselves often cited lynching, racial discrimination, and other hostile government policies as important factors in their decision to leave the South.49

Some contemporary African-American leaders recognized the potential of foot voting as a tool for mitigating their people’s oppression, and urged southern blacks to consider migrating to the North. As early as 1886, Frederick Douglass—the most prominent African-American leader of the nineteenth century—argued that “diffusion is the true policy for the colored people of the South,” that as many blacks as possible should be encouraged to move to “parts of the country where their civil and political rights are better protected than at present they can be at the South,” and that “[a] million of dollars devoted to this purpose [of assisting black migration out of the South] would do more for the colored people of the South than the same amount expended in any other way.”50 A 1917 NAACP publication claimed that migration north was “the most effective protest against Southern lynching, lawlessness, and general deviltry.”51

Effective Use of Knowledge

Most scholars agree that black migration to the North during the Jim Crow era was generally effective in achieving the migrants’ goals. Although the North was far from free of racism, most migrants were able to better their lot significantly, both economically and from the standpoint of protecting their civil and political rights.52 These results suggest that the migrants made effective use of the knowledge that they acquired, and generally chose their destinations wisely.

As the theory of foot voting under competitive federalism would predict,53 the resulting migration not only benefited the migrants themselves but also forced racist southern state governments to “grant . . . African-Americans greater educational opportunities and greater protection in their property and person” in an effort to get them to stay and continue to provide labor for southern white-owned farms and businesses.54 For example, fear of losing black labor was one of the motives that led southern state governments to finally make some belated efforts to crack down on the lynching of African Americans in the 1920s.55 Lynching was cited as an important cause of their decision to move by many migrants.56 In a related dramatic example, interjurisidictional competition for the labor of migrating black coal miners led to successful lobbying by coal companies for a reduction in school segregation in early 1900s West Virginia.57 As Douglass had predicted back in 1886, “the condition of those [southern blacks] who must remain will be better because of those who go.”58

Obviously, the ability of southern blacks to vote with their feet did not come close to fully mitigating the baneful effects of Jim Crow.59 Foot voting was an improvement over preexisting conditions, not a panacea. It did, however, provide important informational benefits and a measure of political empowerment to a widely despised and poorly educated minority.

Although exact comparisons are difficult, it seems likely that potential southern black migrants of the Jim Crow era were able to learn considerably more about relative conditions in different jurisdictions than most modern voters have learned about the basics of our political system. At the very least, large numbers of poor and ill-educated southern blacks learned enough to understand that relatively more favorable employment opportunities and public policies awaited them in other jurisdictions, a realization that contrasts with the inability of most modern citizens to acquire sufficient knowledge to engage in effective retrospective voting.60

If foot voting could provide powerful informational advantages in the exceptionally adverse conditions of the Jim Crow–era South, there is strong reason to expect that it is more effective under modern conditions, in which education levels are much higher, information costs are lower, and no large group is as thoroughly oppressed as were poor southern blacks a century ago. People in less dire circumstances than early twentieth-century southern blacks can acquire information more easily.

Comparison with Contemporary Southern White Ballot Box Voters

In considering Jim Crow–era black migration as a case of foot voting, it is difficult to make a direct comparison to ballot box voting. Most southern blacks during that period were, of course, denied the right to vote, so they did not have the opportunity to address through ballot box voting the same issues that many sought to resolve through foot voting. However, southern whites of the same period did address racial issues at the ballot box, and it is worth comparing their apparent knowledge levels with those of black foot voters.

White southerners had far higher average income and education levels than African Americans. As of 1940, 24.6 percent of southern white adults over the age of twenty-five had high school diplomas, compared to just 5.4 percent of southern blacks.61 And this difference in quantity of education was combined with a massive difference in quality.

Despite these comparative disadvantages, southern black foot voters seem to have acquired fairly accurate information about migration opportunities and made effective use of their knowledge of which jurisdictions had policies more favorable to blacks. By contrast, southern white ballot box voters seem to have been ignorant of important basic facts relevant to Jim Crow–era racial policy.

Widespread southern white support for Jim Crow policies in the early twentieth century was in part based on purely normative disagreement with racial egalitarianism. However, white support for many such policies was also in part the result of gross ignorance on factual matters and failure to make rational use of political information.

To take one of the most notorious examples, for decades large proportions of white southern voters seem to have accepted the blatantly false claim that many if not most black men were out to rape white women.62 This widely accepted myth was the principal rationale justifying the southern states’ policy of permitting the lynching of numerous blacks accused (often falsely) of the rape or murder of whites.63 Although scholars and civil rights advocates demonstrated the falsity of such claims as early as the 1890s,64 most of the white southern electorate apparently remained unaware of this fact, or unwilling to consider it.65

Southern white voters were also, for decades, unable to recognize that the exclusion of the region’s large African-American population from much of the educational and economic system was an important contributing factor to the region’s underdevelopment—a point obvious to most economists. Although the relative economic backwardness of the South was a major issue in regional politics throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, few white southerners urged desegregation as a method for promoting economic development until well after World War II, and even then such views were mostly advanced by business leaders and other elites rather than by ordinary voters.66

In the absence of suitable survey data from the period, it is difficult to say whether these white southern views on racial issues were driven by ignorance per se, or by failure to rationally evaluate the information voters did know. Most likely, a combination of both was at work. Either way, the result is consistent with the rational ignorance hypothesis, and also contrasts with the more effective acquisition and use of information on racial issues by black foot voters.

There are, of course, some important distinctions between Jim Crow–Era white ballot box voting on racial issues and black foot voting. Racial issues were obviously of greater importance to African Americans than to whites, and the former therefore probably had stronger incentives to be informed about them. Moreover, the knowledge necessary for effective foot voting is in some respects simpler than that necessary for ballot box voting.67

However, the similarities between the two cases are still strong enough to make the comparison meaningful, even if imperfect. Race and its associated economic underdevelopment were among the most important political issues in the Jim Crow–era South, and whites had almost as great a political stake in them as did blacks. The one-party system and other political institutions of the pre–Civil Rights Movement South were organized around the objective of maintaining white supremacy.68 Moreover, to the extent that whites did have less interest in racial issues than blacks, this factor is at least partially offset by their higher income and education levels.

FOOT VOTING IN THE PRIVATE SECTOR

The informational benefits of foot voting make the case not only for federalism as an alternative to centralization, but for the market and civil society as an alternative to government. The private sector may, in many situations, be an even better mechanism for foot voting than is federalism. Voting with your feet against a product in the market usually has much lower moving costs than doing so against a regional or local government. One can switch to a different product or firm without changing one’s residence. The same point holds true for most civil society organizations. In this respect, the informational argument for foot voting has implications for the balance between the government and the private sector, as well as for the relationship of one level of government to another.

It is undeniable that citizens acting in the private sector also make mistakes due to ignorance or irrationality.69 But some research suggests that cognitive biases that show up in voting decisions and laboratory experiments largely disappear in conditions that more closely approximate real-world market decisions.70 Economists Charles Plott and Kathryn Zeiler have shown that one of the most often-cited cognitive biases—the “endowment effect,” which supposedly causes people to overvalue items they already own relative to ones they might acquire in the future—might well be an artifact of faulty experimental procedures.71 Much has been made in recent years of possible irrationality by consumers in financial markets, such as those for credit cards and those in markets with standard form contracts.72 However, the available evidence suggests that participants in these markets make relatively few mistakes and often correct the errors they do make quickly.73

This certainly does not prove that consumers never suffer from serious irrationality. To the contrary, some probably do, especially those with low cognitive ability and little relevant experience and training.74 The key point, however, is not that consumers and other foot voters are completely rational, but that they have stronger incentives to avoid cognitive biases than voters do.75 As Nobel Prize–winning economist F. A. Hayek put it more than thirty years ago:

[R]ational behavior is not a premise of economic theory, though it is often presented as such. The basic contention of theory is rather that competition will make it necessary for people to act rationally in order to maintain themselves. It is based not on the assumption that most or all the participants in the market process are rational, but, on the contrary, on the assumption that it will in general be through competition that a few relatively more rational individuals will make it necessary for the rest to emulate them in order to prevail. In a society in which rational behavior confers an advantage on the individual, rational methods will progressively be developed and be spread by imitation. It is no use being more rational than the rest if one is not allowed to derive benefits from being so.76

Hayek’s point is particularly relevant to the comparison between voters on the one hand and market participants on the other. Voters are almost a paradigmatic example of Hayek’s category of people for whom “[i]t is no use being more rational than the rest.” Market participants, despite their very real flaws, have quite different incentives.

The very different responses of voters and market participants to the Bush administration’s massive 2003 prescription drug bill provides a dramatic example of the difference. At the time the plan was adopted by Congress, some 70 percent of the public did not even realize that it had passed, despite the fact it was the biggest new government program in decades.77 As a result of the program, however, senior citizens were now able to choose from among several different prescription drug plans available through the government’s Medicare system. Unlike the other members of the public, who were in the position of evaluating the prescription drug plan solely as voters, these senior citizens had to make decisions within it as consumers, albeit in an artificial market with choices limited by the government.

The options offered by the new law were extremely complex and difficult for nonexperts to evaluate; they involved choosing when and whether to enroll in the new Medicare Part D system, which enables participants to purchase discounted coverage for prescription drugs through private insurers.78 Economist Daniel McFadden found that over 70 percent of a sample of eligible seniors surveyed in 2006 (soon after the new prescription drug benefits first became available) intended to enroll in the new plan at a time that would effectively minimize the expected present value (EPV) of their out-of-pocket expenses on the plan.79 Some of the 19 percent who planned to enroll too early to minimize their EPV might still have been acting rationally, if they were highly risk averse.80

Senior citizen consumers certainly were not perfectly rational or perfectly informed about the new Medicare prescription drug options. McFadden concludes that a significant minority made mistakes due to ignorance or irrationality and recommends “paternalistic” intervention to address their problems.81 Yet the contrast between market participants and ballot box voters is still striking. Even though the former faced a very “complex” choice,82 the vast majority of them acquired enough information to make rational decisions at a time when the program was still new and unfamiliar. On the other hand, the vast majority of eligible ballot box voters did not even learn enough to know that the massive prescription drug bill had passed. As a result, they did not realize that this program was a potentially major issue on which to evaluate the performance of incumbent politicians.

FOOT VOTING AND PRIVATE PLANNED COMMUNITIES

Private sector foot voting is already a reality for many services traditionally performed by local government in the United States. As of 2004, over fifty-two million Americans lived in private planned communities such as condominium associations.83 These organizations often provide security, trash removal, environmental protection, local zoning rules, and other services that are usually the responsibility of local government.84 Similar enterprises have proven popular in Europe, Latin America, and parts of Asia.85

Competing private planned communities have significant advantages over traditional interjurisdictional competition between regional and local governments.86 A single metropolitan area can contain many more private common interest communities than government bodies. This makes it easier for each potential resident to find the community that best fits his or her needs, and also cuts down on potential moving costs by reducing the distance most movers would have to travel.

Unlike state and local governments, which are often subsidized by higher-level governments,87 most private planned communities are exclusively dependent on residents for their revenues. This increases their incentive to compete for residents and meet their demands. Should they fail to do so, the property values of current owners are likely to fall, and they cannot use tax revenue collected in other areas to make up the difference. By contrast, state and local government officials usually have a much weaker stake in attracting migrants and incentivizing current residents to stay. While lower-level governments do have some incentive to attract migrants in order to raise revenue from taxpayers,88 the existence of massive subsidies from higher-level governments reduces this incentive to compete relative to that faced by private planned communities.

Finally, potentially irrational attachments to a state or locality might inhibit decisions to move out of a political jurisdiction, especially in cases when that jurisdiction is closely associated with an ethnic or religious group with which the decision-maker feels a strong sense of identity.89 By contrast, few people have strong emotional or ideological attachments to a private planned community. This factor might make “foot voting” decisions involving private planned communities more rational, on average, than those where potential movers choose between competing governmental jurisdictions.

The relative advantages of private planned communities over government might be even more significant for the production of goods and services not tied to particular physical locations. In such cases, people can vote with their feet without actually moving at all, thereby eliminating moving costs from the equation. Here too, the informational advantages of foot voting suggest that private provision has an important advantage over government.

Swiss economist Bruno Frey has argued that regional and local governments can take on some of the characteristics of private sector firms, breaking the link between territory and jurisdiction.90 Frey claims that various government bodies specializing in different issue areas could have overlapping jurisdictions, and that individual citizens can change government service providers without a physical move. It is too early to give a definitive verdict on these proposals. If Frey’s theories turn out to be viable, they could provide a blueprint for ensuring that foot voting will often be as effective in the public sector as the private. Something resembling Frey’s idea already exists in the field of commercial transactions in the United States, where businesses and others are often able to choose for themselves which state’s law will govern their dealings with each other, often without making a physical move.91

Both Frey’s proposals and the case for devolving greater power to private communities dovetail with recent scholarship that promotes “federalism all the way down,” the devolution of greater authority to cities and other local governments as opposed to larger subnational units, such as American states.92 Advocates argue that such devolution can help ensure that government policy better reflects the diverse preferences of local communities, especially those where minority groups have substantial influence. Devolution to private communities and individuals allows for even more fine-grained decision-making that reflects the views of a still wider range of individuals and groups. It may also allow for more effective exploitation of specialized local knowledge than is possible through devolution to local government bodies alone.93

A complete comparison of private planned communities and political bodies is outside the scope of this chapter. The key point made here is to note a potentially important and underanalyzed advantage of private communities over ones controlled by political bodies. This advantage does not necessarily outweigh all competing considerations. Yet to the extent that the informational benefits of foot voting are even greater in the case of private sector institutions than political jurisdictions, they argue for increasing the authority of the former relative to the latter.

