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In every Presidential-election year, there are news stories about undecided voters, people who
say that they are perplexed about which candidate’ s positions make the most sense. They tell
reporters things like “1’d like to know more about Bush’s plan for education,” or “I’m worried
that Kerry’sideas about Social Security don’t add up.” They say that they are thinking about
Issues like “trust,” and whether the candidate cares about people like them. To voters who
identify strongly with apolitical party, the undecided voter isamost an alien life form. For them,
avote for Bush isavote for awhole philosophy of governance and avote for Kerry isavote for
adistinctly different philosophy. The differenceis obvious to them, and they don’t understand
how others can’t seeit, or can decide whom to vote for on the basis of a candidate’ s personal
traits or whether his or her position on a particular issue “makes sense.” To an undecided voter,
on the other hand, the person who always votes for the Democrat or the Republican, no matter
what, must seem like a dangerous fanatic. Which voter is behaving more rationally and
responsibly?

If you look to the political professionals, the people whose job it isto know what makes the fish
bite, it isclear that, in their view, political philosophy is not the fattest worm. “Winning
Elections. Political Campaign Management, Strategy & Tactics’ (M. Evans, $49.95) isa
collection of articles drawn from the pages of Campaigns & Elections. The Magazine for People
in Politics. The advice to the political professionalsis: Don’t assume that your candidate’' s
positions are going to make the difference. “In a competitive political climate,” as one article
explains, “informed citizens may vote for a candidate based on issues. However, uninformed or
undecided voters will often choose the candidate whose name and packaging are most
memorable. To make sure your candidate has that ‘top-of-mind’ voter awareness, a powerful
logo isthe best place to start.” Y ou want to present your candidate in language that voters will
understand. They understand colors. “Blueis a positive color for men, signaling authority and
control,” another article advises. “But it’s a negative color for women, who perceive it as distant,
cold and aloof. Red is awarm, sentimental color for women—and a sign of danger or anger to
men. If you use the wrong colors to the wrong audience, you' re sending a mixed message.”

It can’t be the case, though, that electoral outcomes turn on things like the color of the buttons.
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Can it? When citizens stand in the privacy of the booth and contemplate the list of those who bid
to serve, do they really think, That’s the guy with the red logo. A lot of anger there. I'll take my
chances with the other one? In Civics 101, the model voter is a citizen vested with the ability to
understand the consequences of his or her choice; when these individual rational choices are
added up, we know the will of the people. How accurate is this picture?

Skepticism about the competence of the masses to govern themselvesis as old as mass self-
government. Even so, when that competence began to be measured statistically, around the end
of the Second World War, the numbers startled ailmost everyone. The data were interpreted most
powerfully by the political scientist Philip Converse, in an article on “ The Nature of Belief
Systemsin Mass Publics,” published in 1964. Forty years later, Converse' s conclusions are still
the bones at which the science of voting behavior picks.

Converse claimed that only around ten per cent of the public has what can be called, even
generoudly, apolitical belief system. He named these people “ideologues,” by which he meant
not that they are fanatics but that they have areasonable grasp of “what goes with what” —of
how a set of opinions adds up to a coherent political philosophy. Non-ideologues may use terms
like “liberal” and “conservative,” but Converse thought that they basically don’t know what
they’ re talking about, and that their beliefs are characterized by what he termed alack of
“constraint”: they can’t see how one opinion (that taxes should be lower, for example) logically
ought to rule out other opinions (such as the belief that there should be more government
programs). About forty-two per cent of voters, according to Converse' s interpretation of surveys
of the 1956 electorate, vote on the basis not of ideology but of perceived self-interest. The rest
form political preferences either from their sense of whether times are good or bad (about twenty-
five per cent) or from factors that have no discernible “issue content” whatever. Converse put
twenty-two per cent of the electorate in this last category. In other words, about twice as many
people have no political views as have a coherent political belief system.

Just because someone’ s opinions don’t square with what a political scientist recognizes asa
political ideology doesn’t mean that those opinions aren’t coherent by the lights of some more
personal system of beliefs. But Converse found reason to doubt this possibility. When pollsters
ask people for their opinion about an issue, people generally feel obliged to have one. Their
answer is duly recorded, and it becomes a datum in areport on “public opinion.” But, after
analyzing the results of surveys conducted over time, in which people tended to give different
and randomly inconsistent answers to the same questions, Converse concluded that “very
substantial portions of the public” hold opinions that are essentially meaningless—off-the-top-of-
the-head responses to questions they have never thought about, derived from no underlying set of
principles. These people might as well base their political choices on the weather. And, in fact,
many of them do.