POLITICAL IGNORANCE AND THE SIZE OF GOVERNMENT

In addition to alleviating knowledge problems by transferring decision-making power to foot voters, reductions in the size and complexity of government might also reduce information problems with respect to issues that still remain subject to the ballot box. The debate over voter ignorance has focused on how much voters know but rarely on the question of how much government there is for them to know about. Yet it is clear that the greater the size and scope of government, the more voters have to know to control its policies through the ballot. As James Madison put in Federalist 62, “[i]t will be of little avail to the people that the laws are made by men of their own choice if the laws be so voluminous that they cannot be read, or so incoherent that they cannot be understood.”94

In most advanced industrial democracies, government spending now constitutes at least a third and sometimes over one half of GDP.95 In the United States, government spending at all levels accounted for some 36.8 percent of GDP in 2007, and increased to 42.3 percent in 2010, as a result of the explosion of new spending generated by the political response to the financial crisis.96

But it is not the size of government alone that so greatly increases the likelihood of voter ignorance as the extraordinary scope of government activity. A government that commits enormous resources to a narrow range of readily comprehensible activities is not necessarily much more difficult for voters to keep track of than one that commits only small amounts to them.

Yet the growth of government over the past century has been characterized by an immense expansion of the domain of government power as well as by increased activity in areas of traditional state responsibility.97 This process has reached the point at which areas of social life completely outside the control of government are arguably no longer the rule but the exception.

In the United States, the executive branch of the federal government alone has fifteen cabinet-level departments, fifty-six independent regulatory agencies and government corporations, and four “quasi-official” agencies.98 They range in function from the United States Information Agency to the Farm Credit Administration to the National Mediation Board. It is doubtful that voters could keep adequate track of all their activities even if they paid far more attention to political information than they do today.

Current surveys of political knowledge usually do not even ask about the functions of specific government agencies, instead opting for questions about very basic aspects of government structure and opinions about whether government should do “more” in broadly defined issue areas such as “education” or “helping the poor.” The omission is in part the result of researchers’ reluctance to use questions that may prove intimidating to ill-informed survey respondents. The few questions requiring more detailed issue knowledge that have found their way into surveys unsurprisingly show even greater levels of ignorance than those about more basic information.99

A government of strictly limited powers might reduce the problem of public ignorance by reducing the number of issues to be decided by government to a level which voters would find more manageable. Even if the total stock of voter knowledge does not increase, it is spread over fewer issues and therefore more likely to be adequate in each given case. For example, if the average voter learns a hundred units of political knowledge and there are fifty issues on the government agenda, he or she only knows an average of two units of knowledge per issue. By contrast, if there are only ten issues, the voter knows an average of ten units per issue.

This scenario abstracts away from many real-world complexities. For example, some issues are more complicated than others and some items of information are useful in analyzing more than one issue. Even so, a given stock of information is, other things equal, more likely to be enough to handle a narrow range of issues than a broader one. In the short term, it is probably impossible to reduce the size and complexity of government to the point at which rationally ignorant voters could readily understand and assess its major functions. But incremental reductions at the margin could still ease their task.

Is there in fact any evidence that limited government eases the informational burden on voters and enables them to exercise greater control than they do today? Any answer is necessarily tentative. But nineteenth-century American history suggests that the answer may be yes.

Because of the very limited powers of the national government, nineteenth-century national politics revolved around a small set of relatively narrowly defined issues, including the spread of slavery; the disposition of newly acquired western lands; the tariff; federal support for infrastructure spending; banking; and, on a few occasions, warfare with foreign powers.

The theory presented here predicts that this limitation of government power should have allowed voters to focus in on those issues that did come onto the electoral agenda in greater detail than has been possible in the modern era. While there have as yet been no systematic tests of this prediction, some evidence supports it, even though there was clearly still a great deal of political apathy.100

In the case of slavery, the Lincoln-Douglas debates over slavery expansion—conducted before large audiences of ordinary voters, including a substantial proportion of illiterates—addressed in some detail such questions as the effect of slavery expansion on free labor, whether or not the Supreme Court’s interpretation of the Constitution necessarily takes precedence over that of other branches of government, the moral status of blacks in the liberal ideology of the Declaration of Independence, and the true meaning of “popular sovereignty.”101 Campaign speeches of this complexity are at the very least fairly uncommon today.

Unfortunately, the lack of systematic survey evidence of political knowledge in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries makes it very difficult to directly compare knowledge levels then to those that prevail today. Yet we can get some idea through analysis of the sophistication of political rhetoric directed at voters by politicians. Candidates and political office-holders have strong incentives to accurately gauge the level of sophistication of their audience so as to make more effective campaign appeals.

Linguistic researchers at the YourDictionary.com website used the Flesch-Kincaid scale to gauge the grade level of the language and phrasing used in every presidential inaugural address from 1789 to 2001.102 They found that every inaugural address prior to 1900 reached what would today be considered a 12th-grade level, except for one that scored at 11.5.103 By contrast, inaugural addresses over the past fifty years have been around a 7th- to 9th-grade level.104

Political scientist Elvin Lim documents a similar pattern in the evolution of presidential speeches over the past sixty years, concluding that they have become increasingly simplistic.105 The same pattern emerges from linguist Paul JJ Payack’s content analysis of political debates. In the Lincoln-Douglas debates in 1858, Douglas’s speeches rated an 11.9 grade level, and Lincoln’s an 11.2.106 Recent presidential debates tended to fall somewhere between the 6th- and 9th grade-levels.107 The difference is all the more striking in light of the much higher education levels of modern voters compared to those of the nineteenth century.

Obviously, linguistic sophistication is not the same thing as substantive sophistication. It is theoretically possible that modern politicians are simply making complex arguments using simple words. Nonetheless, linguistic complexity and substantive complexity do tend to be correlated. To the extent that is true, it would seem that politicians are directing much less sophisticated arguments at voters than did their predecessors of a century ago.

The available nineteenth-century evidence is by no means conclusive. What data we have are equivocal in nature and certainly do not suggest that nineteenth-century Americans had a very high level of political sophistication.108 Even so, it provides some support for the proposition that voters had greater knowledge of the functions of government in an era when those functions were less numerous and complex. This is striking in light of the fact that nineteenth-century Americans had much lower education levels than we do today. Also, much political information was not as easily available as in the age of modern telecommunications.

The relationship between voter ignorance and large, complex government leads us to question the informational adequacy of even the best-informed voters. It also leads to the counterintuitive suggestion that the extension of government power to new areas of social life undercuts democracy more than it furthers it.

SOME POSSIBLE DRAWBACKS OF FOOT VOTING

Despite its informational advantages, foot voting in a decentralized political system also has significant potential drawbacks. Among the most important are moving costs, “races to the bottom,” and the danger of oppression of minority groups.

All of these are sometimes genuine problems. But they are also often overstated. Here, I do not give anything approaching a comprehensive analysis of the three issues, or other potential shortcomings of foot voting. I suggest only that the problems are less severe than often thought, and that they should not lead us to ignore the informational advantages of foot voting.109

Moving Costs

The most obvious drawback of foot voting relative to ballot box voting is the problem of moving costs. People who migrate from one jurisdiction to another must pay the cost of transporting themselves and their possessions, as well as assume the burden of finding new jobs and social ties. In some cases, these costs will prevent foot voting even in situations where another jurisdiction might be more attractive to the potential migrant than her current home. People who face very high moving costs may simply be unable to vote with their feet. For this reason, among others, foot voting is not a comprehensive solution to all the shortcomings of government.

Yet moving costs are not so great as to preclude interjurisdictional mobility for millions of people. A 2008 Pew Research Center survey found that 63 percent of Americans have moved at least once in their lives, and 43 percent have made at least one interstate move.110 Foot voting is quite common both within the United States and elsewhere where there is freedom of movement between jurisdictions with different policies.

In Western Europe, freedom of migration between the member states in the European Union has led to extensive foot voting. In recent years, hundreds of thousands of French citizens have moved to Britain in large part because that country has lower taxes and more open labor markets, enabling them to pursue economic opportunities.111 During the 2007 French presidential election, the winning candidate, Nicolas Sarkozy, even campaigned in London in order to solicit the votes of the many French expatriates in that city.112

Tens of thousands of Germans have moved to Switzerland for similar reasons, so many that some Swiss complain of an “invasion” by “rude and arrogant” Germans.113 Within the United States, interstate migration driven by variation in public policy is also a common occurrence, with migrants tending to prefer states with lower tax rates and greater economic freedom.114 In the small state of New Hampshire, which has the lowest taxes and nearly the lowest levels of economic regulation in the country,115 some 57 percent of the population now consists of out-of-state migrants, many of them drawn by the state’s economic policies.116

Contrary to claims that foot voting is an option primarily for the affluent, census data find that households with an income under $5,000 per year are actually twice as likely to make interstate moves as the population as a whole.117 As discussed earlier, historically poor and oppressed populations have often taken advantage of foot-voting opportunities.

Some scholars suggest that foot voting over public policy is rare because surveys show that most moves are motivated by job-related considerations, rather than by direct calculations of the quality of public services.118 If so, this might suggest that moving costs are too high to make foot voting worthwhile. Although moves are indeed often motivated by considerations other than public policy, these arguments ignore the fact that employment prospects are heavily influenced by local and state public policy on taxation, regulation, and other issues.

Increases in societal wealth and improvements in transportation technology have made migration cheaper than ever before. While moving costs continue to be a shortcoming of foot voting, they fall far short of vitiating its informational advantages. Moreover, as we have already seen,119 private planned communities and interjurisdictional competition that does not require physical mobility can reduce the impact of moving costs still further.

Races to the Bottom

The “race to the bottom” argument is one of the best-known long-standing criticisms of federalism.120 Because of a desire to attract taxpaying business interests, state and local governments could lower environmental and safety regulations below reasonable minimums, thereby inflicting great harm on consumers, workers, and the general public. Such “destructive competition” could make the choices available to foot voters illusory. They could end up choosing between jurisdictions that have all been forced to sell out to narrow business interests in order to keep tax revenue up.

In a series of influential articles in the 1990s, Richard Revesz significantly undermined the theoretical rationale for the race-to-the-bottom argument in the field of environmental policy—an area where the argument was traditionally thought to be at its strongest.121 Revesz pointed out that states compete with each other on more than one dimension, and that an attractive and healthy environment is one of the factors that is likely to attract relatively affluent taxpayers and some businesses. Thus there is no good reason to expect that state and local governments will systematically sacrifice environmental concerns to the needs of polluting businesses.122 Indeed, higher-income citizens of the type most valuable to states as taxpayers generally assign a higher priority to environmental protection than do lower-income groups.123 Local governments also have other forms of leverage against mobile business interests that reduce the extent to which the latter can expect to capture the lion’s share of the gains from interjurisdictional competition.124 The empirical record to a large extent supports Revesz’s predictions. State governments pioneered many forms of environmental protection long before the federal government required them to do so.125

In addition to environmental protection, the other iconic example of a dangerous race to the bottom is the Supreme Court’s 1918 decision in Hammer v. Dagenhart, which invalidated federal child labor laws as beyond the scope of congressional authority.126 However, all but five states had already enacted child labor bans of their own by 1910 (though some were less strict than the federal law),127 and industrial child labor disappeared almost completely by 1930, just twelve years after Hammer.128 By the time Hammer was reversed by the Supreme Court in the late 1930s, the majority of states had laws comparable to the federal one the Supreme Court had invalidated.129

None of this suggests that genuine races to the bottom never happen. They can occur in various situations, particularly when state or local governments seek to attract a mobile asset by means that exploit an immobile one, such as property rights in land. By placing the burden on the immobile asset, states can potentially impose the costs of attracting the mobile factor on people who have no effective exit option.130

But while races to the bottom can and do happen, they are less likely than critics claim. Even in environmental policy and labor policy, two fields in which the problem has traditionally been thought to be especially severe, races to the bottom turn out to be far less prevalent than previously believed.

The Problem of Minority Rights

No issue has done more to discredit federalism in the United States than its association with the oppression of racial and ethnic minorities. The conventional wisdom holds that federalism was largely a disaster for African Americans and other minorities, while the growth of federal power greatly alleviated their plight.131 As the leading political scientist William Riker put it in 1964, “[t]he main beneficiary [of federalism] throughout American history has been the Southern Whites, who have been given the freedom to oppress Negroes. . . . [I]f in the United States one approves of Southern white racists, then one should approve of American federalism.”132

There is no doubt that American state and local governments have in fact oppressed minority groups on many occasions, and that federal intervention sometimes played a decisive role in diminishing that oppression—as with the abolition of slavery in 1865 and Jim Crow segregation in the 1960s. If federalism is generally inimical to the interests of racial and ethnic minorities, this undermines the utility of foot voting in a federal system, at least when it comes to unpopular minorities. The choices available to these groups would be very poor ones indeed.

But the conventional wisdom on the relationship between federalism and Jim Crow is at the very least overstated. Although state and local governments often oppressed African Americans and other minorities, the same can be said of the federal government throughout much of American history. And in many cases, oppressed minorities would have been worse off with a unitary state than they were under federalism.

During much of American history, a unified national policy on racial issues might well have led to greater oppression for minorities rather than less. At the time the Constitution was drafted in 1787, all but one state (Massachusetts) still had slavery, though a few others had enacted gradual emancipation laws.133 A unitary policy on slavery at that time likely would have resulted in a nationwide law legalizing the institution. Moreover, it would have deprived antislavery forces of the example effect of states without slavery, which turned out to be more economically successful than southern slave states did.

During much of the pre–Civil War antebellum period, Congress and the presidency were controlled by pro-slavery forces, which succeeded in enacting such measures as the Fugitive Slave Acts of 1793 and 1850.134 During this period, too, a unitary state might well have had a more pro-slavery policy than that which actually existed under federalism. The District of Columbia, the one part of the United States under complete federal control throughout the antebellum era, had legalized slavery until 1862, when it was abolished in large part because most slave state representatives had left Congress as a result of the secession of southern slave states that triggered the Civil War.135 Overall, the federal government flexed its muscles in support of slavery much more often than against it.136

After the 1870s, a long period set in during which the white South was far more committed to maintaining segregation than most white Northerners were to eliminating it. It is difficult to say with certainty that a unitary United States would have repressed African Americans even more than state governments did during this period of actual history. But it is at least quite likely that a unitary national policy would have been more repressive than that of the northern states, even if not as much so as that of the South. The District of Columbia, during this period too, was striking in being as much segregated as most of the South. Other federally controlled institutions were also highly segregated, such as the armed forces and the federal civil service.137

In addition to its role in promoting slavery and segregation of African Americans for much of American history, the federal government also took the lead in a number of other notorious episodes of persecution of minority groups. For example, it interned over one hundred thousand Japanese Americans in concentration camps during World War II and extensively persecuted the Mormons during the nineteenth century.138

Finally, as we have already seen, foot voting between rival state jurisdictions played a key role in preventing the plight of African Americans and other minorities from being even worse than it was.139 Without variation in policies created by federalism, things would likely have been worse for minority groups than they were. In more recent years, other unpopular minorities—notably gays and lesbians—have also benefited from foot voting and federalism. Sympathetic state and local governments enacted pro-gay policies such as gay marriage at a time when the federal government was at best indifferent and at worst actually hostile.140

In a democracy where public opinion was as much contaminated by racism as it was in the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century United States, racial minorities were likely to experience extensive oppression regardless of whether the government was federal or unitary. Foot voting facilitated by federalism was no panacea for this tragic situation. But it often made the situation substantially less bad than it might have been without it.

Foot voting under federalism can also be of great benefit to minorities if some local or state governments are controlled by the minority group in question, or at least substantially influenced by it. In such a scenario, pro-minority jurisdictions can serve as a valuable exit option for minority group members facing adverse policies elsewhere. Such jurisdictions are also likely to be more favorable to the minority group than is the majority-dominated central government. This is widely recognized in federal systems outside the United States, where the existence of national minorities that are regional majorities is one of the main justifications for the establishment of a federal system in the first place.141

In the United States, such majority-minority jurisdictions have historically been rare, with Mormon-dominated Utah an unusual and oft-ignored exception. As a result, state and local governments are usually seen as the enemies of minority groups rather than their friends. In recent years, however, a variety of minority groups have gained greater leverage at the state and local levels, which suggests that the U.S. situation may become less anomalous in the future.142

None of this suggests that federalism is always a net positive for minority groups. In situations where the national majority strongly support protection for a minority group, while a regional majority favors discrimination against them, concentration of power in the federal government may well be the most advantageous political structure for the minority in question. This, of course, is exactly what happened in the case of African Americans during the civil rights revolution of the 1960s. But such a configuration of opinion is far from a universal rule, and it is risky to design a political system on the assumption that this unusual alignment of political forces will be the norm.

Federalism is not always a boon for unpopular minority groups, and sometimes centralization can serve their interests better. Yet foot voting in a decentralized political system is often at least as valuable for minority groups as for the majority, and in particularly oppressive situations, even more so.

IMPLICATIONS FOR CONSTITUTIONAL DESIGN

Widespread political ignorance and irrationality strengthen the case for constitutional limits on the powers of central governments, and also for constitutional constraints on the size and scope of government power.

Foot voting has major informational advantages over ballot box voting. It reduces incentives for both ignorance and irrationality. Even if this conclusion is accepted, however, it is possible that the benefits of foot voting can be left to legislatures to balance as they see fit. Since determining the size and degree of centralization of government involves many complex tradeoffs, it is possible that legislatures will be in a better position to balance the relevant considerations than constitutional drafters or courts exercising the power of judicial review.

Despite this concern, there is reason to believe that ordinary legislative activity will undervalue the informational benefits of both decentralization and limited government. Perhaps the famous “political safeguards of federalism” would make constitutional limits on central government power unnecessary. Some scholars argue that the political power of state governments is sufficient to prevent excessive centralization, because the regions can use their clout to prevent it, and voters will punish overcentralization at the polls.143

Unfortunately, the very political ignorance that makes decentralization and limited government desirable also reduces the chance of achieving it through the ordinary political process. Most voters have little understanding of federalism, and fewer still are likely to be aware of the interconnection between limits on federal government power and “foot voting.”144 For these reasons, they are unlikely to punish elected officials who promote overcentralization.

This might not be a problem if central and regional governments had other incentives that would lead them to avoid excessive centralization. In fact, however, both regional and federal governments often have strong political incentives to concentrate power at center. Central governments have incentives to expand their power in order to capture more revenue and use it to buy political support; subnational governments have incentives to lobby for central government grants and to use the central government as a cartel enforcer that suppresses competition between them.145 Strikingly, subnational governments in most federal systems get the vast majority of their funds from central government grants.146 This occurs despite the fact that dependence on central government grants severely reduces state incentives to compete for foot voters in order to attract tax revenue, and increases the central government’s ability to use grants to suppress regional policy diversity.147

The political reality that overexpansion of central government power often advances the interests of regional governments undermines claims that “political safeguards” are enough to ensure an optimal level of decentralization. Virtually all such arguments rely on the political power of regional governments to serve as a check on the center. But if regional governments actually help promote centralization, their influence in the national legislature becomes a liability for federalism rather than an asset.

Ordinary political processes also often cannot be relied on to prevent government from growing unduly at the expense of the private sector. Political ignorance may prevent voters from being able to effectively monitor government interventions that benefit narrow interest groups at the expense of the general public. Many of the items in government budgets are ones that the majority of voters are probably not even aware of.148 Even when voters are aware of the existence of a given program, “rational irrationality” will often prevent them from making effective use of the information they possess.

For these reasons, widespread voter ignorance and irrationality are likely to prevent the political process from producing the appropriate level of decentralization and limits on government needed to restrict the harm caused by ignorance and irrationality themselves. This suggests that constitutional restraints on centralization and the growth of government are needed.

How strict should those constraints be? Unfortunately, analysis of the dangers of political ignorance does not in and of itself provide an answer to this question. Obviously, political ignorance is not the only factor that must be considered in determining the optimum level of constitutional constraints on government power. A wide range of other considerations—some of which vary from one society to another—must be weighed. However, my analysis does suggest that the need to combat the effects of political ignorance justifies stronger constitutional constraints on centralization and the growth of government than we might otherwise wish to impose.

THE CASE FOR FOOT VOTING

The informational advantages of foot voting over ballot box voting have important implications. Perhaps the most significant is the way in which they reinforce the argument for political decentralization. The more policy issues are under the control of regional or local governments as opposed to the national governments, the greater the range of policy choices over which citizens can exercise leverage through foot voting and make use of its informational benefits.

In addition to strengthening the case for decentralization more generally, the informational benefits of foot voting also bolster the argument for competitive as opposed to cooperative federalism.149 The greater the incentive for regional governments to compete with each other for citizens, taxpayers, and businesses, the greater the likely effectiveness of foot voting as a tool for imposing democratic accountability on government. This consideration strengthens the argument for policies associated with competitive federalism, such as limiting central government subsidies to regional governments, so that the latter have stronger incentives to compete.150

Further, the ability of even a severely oppressed minority such as Jim Crow–era blacks to acquire the knowledge necessary for effective foot voting suggests the need for a partial rethinking of the conventional view that such groups necessarily benefit from political centralization.151 While central government intervention to protect minority groups is often desirable, this potential advantage of centralization should be weighed against the disadvantages of eliminating foot voting. This point is especially important in light of the fact that the historic impact of federalism on minorities in the United States is far less negative than conventional wisdom suggests.

To the extent that oppressed minority groups often have lower income and education levels and therefore lower political knowledge levels than others, the relative informational advantages of foot voting for them may be even greater than for other citizens. Such benefits of decentralization are even more important in periods when the central government has little or no interest in alleviating the plight of oppressed regional minorities—as was certainly true of the United States during much of the Jim Crow era.152 The gains for oppressed groups from foot voting within a federal system imply that there may be even greater foot-voting benefits from international migration.153 The differences in quality between regional governments within one society are generally much smaller than those between nations. Foot voting through international migration may be the best hope for many of the most oppressed people in the world.

At the same time, it is essential to recognize that the argument of this chapter is limited in scope. The informational benefits of foot voting are likely to vary from issue to issue, from nation to nation, and perhaps also from group to group. Interjurisdictional foot voting cannot be used by people who are unable to leave a particular area, or by those who seek to protect immobile assets such as land. Examples include people with very high moving costs because they cannot find employment for their special skills outside a given locality and those precluded from moving by serious health problems. Similarly, foot voting may not be effective for “network industries” that must operate in every part of a nation simultaneously in order to operate anywhere.154 Such people and industries can, however, sometimes make effective use of foot voting in the private sector, which often does not require a physical move.

Finally, foot voting and political ignorance are far from the only issues that must be taken into account in determining the degree of decentralization that a society should have.155 A variety of other considerations may in some situations outweigh the advantages of foot voting. For example, local governments and private sector actors often cannot effectively handle large-scale “externality” problems when activities in one area have spillover effects on others. Interstate pollution that crosses boundary lines is a good example.156 The fact that devolution of power to local governments facilitates foot voting does not mean they are capable of handling a massive externality such as global warming. Some scholars also contend that subnational governments cannot effectively engage in redistribution to the poor, for fear of becoming “welfare magnets” that attract migrants who consume more in welfare services than they pay in taxes.157

The argument advanced here is not a comprehensive theory of federalism or the appropriate role of government in society. It does, however, raise an important consideration that is too often ignored.

Decentralization is not, however, the only institutional mechanism by which we can limit the impact of political ignorance. In the next chapter, we look at the possible role of judicial review as an additional tool for achieving the same purpose. Although long-standing conventional wisdom holds that judicial review is undemocratic because it imposes constraints on elected officials, it might actually help reinvigorate democratic accountability by mitigating the impact of political ignorance. In some situations, a strong system of judicial review might help accomplish that goal precisely by promoting the sort of political decentralization discussed in this chapter.


CHAPTER SIX

Political Ignorance and Judicial Review

[J]udicial review is a deviant institution in the American democracy.

—ALEXANDER BICKEL1

LIMITING AND DECENTRALIZING government power can mitigate the problem of political ignorance. The institution of judicial review can also help with that task. By constraining the power of the elected branches of government, judicial review can reduce the complexity of the task facing voters, and also help empower citizens to “vote with their feet.” Recognition of these potential advantages of judicial review also weakens the force of one of the main traditional objections to judicial invalidation of legislation: the so-called “countermajoritarian difficulty.”

The countermajoritarian difficulty has long been considered the most fundamental issue in American constitutional law.2 It is “the central obsession of modern constitutional scholarship.”3 As legal scholar Alexander Bickel famously put it in his classic work The Least Dangerous Branch,4 “the root difficulty is that judicial review is a counter-majoritarian force in our system.”5 For Bickel and innumerable later writers, judicial review was an anomaly because it enabled an unelected judiciary to override the majoritarian will of the people represented by elected legislatures.6 Since Bickel published The Least Dangerous Branch in 1962, a vast academic literature has addressed the countermajoritarian difficulty.7

Both conservative and liberal legal scholars have advocated the abolition or severe restriction of judicial review to prevent an unelected institution from overriding the will of a democratic majority.8 According to Robert Bork, the most prominent conservative critic of judicial review, the judicial invalidation of legislation is objectionable because it creates “new disabilities for democratic government.”9 Neal Katyal, a leading liberal constitutional law scholar, echoes Bork’s concern, expressing his fear that “[f]or those worried about the vigor of popular rule in America, there is much to fear from judicial interpretation [of the Constitution].”10

The idea of the countermajoritarian difficulty rests on the premise that laws enacted by legislatures reflect the will of electoral majorities, which in turn relies on the assumption that the latter possess sufficient political knowledge to control what their representatives do. Yet most of the vast literature on this subject ignores the relevance of political ignorance.

An understanding of the depth and pervasiveness of voter ignorance should lead us to reconsider the countermajoritarian difficulty in several fundamental ways. If most of the electorate has little or no information on politics and government policy, it is likely that legislative output does not represent the will of the majority in the way that Bickel and later theorists assumed. Judicial invalidation of such legislation is not nearly as “countermajoritarian” as generally supposed. This important point is only the first of several important implications for voter ignorance on the central question of constitutional theory.

This chapter does not provide a comprehensive solution to the countermajoritarian difficulty or address the full range of issues raised in the prior scholarly literature on the subject. It also does not address the full range of interactions between judicial decisions, government policy, and public opinion; for example, it does not take into account the danger that overly aggressive judicial review might undermine the judiciary’s legitimacy in the eyes of the public.11 The analysis here focuses on the claim that judicial review is “countermajoritarian” because it undercuts popular democratic control of public policy. I hope to show that voter ignorance greatly weakens the validity of this claim, and in some cases turns it on its head by facilitating foot voting.