Findings about the influence of the weather on voter behavior are among the many surveys and
studies that confirm Converse's sense of the inattention of the American electorate. In election
years from 1952 to 2000, when people were asked whether they cared who won the Presidential
election, between twenty-two and forty-four per cent answered “don’t care” or “don’t know.” In
2000, eighteen per cent said that they decided which Presidential candidate to vote for only in the
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last two weeks of the campaign; five per cent, enough to swing most elections, decided the day
they voted.

Seventy per cent of Americans cannot name their senators or their congressman. Forty-nine per
cent believe that the President has the power to suspend the Constitution. Only about thirty per
cent name an issue when they explain why they voted the way they did, and only afifth hold
consistent opinions on issues over time. Rephrasing poll questions reveals that many people
don’t understand the issues that they have just offered an opinion on. According to polls
conducted in 1987 and 1989, for example, between twenty and twenty-five per cent of the public
thinks that too little is being spent on welfare, and between sixty-three and sixty-five per cent
feelsthat too little is being spent on assistance to the poor. And voters apparently do punish
politicians for acts of God. In a paper written in 2004, the Princeton political scientists
Christopher Achen and Larry Bartels estimate that “2.8 million people voted against Al Gorein
2000 because their states were too dry or too wet” as a consequence of that year' s weather
patterns. Achen and Bartels think that these voters cost Gore seven states, any one of which
would have given him the election.

All political systems make their claim to legitimacy by some theory, whether it’ s the divine right
of kings or theiron law of history. Divine rights and iron laws are not subject to empirical
confirmation, which is one reason that democracy’ s claims have always seemed superior. What
polls and surveys suggest, though, is that the belief that elections express the true preferences of
the people may be nearly asimaginary. When you move downward through what Converse
called the public’ s “belief strata,” candidates are quickly separated from ideology and issues, and
they become attached, in voters' minds, to idiosyncratic clusters of ideas and attitudes. The most
widely known fact about George H. W. Bush in the 1992 election was that he hated broccoli.
Eighty-six per cent of likely votersin that election knew that the Bushes dog’s name was Millig;
only fifteen per cent knew that Bush and Clinton both favored the death penalty. It’s not that
people know nothing. I’ sjust that politics is not what they know.

In the face of this evidence, three theories have arisen. Thefirst is that electoral outcomes, as far
as “the will of the people” is concerned, are essentially arbitrary. The fraction of the electorate
that responds to substantive political argumentsis hugely outweighed by the fraction that
responds to slogans, misinformation, “fire alarms’ (sensational news), “October surprises’ (last-
minute sensational news), random personal associations, and “gotchas.” Even when people think
that they are thinking in political terms, even when they believe that they are analyzing
candidates on the basis of their positions on issues, they are usually operating behind a veil of
political ignorance. They simply don’t understand, as a practical matter, what it means to be
“fiscally conservative,” or to have “faith in the private sector,” or to pursue an “interventionist
foreign policy.” They can’t hook up positions with policies. From the point of view of
democratic theory, American political history isjust arandom walk through a series of electoral
options. Some years, things turn up red; some years, they turn up blue.

A second theory is that although people may not be working with afull deck of information and
beliefs, their preferences are dictated by something, and that something is élite opinion. Political
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campaigns, on this theory, are essentially struggles among the élite, the fraction of afraction of
voters who have the knowledge and the ideological chops to understand the substantive
differences between the candidates and to argue their policy implications. These voters
communicate their preferences to the rest of the electorate by various cues, |ow-content phrases
and images (warm colors, for instance) to which voters can relate, and these cues determine the
outcome of the race. Democracies are really oligarchies with a populist face.

The third theory of democratic politicsis the theory that the cues to which most voters respond
are, in fact, adequate bases on which to form political preferences. People use shortcuts—the
social-scientific term is “heuristics’—to reach judgments about political candidates, and, on the
whole, these shortcuts are as good as the long and winding road of reading party platforms,
listening to candidate debates, and all the other elements of civic duty. Voters use what Samuel
Popkin, one of the proponents of this third theory, calls “low-information rationality” —in other
words, gut reasoning—to reach political decisions; and thisintuitive form of judgment proves a
good enough substitute for its high-information counterpart in reflecting what people want.