IMPLICATIONS OF WIDESPREAD IGNORANCE FOR THE COUNTERMAJORITARIAN DIFFICULTY

As we have seen, political knowledge levels among American citizens are so low that they fail to meet the prerequisites of any of the theories of representation that might underpin the countermajoritarian difficulty.12 This state of affairs seems deeply rooted and is likely to persist for a long time to come.13 In this section, I explore the implications of low aggregate levels of political knowledge for the countermajoritarian difficulty. The most radical interpretation of these implications is that the countermajoritarian difficulty should not be weighed at all as a consideration against judicial invalidation of legislative enactments. Although the radical view is not without force, the moderate position is sufficient for the purposes of this book: countermajoritarian considerations probably should not be ignored completely. But in most cases, they should be outweighed by other considerations if the latter support judicial invalidation of a law. Sometimes, judicial invalidation of laws may actually increase the majoritarianism of the political system by reducing the knowledge burden on voters.

The Radical Approach

The radical interpretation of the impact of political ignorance on the countermajoritarian difficulty is that countermajoritarian considerations should not be given any weight in constitutional theory at all. If most citizens often lack basic political knowledge, it may be the case that a high proportion of the legislation produced by Congress and state legislatures fails to represent the will of “the people” in any meaningfully majoritarian way.

For most legislation, the vast majority of voters will not have heard of its existence, much less have an informed opinion on its merits.14 In the rare cases when legislation is prominent enough to generate widespread citizen awareness, most citizens often have only a vague grasp of what the legislation actually does. Two of the most prominent and controversial domestic policy legislative initiatives of the 1990s—President Clinton’s health care plan and the 1995 Republican Contract with America—were sufficiently poorly understood by the public that politicians in both cases adopted strategies of building public support by manipulating voter ignorance rather than either adjusting their proposals to reflect public opinion more closely or trying to persuade the public that their proposals were right on the merits.15 In a 2003 article, I presented evidence that much of the most prominent legislation adopted during the New Deal period, which supposedly represented a period of particularly intense political attentiveness and mobilization, actually also involved manipulation of voter ignorance.16

If this was the case with some of the most prominent legislation in recent history and with some of the most important policy innovations of the New Deal “constitutional moment,”17 it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that such an outcome is even more likely to occur with run-of-the mill legislation, for which political leaders do not need to make much effort to avoid unwanted majoritarian scrutiny.

Although this conclusion in some ways follows naturally from what has been said thus far, it is important to understand how much of a break the radical argument makes from the traditional framework of the countermajoritarian difficulty. Both legal scholars18 and prominent jurists across the political spectrum have assumed that there is a deep conflict between judicial review and majoritarianism. To cite just a few examples, Franklin Roosevelt’s attorney general and future prominent Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson flatly claimed that “[e]ither democracy must surrender to the judges or the judges must yield to democracy.”19

In more recent years, Justice Antonin Scalia, arguably the leading conservative jurist on the Supreme Court, has repeatedly raised the countermajoritarian difficulty in criticizing judicial reversals of legislation, claiming that “the sphere of self-government reserved to the people . . . is progressively narrowed” when the Court overturns legislation.20 Liberal justices have raised similar concerns in criticizing decisions they oppose.21 Although such rhetoric may sometimes be disingenuous, the very fact of its recurrent use testifies to the appeal of the countermajoritarian critique of judicial review.

The radical interpretation of the impact of voter ignorance suggests that all such claims should be rejected because political ignorance prevents legislation from truly reflecting the will of the majority. Although the legislation still does, of course, represent the will of the majority of legislators, these officials no more represent the will of the people than judges do.22 As Barry Friedman puts it, the “countermajoritarian theory rests explicitly on the notion that the other branches of government ‘represent’ majority will in a way the judiciary does not.”23 If the fact of massive political ignorance falsifies this assumption, the countermajoritarian difficulty becomes no difficulty at all.

Even the radical approach, of course, has limits. It does not hold that judges can simply overturn legislation anytime they wish, merely that they should not refuse to overturn it for fear of acting in a countermajoritarian fashion. Judicial modesty may still be desirable because judges lack competence to make public policy in a given area,24 because courts lack the power to impose their will on other powerful political actors,25 or because they should hew narrowly to the text and original meaning of the Constitution.26 Nonetheless, the radical argument is still radical indeed in so far as it rejects the single most widely used criticism of judicial review.

The (Relatively) Moderate Approach

Although the radical view is not without force, it is still inferior to a less sweeping alternative. There are two shortcomings in the radical view that counsel prudence. First, some legislative output does, in fact, reflect majority will. Public opinion does often influence policy. This is especially true of legislation that is both widely publicized and relatively simple in its effects. In such cases, legislation may reflect the impact of effective retrospective voting, which often works well in cases when there is a large and obvious problem that can readily be traced to mistakes made by political incumbents.27

Second, even in cases when this is not true, there is always a small chance that the legislation in question has penetrated the barriers of political ignorance despite the odds against such an occurrence. At the very least, the public might still have at least a partial understanding of what has happened. Although much legislation will have only a weak connection to majoritarian will, a weak connection is not the same thing as none at all.

The main informational barriers to majoritarian control of legislation on specific issues are the facts that (1) much legislation is completely unknown to most citizens and (2) even when this is not the case, the effects of much legislation are often sufficiently complex that voters cannot readily tell whether the legislation in question will advance their values and interests or not.28 A related difficulty is that the majority of citizens often do not know where the opposing parties stand on a given issue and cannot vote effectively on their issue positions.29

If it is indeed the combination of obscurity and complexity that prevents majoritarian control of most legislation, it follows that legislation that is both simple and highly prominent might be an exceptional case, at least if voters clear the additional information barrier of learning the parties’ relative stances on the issue in question. Examples of such legislation do in fact exist. For example, 76 percent of survey respondents were aware of the passage of Medicare legislation when it was enacted in 1965, though it is less clear that they understood how the legislation actually worked.30

Similarly, the majority of respondents were aware of the Supreme Court’s 1989–90 decisions holding that flag burning was a protected form of expression under the First Amendment,31 and many favored attempts to reverse the decision by constitutional amendment.32 Even more than the Medicare case, the flag-burning example is an especially clear case of legislation that truly reflected majoritarian preferences. In addition to being highly prominent, it was also—unlike Medicare—fairly simple in its ramifications. This is not to suggest that the Supreme Court was wrong to decide the flag burning cases as it did. In my view, the Court was right to hold that the flag burning bans violate the First Amendment. But these decisions did represent a clear example of truly countermajoritarian judicial review.

Most legislation is unlike either the flag burning or Medicare examples in terms of public recognition and understanding. Rarely, therefore, will a Supreme Court decision invalidating a statute be as clearly countermajoritarian as in the flag-burning cases. However, even ordinary legislation might, on unusual occasions, be the subject of unusual public scrutiny. Therefore, it does raise the possibility that legislation sometimes reaches the public consciousness in the face of widespread general political ignorance.

The radical interpretation of political ignorance and its impact on the countermajoritarian difficulty must therefore be moderated by the recognition that a small number of statutes that are both highly prominent and relatively simple to understand usually do reflect majoritarian preferences. In addition, the mass of more ordinary legislation also includes a few items that may penetrate the public consciousness and thereby reflect majority will, albeit to a more limited degree, since mere knowledge of the existence of legislation is not enough to ensure majoritarian control of policy outcomes.33

For these reasons, a more moderate approach suggests that the problem of political ignorance does not completely eliminate the countermajoritarian difficulty, but does greatly reduce its significance. Although the moderate view does not prove that the difficulty will never arise, it does show that most legislation represents majority will only to a minor degree, if at all. What we might call the “countermajoritarian cost” of overruling that legislation should be low, even if not zero.

Although the moderate view does not wholly discount the counter-majoritarian difficulty in the way that the radical approach did, it does conclude that there is little countermajoritarian cost to the invalidation of the vast majority of legislation. This conclusion still represents a major revision of the traditional view of the countermajoritarian difficulty, which posits a constant and high countermajoritarian cost for nearly all judicial review.

The moderate view, therefore, has important implications for how the judiciary approaches the countermajoritarian difficulty. Since most legislation has only limited majoritarian significance, if any at all, countermajoritarian concerns should be far more easily outweighed by other considerations than earlier theories suggest. A complete theory of the range of values that should influence constitutional decision-making by the judiciary is outside the scope of this chapter. But taking voter ignorance seriously leads to the conclusion that countermajoritarian concerns should usually be given comparatively little weight relative to whatever other considerations the “correct” theory of constitutional law finds relevant—whether they be fidelity to original intent, adherence to text,34 moral commitments to individual rights,35 or some other competing value.

The second implication of the moderate view is to cast doubt on various proposals that use avoidance doctrines such as judicial abstention from deciding “political questions”36 and various forms of “judicial minimalism”37 to avoid making broad constitutional decisions. To the extent that the exercise of what Bickel called “the passive virtues” is motivated by countermajoritarian considerations,38 their usefulness is greatly overestimated. This is not to say that judicial decisions should always be “maximalist.” A variety of considerations might justify judicial caution. For example, judges might choose to make a narrow ruling because they are too uncertain about the likely effects of a broad one. Political ignorance does, however, show that a justification for minimalism and avoidance must be based on something other than the counter-majoritarian difficulty.

POLITICAL IGNORANCE AND REPRESENTATION-REINFORCEMENT

In addition to not diminishing majority rule as much as is often claimed, judicial review sometimes actually increases the majoritarianism of the political system by reducing the anti-majoritarian impact of voter ignorance. It would be wrong to suppose that judicial review can come close to fully eliminating the distortions caused by ignorance. It may, however, be able to reduce them at the margin.

As discussed earlier in this book, the persistence of widespread political ignorance in the face of rising education levels and drastically lower information costs shows that most citizens are willing to devote only very limited amounts of time and effort to acquiring political knowledge.39 Thus it is unlikely that most citizens can follow more than a small number of issues simultaneously.

For this reason, there is an inverse relationship between the size, scope, and complexity of government on the one hand and the ability of voters to have sufficient knowledge to exercise majoritarian control over its operations on the other.40 Given a relatively constant level of public attention to political issues, the more functions government undertakes, the higher the percentage that will escape the notice of most citizens, and thus the lower the degree of majoritarian control over government.41 The size and complexity of the modern state is therefore one of the factors that exacerbate the problems caused by political ignorance. As noted in Chapter 5, in most Western democracies, government spending constitutes over one-third of gross domestic product,42 and most human activity is subject to one form or another of government regulation. In 2010, government spending accounted for some 42 percent of U.S. GDP.43 Obviously, the vast expansion of government expenditures since the 1930s has been accompanied by an at least equally great expansion in the scope of its regulatory activities.44 As noted earlier, the federal government alone has fifteen cabinet level departments with regulatory authority, as well as fifty-six independent regulatory agencies.45 It is unlikely that most citizens can even name more than a few of these agencies, much less keep track of their activities.

The problems caused by the combination of a large and complex government and severely limited public knowledge of and attention to its activities cannot be solved by judicial review; nor should the judiciary even attempt a comprehensive solution. However, judicial review can sometimes alleviate the problem by limiting the scope of government activity. For example, if judicial review blocks government from undertaking content-based restriction of speech46 or from intervening in the internal affairs of religious groups,47 this means that voters need not devote time and effort to learning about government activities in these areas and can focus their limited attention on other issues. At least at the margin, the information burden on voters has been reduced, and their ability to pay adequate attention to the remaining functions of government increased.

What is true for these two well-established and widely accepted judicial restrictions on government power should also hold true for other, more controversial, ones. To take an extreme case, the information burden on voters would be vastly reduced and their ability to control remaining functions of government considerably increased in the unlikely event that the Supreme Court were to adopt Richard Epstein’s position that most post–New Deal economic legislation is unconstitutional.48 More realistically, it is possible that a more modest, but nonetheless significant, reduction in political knowledge burden would occur if the Supreme Court were able to expand and enforce its efforts to constrain federal regulation of “noneconomic . . . intrastate activity.”49 Depending on how broadly this category is defined, the resulting constraint on the scope of government regulation might potentially have an important impact on the knowledge burden placed on voters.

In this way, judicial restrictions on the scope of government power might not only avoid exacerbating the countermajoritarian difficulty but could actually strengthen majoritarian control of government. In John Hart Ely’s terminology, they could be “representation-reinforcing.”50 So long as we accept that majoritarian control of government requires a substantial degree of citizen knowledge of public policy and that citizens have only a severely limited willingness and ability to acquire political information, this conclusion necessarily follows. Empirical evidence on voter participation in government before the vast post-Depression expansion of the state provides some modest support for the proposition that ordinary citizens were able to follow public policy better when there was less public policy to follow.51

Judicial enforcement of limits on government power can also alleviate knowledge problems in a different way. By extending the range of decisions left to the private sector rather than government, it can help ensure that more issues are decided by foot voting rather than ballot box voting. And, as discussed in Chapter 5, the latter creates much better incentives for the acquisition and unbiased evaluation of knowledge.

SOME CAVEATS TO THE REPRESENTATION-REINFORCEMENT ARGUMENT

At this point we should note a few caveats to the representation-reinforcement argument for judicial power. First and foremost, the argument does not, by itself, justify all conceivable judicial limitations on government power. Indeed, by itself, it does not justify any such limitations. Whether or not a particular judicial decision is justified does not depend solely on its possible representation-reinforcing effects. It also depends on a wide range of other factors, including adherence to constitutional text, history and precedent, and other considerations. My argument claims only that, to the extent that the countermajoritarian difficulty is an important issue in constitutional adjudication, we must consider the fact that judicial restraints on government power actually reinforce majoritarianism by reducing voters’ knowledge burdens, rather than undermining it.

The second caveat is that my analysis applies only to judicial actions that limit the powers of other branches of government over the private sector. Judicial decisions that replace the power of other branches with judicial control would not have such a representation-reinforcing effect, though they may of course be justified for other reasons. Examples of such power-transferring rather than power-limiting decisions include well-known cases in which judges took over the management of public schools52 and prisons.53 Power-transferring decisions are more vulnerable to the countermajoritarian criticism than power-limiting ones because they render government decision-making less subject to control by elected officials without simultaneously reducing voters’ information burdens. In some instances, they may even exacerbate voters’ knowledge burdens by introducing new levels of complexity in public policy.54

Third, in some cases, judicial restriction of government power in one area may create political incentives for more sweeping or more complex government intervention in other areas of society. For example, Adrian Vermeule has argued that moderate judicial limits on federal regulatory power that only forbid regulation of a narrow category of activities might give Congress an incentive to adopt broader regulatory statutes.55 If Vermeule’s argument is correct, judicial intervention in this area will only have a representation-reinforcing effect if courts are able to impose more stringent limits on Congress’s authority. More broadly, we would also have to consider the possible countermajoritarian and representation-reinforcing effects of judicial decisions created by the interaction of different policies. A comprehensive assessment of such interaction effects is beyond the scope of this book. For present purposes, it is enough to show that there is a substantial class of cases in which judicially imposed limits on government power would have representation-reinforcing effects due to the impact of judicial review on voter knowledge burdens.

FOOT VOTING AND JUDICIAL REVIEW OF FEDERALISM ISSUES

With the possible exception of Bush v. Gore,56 no recent Supreme Court decision has drawn as much criticism on countermajoritarian grounds as the effort to reestablish judicial review of federalism-based constraints on congressional power. The argument has been repeatedly advanced by both judicial57 and academic58 critics of judicial enforcement of federalism. In the 2005 case of Gonzales v. Raich, the Supreme Court pulled back from efforts to enforce limits on federal power by ruling that Congress’s authority to regulate interstate commerce was broad enough to uphold a law criminalizing the possession of small amounts of medical marijuana that had never been sold in any market or left the confines of the state where it was grown.59 Nonetheless, the debate over judicial review of federalism questions continues. Most recently, it was rekindled by the Supreme Court’s near-invalidation of the Obama administration’s massive Affordable Care Act health care legislation in the high-profile case of NFIB v. Sebelius.60

This book does not resolve the broader debate over the legitimacy and desirability of judicial enforcement of federalism.61 Resolution of these issues depends on a variety of factors in addition to political ignorance. But taking political ignorance into account does weaken the claim that judicial review of federalism is undemocratic and countermajoritarian. Indeed, judicial enforcement of federalism-based limits on national power may actually strengthen majoritarianism. It does so by reinforcing citizens’ ability to “vote with their feet,” leaving states with policies they dislike for those with more favorable ones.

Once political ignorance is taken into account, the countermajoritarian cost of judicially enforced federalism is seen to be low and often almost nonexistent. There are three reasons for this conclusion.

The first is that most of the advantages of decentralized federalism over centralized control of the federal government have to do with broad structural and ideological theories of intergovernmental relations.62 Some of the most important of these advantages, interstate competition for people and goods63 and state responsiveness to diverse local preferences,64 depend on interrelationships between a wide range of policy areas rather than on a small number of discrete and easy-to-grasp policy decisions.

Unfortunately, research shows that political ignorance is at its most severe in dealing with broad ideological issues and complex interrelationships between policies.65 For decades, large majorities of survey respondents have expressed hostility to what they perceive as excessive concentration of power in the federal government, but have, however, lacked the knowledge to link this general perception to specific policy issues, on which majorities often favor expanding the federal role.66 Since many citizens do not understand even basic aspects of liberal and conservative ideology,67 it is unlikely that more than a small fraction of voters understand the more complex arguments surrounding issues of federalism and decentralization. Because political ignorance prevents voters from understanding the arguments for decentralized federalism—as well as those against it—it is unlikely that legislative policy on federalism reflects informed majoritarian preferences to any noteworthy degree.

This conclusion might not have held true in an era when most federalism issues arose from a single, highly prominent policy dispute, such as slavery. But it is surely the case today, when federalism questions cut across a wide range of issues, with no one predominating. And even in those earlier, atypical periods when one issue dominated state-federal relations, the prominence of the issue might have obscured broader federalism questions as much as highlighted them. During the antebellum period, for instance, southern political leaders routinely took an anti-centralization position when such a stance favored slavery and a pro-centralization view when the reverse was true, as in their uncompromising insistence on enforcement of the federal Fugitive Slave Law.68 By contrast, northern state governments seeking to protect the rights of fugitive slaves insisted on a narrow construction of federal power.69 Understandably, the overriding importance of the specific issue of slavery prevented consistency on the broader but less immediately significant question of federalism.

The second critical link between judicial review of federalism and political ignorance is the fact that voters seeking to use the political process to promote decentralization must coordinate across a wide range of policies in wholly disparate policy areas. Federal authority impinges on state authority in an almost infinite variety of ways. To take one especially important example, federal grants to state government account for almost 30 percent of all state revenue, and include funds earmarked for a tremendous variety of different programs.70 Keeping track of these grants; their attached conditions;71 and their impact on state autonomy, interstate competition, and responsiveness to diverse preferences is itself a full-time job for voters.72 This does not even consider the many other issues involved in the Supreme Court’s federalism jurisprudence, such as federal “commandeering” of state governments73 and limits on federal power under the Commerce Clause,74 to name only two of the most controversial.

To impose majoritarian control over federalism policy, voters would have to keep track of and understand the connections between a vast range of policies. Given the present and likely future state of political knowledge, it does not seem reasonable to suppose that they will actually do so.

There is an even more basic reason why countermajoritarian theory is not a compelling argument against judicial review of federalism questions. As Steven Calabresi puts it, judicial review of federalism involves not a rejection of majoritarianism per se but “choosing which majority should govern on which issue.”75 If federal power is blocked, then the decision will be made by state-level majorities and vice versa. Almost by definition, it is impossible to have majoritarian control over the question of who counts as part of the relevant group that gets to vote. The question of who gets to participate in democracy cannot itself be decided democratically because the institution of any majority vote procedure requires prior resolution of this problem.76

To the extent that judicial review of federalism is limited to deciding the question of which majority controls, it cannot be countermajoritarian, since that question is by definition one that cannot be decided in a majoritarian fashion. This argument does not apply to all judicial review of federalism. For example, it may be that some policies, if they are to function at all, can only be adopted at a national level because a single holdout state could otherwise block their implementation.77 Judicial invalidation of federal policy in such cases would preclude most state-level variation as well. However, there is no reason to believe that this state of affairs holds true for the vast majority of public policy issues.

The choice-of-majorities point is not, of course, directly related to political ignorance. It is, however, connected because the prior decision on which majorities control which issues also determines the issues on which a given set of voters needs to be informed. If the Supreme Court’s federalism jurisprudence can provide a clear dividing line between federal and national authority—something that it is far from doing at present—it could limit the knowledge burden on voters by allowing them to ignore issues left to the discretion of neighboring state governments.

CONCLUSION

For several generations, jurists and legal scholars have argued that the “countermajoritarian difficulty” is the most important shortcoming of judicial review. The debate over this issue has taken little or no account of political ignorance. Once we recognize that ignorance is a pervasive element of modern democracy, the countermajoritarian difficulty turns out to be a much less significant problem than previously assumed. Much of the legislation subject to judicial review is not actually a product of informed democratic consent. There may be good reasons for courts to leave it alone nonetheless. But the countermajoritarian difficulty isn’t one of them.

In some ways, judicial review might actually alleviate the impact of political ignorance, and thereby strengthen popular control of government rather than undermine it. Judicial enforcement of federalism constraints on the central government can facilitate the sorts of foot voting discussed in Chapter 5. This enables citizens to choose the government policies they prefer to live under in a framework in which rational ignorance is much less of a danger than at the ballot box.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Can Voter Knowledge Be Increased?

I know no safe depositary of the ultimate powers of the society but the people themselves; and if we think them not enlightened enough to exercise their control with a wholesome discretion, the remedy is not to take it from them, but to inform their discretion by education.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON1

THE RATIONAL AND LONG-STANDING NATURE of political ignorance suggests that the problem will be difficult to solve. Greater education levels and introduction of new technology making information easier to access have not significantly increased political knowledge over the past fifty years.2

Yet many still hope that political ignorance might potentially be mitigated by a substantial increase in the average knowledge level of the electorate. There are two general ways this could be achieved. The first is to make the mass of voters more knowledgeable. The second is to concentrate political power in the hands of those who are well-informed already. Unfortunately, both solutions are difficult to implement effectively.

This chapter evaluates several of the best-known proposals for either increasing voter knowledge levels or concentrating power in the hands of the better informed: increasing political knowledge through education, the “deliberation day” proposal developed by Bruce Ackerman and James Fishkin, restrictions on the franchise, transferring political power to knowledgeable experts, and reform of media coverage of politics. It also briefly considers the lesser-known but intriguing possibility of increasing knowledge by paying voters to learn about politics. Unfortunately, all of these approaches are unlikely to be as effective as their advocates hope.

INCREASING POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE THROUGH EDUCATION

The idea of increasing voter knowledge through education is perhaps the oldest and best-known method of reducing political ignorance. Thomas Jefferson, one of the leading early advocates of public education as a way to increase voter knowledge, wrote that “the remedy” for voter ignorance is “to inform their discretion by education.”3 Later political theorists such as John Stuart Mill also emphasized the importance of education as a way of increasing voter knowledge, though Mill also feared that education could be used to indoctrinate the public in the ideology favored by state authorities.4

Government subsidization of education for the purpose of increasing political knowledge is a natural extension of public goods theory. If ignorance is rational because political knowledge is a public good that individual voters have insufficient incentive to supply through uncoordinated voluntary action, there is a rationale for government to provide the good itself. Even some strong free market advocates such as Milton Friedman have accepted this justification for government subsidization of education.5 In principle, government could simply require public schools to teach whatever political knowledge voters need to acquire in order to meet the requirements of the “correct” version of democratic theory.6

Increasing Education Levels Have Not Increased Political Knowledge

Empirical studies almost uniformly show that education and political knowledge are highly correlated, even when controlling for other variables.7 Not surprisingly, those people with the highest education levels also tend to have greater political knowledge. Unfortunately, however, there is a major fly in the education-increases-knowledge ointment: massive rises in education over the past fifty years have not led to significant increases in political knowledge.8 From 1972 to 1994, average educational attainment for Americans over the age of thirty grew from eleven years of schooling to thirteen, while measured political knowledge remained roughly constant.9 On an education-adjusted basis, political knowledge may actually have declined, with 1990s college graduates having knowledge levels comparable to those of high school graduates in the 1940s.10 It is also noteworthy that rising education levels have failed to increase political knowledge despite the fact that measured intelligence has been rising, with IQ scores increasing substantially over the past century.11

The stagnation of political knowledge levels in the face of greatly augmented educational attainment suggests that further raising of education levels cannot be counted on to increase political knowledge in the future.

Why has the rise in average educational attainment failed to increase political knowledge? The answer remains uncertain. One possibility is that education correlates with knowledge primarily because it is relative education and not absolute levels that increase political knowledge. The most highly educated people tend to be near the top of social networks that give them access to political knowledge.12 If education correlates with political knowledge primarily for this reason, raising the average level of education is unlikely to produce future gains in knowledge.

An alternative but not mutually exclusive explanation is that education correlates with political knowledge in large part because it is a proxy for intelligence. When IQ is controlled for, the correlation between education and economic knowledge is sharply reduced, and intelligence turns out to have the greater effect of the two.13 Political knowledge may function similarly. Yet rising IQ scores over the last several decades have also seemingly failed to increase political knowledge.

The failure of rising education levels to raise political knowledge levels is also consistent with the rational ignorance theory. Education may provide opportunities to acquire political knowledge. But rationally ignorant citizens may choose not to make effective use of those opportunities because the individual benefit to them isn’t great enough. This point applies even to relatively altruistic individuals who care about the welfare of society as well as their own; they too realize that learning more political knowledge is unlikely to help them achieve their goals.14 They could instead devote their efforts to mastering material that is more interesting or more relevant to their future professional advancement.

In any event, if the massive improvements in educational attainment of the past fifty years were not enough to appreciably increase political knowledge, we must be at least relatively pessimistic about the prospects for increasing political knowledge by this means in the future.

Prospects for Reform

Even if current educational practices do not lead to increased political knowledge as a result of greater educational attainment, it is possible that alternative institutional arrangements might do so. In theory, nothing prevents state or federal governments from mandating that schools teach political knowledge and giving teachers and administrators strong incentives to ensure that as many students as possible leave high school with at least minimum levels of political information.

The problem, of course, is one of incentives. Political leaders chosen by an electoral process heavily influenced by ignorance and irrationality lack strong incentives to enact measures that will increase knowledge levels and potentially make their own reelection less likely. Even if increased political knowledge comes too slowly to be a threat to current incumbents, they still have little positive incentive to push for curriculum reforms that will increase it in the future. If, as seems likely, the benefits will not be attained until many years later, current political leaders are unlikely to reap any electoral rewards for achieving them.

The Danger of Indoctrination

In addition to lack of positive incentives to promote political learning, public officials may often have interests that actually cut against efforts to increase voter knowledge. John Stuart Mill, otherwise a leading advocate of using education to increase political knowledge, presciently warned that “a general state education” is likely to lead to indoctrination in whatever ideology “pleases the predominant power in the government.”15

Governments routinely seek to use their control over public education to indoctrinate students in values that tend to support their ideologies. Indoctrination in nationalist and religious ideologies favored by ruling elites was one of the main motives for the establishment of public education in Europe and the United States in the nineteenth century, and has continued to be an important objective of public schooling in many nations ever since.16 Today, both government and private sector interest groups of the right and the left lobby actively to use public education to indoctrinate students in their preferred values.17 Often, this results in indoctrination that teaches factually dubious material. For example, right-wing groups have lobbied, sometimes successfully, for the removal of textbooks that accurately portray the theory of evolution or provide a critical view of American history.18 Left-wing groups, in turn, have lobbied for inaccurate curricular reforms of their own.19

The danger of indoctrination is heightened when one considers the importance of political irrationality, as well as simple ignorance. Even if a given school curriculum increases factual knowledge, it might simultaneously decrease the quality of voters’ evaluation of information by promoting illogical analysis of those facts. Both the government itself and various pressure groups often have strong incentives to indoctrinate students in such ways.

For example, Jim Crow–era southern state governments indoctrinated public school students in racist ideology, which would then affect the students’ perceptions of any facts they might learn. For many years, the communist government of East Germany indoctrinated its citizens in hostility to market transactions. Despite the fact that most East Germans welcomed the collapse of communism, the effects of such indoctrination manifested themselves even years after German reunification made a great deal of contrary factual information available to former East Germans.20

When such indoctrination occurs, its effects may be exacerbated by rational irrationality. Because most voters have little incentive to rationally evaluate their beliefs, they may not reconsider false theories they have been indoctrinated in even if they are later exposed to contrary evidence.

Indoctrination isn’t always effective. It is unlikely to blind people to facts that are highly visible and extremely obvious. No amount of communist propaganda was able to persuade the majority of East Germans to love the Berlin Wall. But it is likely to be much more effective in influencing people’s views on more complex issues, such as the costs and benefits of markets, social welfare policy, free trade, race relations, and others.

The same concerns about incentives and indoctrination apply to proposals to use the education system to teach citizens to avoid the cognitive biases that lead many to do a poor job of evaluating the political knowledge they learn.21 Government officials may have little incentive to combat such biases, and may even actively exploit them in cases where they facilitate indoctrination.

In principle, a knowledgeable electorate could force political leaders to ignore pressure groups and their own desire to indoctrinate students. Voters could potentially force political leaders to enact school curricula that are focused on increasing political knowledge without engaging in indoctrination. In reality, however, the very political ignorance and irrationality that good civic education is intended to cure will likely be an obstacle to its implementation.

Ignorant or irrational voters may be unable to force officials to change the curriculum in the necessary ways, partly because they may not know that current curricula are flawed and partly because they may actually share some of the irrational or factually inaccurate views in which interest groups and the government seek to indoctrinate the next generation. Thus, even if alternative public school curricula might increase political knowledge,22 the current prevalence of political ignorance is a major obstacle to their implementation.

The failure of higher education levels to increase political knowledge levels may be closely related to the general shortcomings of modern public education. Over the past forty years, massive increases in education spending have also failed to significantly improve student achievement in mathematics, English, and other subjects not directly related to political knowledge.23

It is possible that new technological breakthroughs will radically improve the quality of education in the near to medium-term future.24 Even if this happens, however, it is not clear that the new technology will be used to combat the problem of political ignorance. As we have seen, neither government officials nor voters are strongly motivated to push for increases in political knowledge. Moreover, as long as the vast majority of schools remain under government control, it is not clear that there will be much incentive to use the new technology effectively.

A possible alternative to trying to improve civic education in public schools is for government to subsidize private schooling through vouchers instead. Some data suggest that students in private schools, and especially Catholic schools, attain higher levels of political knowledge than their public school counterparts (even after controlling for standard demographic variables such as race, gender, and parental income).25 This result supports Milton Friedman and John Stuart Mill’s view that government can best promote civic education not by funding government-owned schools but by subsidizing the consumption of private education.26

Unfortunately, the political obstacles to widespread adoption of private school vouchers are almost as daunting as those preventing the adoption of effective political knowledge curricula in public schools.27 Moreover, even if the adoption of a voucher system might increase political knowledge relative to that attained through public schools, it is still not clear whether the absolute levels of political knowledge achieved will be high enough to offset the dangers of rational political ignorance.

Parents choosing private schools for their children in a voucher program are unlikely to emphasize training in political knowledge in making their decisions. For the same reason that it is rational for individual voters to devote little or no effort to learning political information, it will be rational for individual parents to choose schools in a voucher system for reasons other than their impact on students’ political knowledge. Private schools might still increase political knowledge relative to public schools as a by-product of providing a generally higher quality of education. But the difference may not be great enough to make a major impact on societal political knowledge levels.

Finally, even the most effective political-knowledge-oriented school curriculum can only do so much. It may not be enough to enable students to understand anything close to the full range of issues controlled by modern government. And even if a high school graduate is well versed on all the issues on the political agenda at the time she graduates at the age of eighteen, she still has only very limited reason to acquire knowledge about the many new issues that will surely arise during her lifetime as a voter. Knowledge of old issues and of the basic structure of government can help her to understand the new ones to some degree. But as new issues continually supplant older ones and the political system develops over time, the initial base of knowledge acquired in school will be less and less useful.

Despite these caveats, both school choice and efforts to improve civic education in public schools are surely worth pursuing. To the extent that they achieve marginal increases in political knowledge, that will be to the good. The same goes for technological advances in education. But it is unlikely that these strategies will lead to a major increase in political knowledge in the foreseeable future.

THE DELIBERATION DAY PROPOSAL

Unlike the traditional approach of increasing the political knowledge levels by educating children, Bruce Ackerman and James Fishkin’s “Deliberation Day” strategy seeks to directly increase the political knowledge levels of adults.28 Ackerman and Fishkin recognize the problem of rational ignorance and its tendency to keep political knowledge at very low levels.29 They thus propose to give voters stronger incentives to become informed.

Many Americans already discuss politics on a regular basis. In a recent study, some 68 percent reported discussing political issues at least several times per month, and 25 percent reported participating in more formal meetings on political issues.30 However, the ubiquity of political ignorance suggests that regular participation in political discussions often fails to increase knowledge much, if at all. This is not surprising in light of the fact that the motive for many such discussions may not be to learn new information or get at the truth.31 Much political conversation may be the result of a desire for entertainment or for validation of one’s preexisting views. The latter may be one reason why most people who regularly discuss politics do so overwhelmingly with those who agree with them.32

The Deliberation Day proposal seeks to overcome these problems by putting voters into a deliberative setting where they will be exposed to a range of new political information presented by advocates of competing viewpoints.

How Deliberation Day Would Work

Prior to each election day, Ackerman and Fishkin would have the government declare a national holiday called “Deliberation Day,” during which all voters will be given an opportunity to gather in groups of five hundred and hear presentations on key issues by representatives of the major political parties. Afterward, the voters could ask questions and discuss the issues among themselves.33

Ackerman and Fishkin recognize that rationally ignorant voters might choose not to attend the Deliberation Day discussions, and therefore propose to pay each attendee $150 for coming.34 At the same time, the establishment of a national holiday combined with “heavy penalties” for employers who “compel their labor force” to stay on the job that day will greatly reduce any financial disincentives to attendance resulting from potential lost income.35

Ackerman and Fishkin argue that the Deliberation Day proposal will lead voters to become better informed than before, leading to better decisions when they cast their ballots on election day a few days later. They cite extensive research by Fishkin on “deliberative polling,” in which he and colleagues conducted what were in effect mini-deliberation days with randomly selected groups of voters addressed by experts. The research shows that many deliberative poll participants changed their minds about the issues discussed during the course of the day, after hearing opposing arguments.36

Ackerman and Fishkin’s approach should be commended for taking the problem of rational ignorance seriously and attempting to provide a relatively low-cost solution. They estimate the cost of each Deliberation Day at roughly $520 million in addition to the $150 paid to each voter who chooses to attend.37 The latter would amount to $15 billion if a hundred million voters choose to come. Even if this estimate is overoptimistic, a substantial reduction in political ignorance would likely be a bargain at several times that price. A second merit of the Deliberation Day idea is that it probably would indeed raise knowledge, at least to some degree. It is difficult to imagine that voters would come away from a day of presentations and discussions on policy issues without any increase in knowledge at all.

Would Deliberation Day Improve Deliberation?

Despite its genuine attractions, the Deliberation Day proposal is unlikely to increase political knowledge anywhere near enough to fully offset rational ignorance and irrationality.38 One major problem is that there simply will not be enough time to address more than a small fraction of the many policy issues handled by the federal government. As discussed in Chapter 5, the modern state deals with an almost infinite variety of issues, spending nearly 40 percent of GDP and regulating almost every aspect of society.39 Ackerman and Fishkin propose that the attendees will first watch a seventy-five-minute televised debate between the two major parties’ presidential candidates, followed by live discussion and question-and-answer sessions with local representatives of the two parties.40 The entire process would last about eight hours, including a break for lunch.41

Given that most of the participants are likely to have little previous knowledge of the issues discussed, it is difficult to believe that more than a handful can be covered in any depth. For Deliberation Day to increase political knowledge about more than a small fraction of the total government agenda, descriptions of the functions of the state would have to be radically reduced or simplified. Alternatively, one can envision several deliberation days during each election cycle, covering a much wider range of issues. In that event, however, the costs of the process would increase enormously, and its enactment in the first place would become far less likely.

A second problem with the Deliberation Day proposal is that incumbent political leaders would have to enact it and determine its structure. In particular, they would have to determine the methods for selecting the issues to be discussed and the spokespersons for the opposing parties. This process would create numerous opportunities for manipulation. For instance, if the Republicans have control of Congress at the time when the Deliberation Day bill is passed, they could try to focus the process on issues where they know the Republican Party would have an edge. Similarly, the parties and their spokespeople could use the process to appeal to voters’ rational irrationality, competing with each other in reinforcing the citizens’ preexisting biases rather than genuinely informing them. Such manipulations were unlikely to be as serious a problem in Fishkin and his colleagues’ previous deliberative poll experiments, when the political stakes were not so high.

More generally, the incumbent legislators who would have to enact the Deliberation Day bill would be unlikely to vote for it in any form that might reduce their own chances of getting reelected. This would greatly diminish the chances of enacting anything seen as likely to significantly alter the status quo political balance of power.

As with proposals to increase political knowledge by improving civic education, a well-informed electorate could potentially force elected officials to enact a relatively unbiased Deliberation Day, one that would at least genuinely increase political knowledge on as many issues as could reasonably be covered within the allotted time. Knowledgeable voters could detect and punish incumbent politicians’ efforts to manipulate the framework of Deliberation Day for their own benefit. However, an electorate that knowledgeable would likely have little need for Deliberation Day in the first place.

These reservations do not lead me to categorically reject Deliberation Day–like proposals. There might still be value to experimentation along these lines. For example, a Deliberation Day–like framework could first be tried for a local or state election, in order to better understand the possible effects. Deliberation Day could also be more useful as part of a referendum process in states with ballot initiatives. Each referendum addresses only a single issue, so there would be less danger of agenda manipulation by excluding important policies from the scope of the discussion. Overall, however, it seems unlikely that Deliberation Day could have more than a minor impact on the problem of political ignorance.

The Ackerman-Fishkin plan is not the only proposal to increase political knowledge through structured deliberation.42 It is merely the most thoroughly developed large-scale plan in the recent academic literature. But other ideas along similar lines suffer from the same weaknesses. All run afoul of the difficulties created by the large number of issues on the political agenda, and the need for government officials to select the issues chosen for discussion and to choose the people who will have the right to make presentations to the deliberators.43

RESTRICTING THE FRANCHISE

If we are unlikely to solve the problem of political ignorance by greatly increasing the knowledge levels of the electorate, an obvious alternative is to try to solve it by transferring electoral power to a subset of the population that has greater than average knowledge. Possible options include limiting the franchise to voters with a relatively high level of education or requiring voters to take and pass a political knowledge exam before being allowed to vote.

Alternatively, we could stick with the universal franchise, but grant “extra” votes to citizens with higher knowledge levels—either those with more education, those who can score high on a political knowledge exam, or both. John Stuart Mill proposed giving extra votes to the highly educated in his 1861 book Considerations on Representative Government.44 Mill argued that “[i]t is not useful but hurtful that the constitution of the country should declare ignorance to be entitled to as much political power as knowledge.”45

The idea of limiting the franchise seems shocking to modern sensibilities, as it runs against reigning assumptions of democratic egalitarianism. Yet it is not quite as radical as it seems. We already exclude major portions of our population from the right to vote at least in large part because they are believed to lack adequate knowledge. Everyone under the age of eighteen is denied the right to vote primarily for that very reason, as are many of the mentally ill.46 Similarly, legal immigrants are not allowed to become citizens unless they can pass a relatively simple civics test that covers some basic facts about American history and government.47 Some of the questions on the test are ones that many native-born Americans do not know the answers to.48 Presumably, immigrants are required to pass the test because doing so is thought to demonstrate at least minimal competence for taking part in the democratic process.

If children, at least some of the mentally ill, and legal immigrants who fail to pass the citizenship test can be excluded from the franchise because of their presumed lack of political knowledge, why should others be immune from the same treatment? In theory, using a test or other similar approach to exclude the ignorant from the electorate might greatly alleviate the problem of political ignorance.

An ignorant electorate poses a danger not only to the ignorant voters themselves but to the country as a whole.49 Thus it is difficult to defend allowing the ignorant to vote on the grounds that they have a right to vote as they please, without reference to the impact on others. As economist Bryan Caplan puts it, “A test of voter competence is no more objectionable than a driving test. Both bad driving and bad voting are dangerous not merely to the individual who practices them, but to innocent bystanders.”50

Nonetheless, there are good reasons to avoid trying to solve the problem of political ignorance by imposing radical new restrictions on the franchise. Historically, literacy tests and other similar restrictions on the right to vote were used to exclude minorities despised by the majority, especially African Americans in the Jim Crow–era South and non-Anglo-Saxon immigrants in the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century North.51 As is now well known, these laws excluded already disadvantaged groups from the political process and helped pave the way for harshly oppressive policies that victimized what were for a long time politically powerless populations.

It might be argued that today’s voters are far less likely to be racist than their predecessors of a century ago, and thus that modern-day voting tests would not seek to exclude vulnerable minority groups. Even if such minorities were excluded disproportionately for unintentional reasons (for example, because of their lower average levels of education), the remaining electorate might not take advantage of the resulting decline in their voting power because most voters today try to cast ballots “sociotropically” on the basis of their estimate of the best policies for society as a whole.52

I am not convinced that racism and other similar prejudices have disappeared completely enough for us to be confident that a disproportionate exclusion of minority groups from the franchise poses no risks.53 But even if that view is too pessimistic, the broader point is that grave dangers arise from the fact that any voting test or scheme for giving “extra” votes to the best informed must be approved by incumbent legislators. These officials will have obvious incentives to try to design a test that will tend to exclude as many of their likely political opponents as possible while keeping their supporters on the voting rolls. For example, Democrats could seek to design a test that would disproportionately exclude Republicans, and vice versa. If the test were sufficiently effective, the designers could convert a temporary political majority into a long-term effective one-party state.

This scenario is hardly a danger today, at a time when the electorate is likely to respond with outrage to any scheme that seems to disenfranchise a large fraction of the population.54 But in a world where voting tests and other similar restrictions on the franchise were a realistic possibility, it would potentially be a serious threat.

DELEGATING POWER TO EXPERTS

A more politically realistic way to transfer political power to the politically knowledgeable would be to leave the franchise alone but shift more policymaking authority to unelected experts, insulated as much as possible from the democratic process. This is the idea behind such institutions as the Federal Reserve Board and the United States Supreme Court, both of which are staffed by experts who wield great power and have at least a substantial degree of insulation from electoral politics.

In recent years, scholars such as Supreme Court Justice Stephen Breyer and Cass Sunstein have endorsed this approach as a possible way to help alleviate the dangers of political ignorance and irrationality.55 A complete analysis of the pros and cons of delegation to insulated experts is beyond the scope of this book. Here, I limit myself to a few brief comments suggesting that it is unlikely to be a panacea for the problem of ignorance.

To some extent, this approach is similar to my own argument in Chapter 6 that widespread political ignorance weakens the case against judicial review, which is of course a mechanism for allowing insulated experts to overturn the decisions of democratic processes. In the complex modern state, a substantial degree of delegation to experts is inevitable, given the size and scope of government. Yet the rule of experts goes far beyond the idea of judicial review. The latter usually only enables judges to block the initiatives of other branches of government, not institute major new regulatory policies of their own.56

We must be cautious about endorsing the “rule of experts” as a comprehensive solution to the problem of voter ignorance. One danger is that political ignorance is likely to reduce the quality of any delegations to experts that are enacted into law. In a democratic government, any power delegated to experts insulated from subsequent political pressure must first be granted by legislators. Obviously, public ignorance influences the process by which this occurs, which can easily lead to delegations that don’t actually accomplish the purposes for which they were intended in the first place. For example, the delegation could be the result of the sort of exaggerated public fears of actually insignificant safety or health risks that Breyer and Sunstein argue necessitates expert intervention to prevent in the first place.57

Alternatively, the delegation to experts could be the result of lobbying by interest groups who can use the new agency to advance their own interests at the expense of the general public—what economists call “rent-seeking.”58 Political ignorance and irrationality can facilitate such rent-seeking by creating opportunities for interest groups to manipulate public opinion to their advantage. Sunstein and coauthor Timur Kuran have themselves shown how public ignorance and cognitive biases sometimes enable interest groups and activists to influence public opinion into building up irresistible political pressure for vast expenditures on minor or nonexistent health risks, while other more serious risks go unaddressed.59

A closely related problem is the question of “who guards the guardians” after the insulated experts have been granted their power. If the guarding is to be done by elected officials, the problem of political ignorance reenters by the back door. Voters are likely to be poor monitors of elected officials’ supervision of the experts for the very same reasons that necessitated the experts’ insulation in the first place. Moreover, subjecting the experts to political control ensures that they may not really be insulated after all. If, on the other hand, the experts are given “slack” that allows them to do as they wish without fear of political retribution, it is not clear what incentive they will have to use their power to protect the public interest as opposed to pursuing unrelated objectives of their own.

Finally, expert regulators face serious knowledge problems themselves. As F. A. Hayek famously argued, it may be impossible for them to determine the true preferences of the people they wish to serve.60 A public health expert probably knows more than I do about the risks of drinking or smoking. But only I know how much enjoyment I derive from drinking a beer or smoking a cigarette. For that reason, the expert cannot easily tell whether trying to limit my smoking or drinking will improve my welfare or not.61

These points are not universally decisive criticisms of the rule of experts. In particular situations, it may be possible to design and enact incentives that suitably constrain experts on the one hand, while giving them necessary autonomy on the other. Political ignorance does not fully preclude this particular solution to the problems it causes. But it does certainly limit its potential effectiveness. Moreover, resorting to the rule of experts is less an attempt to raise the knowledge levels of voters than an effort to dispense with democratic control of government itself, at least with respect to whatever issues the expert regulators are tasked with deciding.

MEDIA REFORM

For some, the most obvious way to increase political knowledge is to improve media coverage of politics. If only the media would provide voters more and better information, perhaps they would learn it and make better choices at the ballot box.62

Criticism of media coverage of politics is very common, and some of it is surely warranted. But it is difficult to blame the media for low levels of political knowledge. Over the past thirty years, the rise of twenty-four-hour cable news and the Internet has made it easier and cheaper than ever to acquire political knowledge through media sources. Some media, most notably the C-SPAN cable network, provide lengthy and detailed coverage of public policy issues in addition to “horse race” coverage of elections—precisely the sort of programming that many reformers advocate.63 Yet there has been little or no actual increase in public knowledge of politics.64 Those who have used the new media to increase their knowledge seem to be primarily members of the minority who already had a strong preexisting interest in politics and were already likely to know the basics from other sources.65 Moreover, if there were a strong audience demand for more detailed and substantive coverage of policy issues, one would expect profit-oriented media sources to provide more of it.

All of this suggests that low political knowledge levels are primarily caused by lack of demand for information, not lack of supply. In a world in which the functions of government are numerous and complicated, and most voters are rationally ignorant, few will take the time and effort to assimilate more than a small amount of political information. That will be true even if that information is readily available from media sources. This reluctance is also probably reinforced by the availability of numerous entertainment-oriented media, many of which are more appealing to citizens with limited interest in politics than political coverage is.66

Despite these reservations, we should not categorically rule out the possibility that changes in the media might increase political knowledge. Some evidence suggests that political knowledge levels are higher in countries where public or private TV stations are required to devote more time to public service programming, including coverage of political issues.67 However, most of the knowledge differences between the United States, which has few such requirements, and European nations that have more falls in the area of international news.68 This could easily be the result of a lower level of interest in international events in a large nation such as the United States, which historically has had a more insular culture than those of smaller European countries.

Moreover, laws requiring more extensive media coverage of political news face some of the same constraints as structured deliberation.69 It is difficult for news coverage to reach more than a small fraction of the many issues controlled by modern government—at least if the amount of coverage citizens are expected to watch is to be kept to a realistic level.

Furthermore, the government would have to decide what qualifies as appropriate news coverage, and perhaps which of the many available political issues should receive more coverage compared to others. Such decisions create obvious opportunities for indoctrination and manipulation of public opinion, as is also the case with political education in public schools.70 These considerations apply even more strongly to proposals to assign a greater political role to publicly funded media,71 which are likely to be even more susceptible to government pressure than privately funded media outlets.

It is also worth noting that mandated public service programming may be of only limited usefulness in increasing political knowledge if few voters choose to watch it. In a modern media environment with numerous other entertainment options, that is a real possibility. Those least interested in politics—who tend to be the ones with the lowest levels of political knowledge72—are also especially likely to prefer entertainment programming to “hard” news.73

Although it is possible that either public service programming mandates or other changes in media coverage can increase political knowledge levels substantially, at this point such a result seems unlikely. The fundamental cause of political ignorance is not an inadequate supply of information, but low demand.

Nonetheless, future technological breakthroughs might still significantly increase political learning through the media. This is particularly likely if future technologies make it possible for people to assimilate new information with less time and effort than is possible at present. Rationally ignorant voters may continue to limit the resources they are willing to devote to learning about politics. But more advanced information technology might make it possible for them to learn more without devoting any more effort to the task than at present.74

In order to break through the barriers of rational ignorance, new technology must do more than make larger quantities information available at lower financial cost, as have the major innovations of the last several decades. It must make it easier and less time-consuming for citizens to learn, understand, and evaluate the huge amounts of information already available to them. Otherwise, future breakthroughs may not raise political knowledge levels any more than those of the last century.75 Unless and until the right kinds of technological advances do occur, it is unlikely that changes in media coverage of politics will greatly increase political knowledge levels.

This point is well-illustrated by the example of “prediction markets”—markets which enable people to place bets on future events in government and public policy. Because bettors have strong incentives to make correct predictions in order to get a larger payoff, such markets can potentially provide voters and policymakers with a great deal of useful information about the likely effects of different policy options.76 In the same way, conventional stock markets can give us valuable information about the likely future success of different industries and firms.

But even if prediction markets make high-quality data readily available for free, rationally ignorant voters may pay little or no attention to it, just as they currently ignore vast amounts of information available from other sources. There is no evidence that more than a tiny fraction of voters have been paying attention to prediction markets over the last few years that the data has been available; and prediction market data have had little if any electoral impact. Even those voters who do pay some attention to prediction markets may not evaluate their results with anything approaching objectivity, thanks to the effects of rational irrationality.

Political ignorance even makes it more difficult for prediction markets to function at all. In part because most of the public is either unaware of prediction markets or does not understand their value, there was little outcry over the U.S. government’s December 2012 crackdown on Intrade, one of the largest prediction market sites. The Commodity Futures Trading Commission forced Intrade to stop taking bets from Americans.77 Ironically, political ignorance may itself be an obstacle to the development of technologies that might over time help to dispel it.

This is not to suggest that prediction markets are useless. People can still use the data to make private sector decisions and for “voting with their feet” between states and local governments. In these situations, rational ignorance is far less of a problem.78 Prediction market data can also sometimes be used to good effect by government officials and policy experts. But it is unlikely to be a solution to the problem of voter ignorance.

PAYING VOTERS TO LEARN

The strategies described in the preceding sections are all long-standing mainstays of the literature on efforts to alleviate political ignorance. There is, however, another, simpler option that is usually overlooked: paying voters to increase their own knowledge. Instead of denying the franchise to citizens who fail to pass a political knowledge test, the government could instead reward those who do pass with monetary prizes. This approach would give citizens the sorts of individual incentives to acquire political information that they otherwise lack. In effect, it strikes at the very root of rational ignorance by making the acquisition of political knowledge “pay.”

A 2008 study by Arthur Lupia and Markus Prior showed that offering experimental test subjects a modest payment of $1 for every correct answer on a test of basic political knowledge significantly improved performance.79 Even when respondents had to give answers immediately, offering this incentive increased the proportion of correct answers by 11 percent.80 The combination of monetary incentives and giving respondents twenty-four hours to come up with the answers caused a 24 percent increase.81

The authors argue that this experiment shows that conventional measures of political knowledge underestimate the true level of information known to voters. But their evidence actually supports the opposite conclusion. Real-world voters are not given financial incentives to increase their political knowledge and also don’t generally spend significant amounts of time searching for political information. Lupia and Prior’s experiment actually supports the theory of rational ignorance by proving that voter knowledge increases when individuals are given a financial incentive to become better-informed.

Be that as it may, the more interesting implication of their study is that even small financial incentives can have a significant impact on political knowledge. Obviously, we cannot know how large payments might need to be to achieve really great increases in knowledge for the citizenry as a whole. Further research is surely required.

Paying citizens to increase their own political knowledge is at least a potentially effective way to alleviate political ignorance. At the same time, several caveats are in order. First, it may be difficult or even prohibitively expensive to incentivize citizens effectively enough to learn about the full range of issues addressed by modern government. Second, as with voting tests that would exclude the less-knowledgeable from the franchise, tests with financial incentives would also have to be approved by incumbent legislators. This would create many opportunities for manipulation, similar to those that arise with the exclusionary voter knowledge tests discussed earlier.82

Any proposal to pay citizens for increasing their political knowledge might well get a hostile reception from public opinion. The idea of paying people to do their “civic duty” better is unlikely to prove immensely popular. Here too, political ignorance could turn out to be a major obstacle to its own alleviation. At the same time, the public has come to accept the need to pay people to perform other civic obligations, such as jury service. Perhaps public opinion could gradually come to accept the idea of payment for becoming a better-informed voter as well.

Despite these caveats and doubts, payment for performance is a proposal that at least deserves further consideration and research. Future studies could try to determine how much of an incentive would be needed to increase political knowledge on a variety of issues and within particular subgroups of the population.

THE LIMITED PROSPECTS FOR INCREASING POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE

Overall, the prospects for a major increase in political knowledge in the foreseeable future seem relatively bleak. Major proposals for radically increasing political knowledge are likely to be either ineffective, politically infeasible, or both. It is possible that a breakthrough in education policy, media technology, or some other field will reverse this generally pessimistic prognosis. For the moment, however, it seems likely that the problem of political ignorance will be with us for a long time to come.

That does not mean that we should abandon all efforts to increase political knowledge. Even if major improvements cannot be achieved, modest advances are still worth pursuing. For example, small-scale deliberative polling might increase political knowledge at the margin. Similarly, it may be possible to achieve marginal improvements in school curricula or media coverage of politics that will increase knowledge to some degree. In the longer term, it may also be possible to give voters selective incentives to increase their political knowledge levels. While this today seems a radical idea, it is not fundamentally different from paying citizens to perform other civic duties.

At the same time, the painful reality is that we cannot count on any major increase in political knowledge in the foreseeable future. Instead of creating a vastly more knowledgeable electorate, we will—at least for a long time to come—have to make the best of the one we have.


Conclusion

The liberal believes that the limits which he wants democracy to impose upon itself are also the limits within which . . . the majority can truly direct and control the actions of government. . . .
 
Though democracy is probably the best form of limited government, it becomes an absurdity if it turns into unlimited government. Those who profess that democracy is all-competent and support all that the majority wants at any given moment are working for its fall.

—F. A. HAYEK1

THE CENTRAL ARGUMENT of this book is that widespread political ignorance is a serious problem for democracy, one that should lower our confidence in the effectiveness of the modern democratic state as a tool for making important policy decisions. It also questions whether the modern electorate even comes close to meeting the requirements of democratic theory.

Not all the implications of my analysis for democracy are negative. Voter ignorance is unlikely to be a serious problem in situations when the electorate is confronted with a clear, easy-to-recognize policy failure that can readily (and correctly) be ascribed to incumbent officials. In such a situation, even generally ignorant voters can effectively impose electoral punishment on the offending leaders.2 This is a major advantage of democracy over authoritarianism, under which political leaders often get away with massive failures and atrocities without losing power. But few public policy issues in modern democracies are so clear-cut as famine or mass murder inflicted by a government on its own people.

Overall, recognition of the dangers of political ignorance should lead to greater pessimism about democratic government and a willingness to leave more decisions under the control of the market, civil society, and decentralized political institutions in which citizens can “vote with their feet.” In any given situation, political ignorance should make us more skeptical of government intervention than we would be otherwise. Political ignorance also strengthens the case for constitutional limitations on the power of government, and their enforcement through judicial review.

At the same time, political ignorance does not by itself justify absolute libertarianism or any other theory of the appropriate size and scope of government. In any given case, opposing considerations could outweigh the risks of political ignorance. Some market failures are even worse than the political failures that ignorance helps facilitate.

The continuing relevance of these countervailing factors must, however, be viewed in light of the impact of ignorance. Before concluding that a given power should be assigned to democratic government, it is important to consider whether that authority can be used effectively despite the influence of political ignorance and irrationality. There are likely some tasks that a democratic government could carry out well if monitored by a well-informed electorate but that it will do badly with a relatively ignorant one.

A government with well-informed voters might be able to surgically implement only those few protectionist measures that genuinely improve the economy as a whole, even as it maintains an overall policy of free trade—as recommended by most economists.3 But in light of the public’s ignorance of basic economics and strong “antiforeign bias,”4 it may be more prudent to eliminate or severely restrict elected officials’ power to erect trade barriers.

A final downside of political ignorance is that it is an obstacle to its own alleviation. In Chapter 7, we saw how political ignorance makes it difficult to enact policies that would increase political knowledge directly. Rationally ignorant or irrational voters might also oppose policies such as decentralization and limits on government power that would reduce the range of decisions influenced by political ignorance. Considering the ways in which this vicious circle can be alleviated is an important objective for future research.

If political ignorance is rational and most voters choose not to learn much about politics for that reason, democracies will have to live with widespread ignorance for the foreseeable future. The challenge is to find ways to minimize the harm that ignorance causes.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PUBLIC POLICY

Widespread political ignorance has several important policy implications, only some of which have been considered in detail in this book. One is that it counts against efforts to increase voter turnout. The desirability of increasing voter turnout is an almost unquestioned bipartisan truism in American politics. But increasing turnout may reduce the average knowledge level of the electorate, thereby exacerbating the dangers of political ignorance. That does not prove that all efforts to increase turnout are always wrong. For example, it may be reasonable to promote turnout among a group that has been systematically excluded from politics by a hostile majority, as in the case of southern blacks until the 1960s. In other circumstances, however, large increases in turnout might simply reduce the average knowledge levels of the electorate.

A second policy implication of widespread political ignorance is that simple, transparent policies and institutions may be easier for voters to monitor than highly complex ones. As discussed in Chapter 4, retrospective voting can be an effective information shortcut in situations in which a highly visible problem is easy to connect to the policies of incumbent office-holders. The more complex the policy in question and the more indirect the connections between policy and outcome, the harder retrospective voting becomes.

Complex policy proposals are also likely to be unusually difficult for voters to assess. For example, a September 2009 survey found that only 37 percent of Americans said that they “understand” President Barack Obama’s health care reform proposal,5 despite the fact that the plan had been extensively covered in the media for months. The highly complex nature of the plan made it difficult or impossible for rationally ignorant voters to understand it well enough to make an informed assessment of its merits.

This is not to suggest that simple policies are always best. Some degree of policy complexity is unavoidable. But the tradeoff between policy complexity and voter understanding is one that must be carefully weighed.

Perhaps the most important implication of widespread political ignorance is that it strengthens the case for settling issues through foot voting rather than ballot box voting. Foot voting can be facilitated either by decentralizing government functions to state or local governments or by leaving more issues to be decided outside of government altogether. Relative to ballot box voting, foot voting creates much stronger incentives for both acquiring relevant information and evaluating it in a more rational way.

Especially in the short term, it is neither possible nor desirable to fully decentralize all functions of government. Still, many small democracies seem to function well despite being only a tiny fraction of the size of the United States. These include nations such as Switzerland, Luxembourg, Liechtenstein, and Denmark, several of the most successful democratic states in the world. In the case of Switzerland, many crucial government powers are devolved to cantons, most of which are no bigger than modest-size American cities.6

If economies of scale or other factors make it essential to conduct important government activities on a large scale, these nations would not rank among the world’s most prosperous and successful democratic states—even though none of them have unusually great natural resource endowments.7 More systematic research also fails to find that large democracies function better than small ones.8 The success of small democracies suggests that larger democracies such as the United States may be able to take advantage of foot voting by decentralizing many government powers without sacrificing much in the way of economies of scale and other advantages.

Sadly, political ignorance may be an important obstacle to the kind of decentralization and limitation of government power that might help alleviate its impact. For example, economist Bryan Caplan finds that voters have a strong “anti-market bias” that leads them to oppose many reductions in government regulation.9

Given the self-perpetuating nature of the problem of political ignorance, readers might wonder whether there is much purpose to a book such as this one. Even if the case for limiting and decentralizing government is correct, rationally ignorant voters could easily ignore it, just as they do a great deal of other relevant information.

The challenge is indeed a daunting one. Nonetheless, there is at least some reason for cautious optimism. Past experience in several countries suggests that substantial liberalization and decentralization can be achieved in modern democracies. In the 1980s and 1990s, for example, New Zealand greatly reduced the role of government in its economy, achieving unprecedented prosperity as a result.10 Between 1985 and 1995, Ireland went from a 6.1 rating in the Cato Institute and Fraser Institute’s “economic freedom” rankings to an 8.6.11 This is a massive increase on the measure’s 10-point scale. During the 1990s and early 2000s, a left-liberal Canadian government also managed to push through massive reductions in government spending.12 Switzerland has remained a highly decentralized—and highly successful—federal state for decades.

Ireland, New Zealand, and Switzerland all ranked ahead of the United States on the Cato Institute-Fraser Institute economic liberties index as of 2007, even before the massive increases in federal spending and regulation resulting from the financial crisis and recession that began in 2008.13 Canada’s ranking was statistically indistinguishable from that of the United States and has since pulled ahead.14

These examples suggest that substantial reductions in the size, scope, and centralization of government are at least possible in a modern democracy, even if often politically difficult. It may not be possible to reduce government to the point where rationally ignorant voters can readily understand all of its major functions. But it is at least possible to make their task easier at the margin, and to increase the range of decisions that are made through foot voting rather than ballot box voting. By contrast, there is little if any evidence to suggest that we can achieve massive increases in political knowledge.

In the United States, surveys show that Bryan Caplan’s “anti-market bias” coexists with a considerable suspicion of government. A 2010 Washington Post/ABC News survey found that 58 percent of Americans prefer a “smaller government with fewer services” to a “larger government with more services” (preferred by 38 percent).15 A majority have consistently preferred “smaller government with fewer services” on this question for the past twenty years.16 Similarly, an August 2009 Gallup poll showed that 57 percent of Americans believe that “the government is trying to do too many things that should be left to individuals and businesses.”17 Even on the day of the November 2012 presidential election, an important victory for the Democratic Party, CNN exit polls found that 51 percent of voters believe that government is doing “too much” that should be left to the private sector, compared to 43 percent who state that it should do “more” to solve problems.18

Such general anti-government sentiments are balanced by strong public support for many specific types of government intervention. For example, an extensive July 2011 survey conducted by the Pew Research Foundation found that large majorities of the public oppose cuts in the benefits provided by Medicare and Social Security, two of the largest federal spending programs.19 The point is not that major reductions in the size and scope of government are easy to achieve or likely to occur soon. Neither is true. I suggest only that they are probably more feasible than major increases in political knowledge.

Some decentralization and reductions in the size of government might be brought about by persuading either political elites or the small subset of voters who are unusually well informed. The existence of widespread political ignorance helps give these groups a measure of “slack” and autonomy from public opinion.20

But even the less-knowledgeable general public might gradually come to support greater privatization and decentralization. At the very least, it is easier to convince rationally ignorant voters to support generalized reductions in government than to invest the vast amounts of time and energy needed to increase their knowledge of numerous individual government programs, so as to facilitate effective monitoring of government’s performance at its current size. If consistently applied, suspicion and distrust of government can be a useful information shortcut—especially for voters who are aware of the limitations of their knowledge and judgment at the ballot box. Over time, arguments like those presented in this book might help make more people aware of those limitations.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORIES OF DEMOCRATIC PARTICIPATION

The problem of political ignorance also has important implications for normative theories of democratic participation. A particularly important one is that there may be a tradeoff between the quantity and quality of participation. There are two dimensions to this problem: the number of issues on the government agenda and the number of people who take part in the democratic process. The more issues voters must consider, the less likely they are to acquire and rationally evaluate the information they need to vote on them in an informed way. Likewise, the greater the percentage of the population that has the right to vote, the higher the proportion of those with relatively low interest in politics and low levels of political knowledge.

This does not mean that universal adult suffrage is undesirable. For reasons discussed in Chapter 7, it may be dangerous to try to mitigate political ignorance by restricting the franchise. At the same time, however, universal suffrage increases the difficulty of achieving high levels of political knowledge.

The empirical evidence suggests that it is extremely difficult to achieve even the levels of political knowledge in the electorate demanded by relatively modest theories of participation, such as retrospective voting.21 In light of this reality, it is likely impossible to achieve the much higher knowledge levels demanded by more stringent theories, such as deliberative democracy. Not only do these theories demand a high level of factual knowledge, they also require voters to demonstrate considerable sophistication in analyzing the information they have.22 Unfortunately, advocates of deliberative democracy have failed to provide a convincing account of how their theory can be realized with an electorate characterized by widespread rational ignorance and irrationality. At least for the foreseeable future, it seems unlikely that deliberative democracy is a realistic possibility. The combination of rational ignorance and irrationality is a powerful obstacle to the achievement of the deliberative ideal.

However, it may still be possible to achieve higher-quality deliberation in making important social decisions. As discussed in Chapter 5, foot voters have much stronger incentives than ballot box voters to acquire information and analyze it rationally. The deliberative decisions made by foot voters may not meet the most stringent requirements of political philosophers. But they come closer to doing so than the choices of ballot box voters.23 Paradoxically, the best way to improve democratic deliberation may be to rely on it less.

THE FUTURE OF DEMOCRACY

It is conceivable that future technological or economic developments will lead to a major increase in political knowledge. So far, however, political ignorance and irrationality have proven extremely resistant to technological change. The rise of radio, television, and most recently the Internet has made political information more easily available than ever before. Rising education levels and IQ scores have also made knowledge acquisition easier for voters.24 Yet political knowledge levels have grown only slightly, if at all, over the past several decades.25 Nor is there any reason to believe that voters have become more rational in making use of the knowledge they do possess. Limits on demand rather than supply seem to be the most important causes of political ignorance.

Over the past four years, the political reaction to the recent financial crisis and recession has led to a major increase in the size and scope of government. It is too early to say whether political knowledge levels will increase to compensate for the added information burden this creates for voters. Past experience, however, does not counsel optimism.

Despite political ignorance, democracy retains many advantages over rival systems of government, such as dictatorship.26 Nonetheless, political ignorance will probably continue to be a serious weakness of democratic government. We are unlikely to eliminate that weakness completely. But we can reduce its dangers by limiting and decentralizing the role of government in society.

The government that governs least is not always best in every way. Yet it is the form of democracy least vulnerable to political ignorance. Democratic control of government works better when there is less government to control.
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