An analogy (though one that Popkin is careful to dissociate himself from) would be to buying an
expensive item like a house or a stereo system. A tiny fraction of consumers has the knowledge
to discriminate among the entire range of available stereo components, and to make an informed
choice based on assessments of cost and performance. Most of us rely on the advice of two or
three friends who have recently made serious stereo-system purchases, possibly some online
screen shopping, and the pitch of the salesman at J& R Music World. We eyeball the product,
associate idiosyncratically with the brand name, and choose from the gut. When we ask

“experts’ for their wisdom, mostly we are hoping for an “objective” ratification of our instinctive
desire to buy the coolest-looking stuff. Usually, we're O.K. Our tacit calculation is that the
marginal utility of more research is smaller than the benefit of immediate ownership.

On the theory of heuristics, it’s roughly the same with candidates: voters don’t have the time or
the inclination to assess them in depth, so they rely on the advice of experts—television
commentators, political activists, Uncle Charlie—combined with their own hunches, to reach a
decision. Usually (they fedl), they’re O.K. If they had spent the time needed for a top-to-toe
vetting, they would probably not have chosen differently. Some voters might get it wrong in one
direction, choosing the liberal candidate when they in fact preferred a conservative one, but their
error is cancelled out by the voters who mistakenly choose the conservative. The will of the
people may not be terribly articulate, but it comes out in the wash.

Thistheory isthe most attractive of the three, since it does the most to salvage democratic values
from the electoral wreckage Converse described. It gives the mass of voters credit for their
decisions by suggesting not only that they can interpret the cues given by the campaigns and the
élite opinion-makers but that the other heuristics they use—the candidate seems likable, times
are not as good as they were—are actually defensible replacements for informed, logical
reasoning. Popkin begins his well-regarded book on the subject, “The Reasoning Voter,” with an
example from Gerald Ford’ s primary campaign against Ronald Reagan in 1976. Visiting a
Mexican-American community in Texas, Ford (never a gaffe-free politician) made the mistake of
trying to eat atamale with the corn husk, in which it istraditionally served, still on it. This ethnic
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misprision made the papers, and when he was asked, after losing to Jimmy Carter in the general
election, what the lesson of his defeat was, Ford answered, “ Always shuck your tamales.” Popkin
argues that although familiarity with Mexican-American cuisine is not a prerequisite for favoring
policies friendly to Mexican-Americans, Mexican-Americans were justified in concluding that a
man who did not know how to eat atamale was not a man predisposed to put their needs high on
hislist. The reasoning isillogical: Ford was not running for chef, and it was possible to
extrapolate, from his positions, the real difference it would make for Mexican-Americans if he
were President rather than Reagan or Carter. But Mexican-Americans, and their sympathizers,
felt “in their gut” that Ford was not their man, and that was enough.

The principal shortcut that people use in deciding which candidates to vote for is, of course, the
political party. The party is the ultimate Uncle Charlie in American politics. Even élite voters use
it when they are confronted, in the voting booth, with candidates whose names they have never
seen before. Thereis nothing in the Constitution requiring candidates to be listed on the ballot
with their party affiliations, and, if you think about it, the custom of doing so is vaguely
undemocratic. It makes elections a monopoly of the major parties, by giving their candidates an
enormous advantage—the advantage of an endorsement right there on the ballot—over everyone
else who runs. It is easy to imagine a constitutional challenge to the practice of identifying
candidates by party, but it is also easy to imagine how wild the effects would be if voters were
confronted by asimple list of names with no identifying tags. Every election would be like an
election for student-body president: pure name recognition.

Any time information is lacking or uncertain, a shortcut is generally better than nothing. But the
shortcut itself is not afaster way of doing the math; it’saway of skipping the math altogether.
My hunch that the cool est-looking stereo component is the best value simply does not reflect an
intuitive grasp of electronics. My interest in a stereo is best served if | choose the finest sound for
the money, as my interest in an election is best served if | choose the candidate whose policies
are most likely to benefit me or the people | care about. But amost no one calculates in so
abstract a fashion. Even voters who supported Michael Dukakis in 1988 agreed that he looked
ridiculous wearing aweird helmet when he went for aride in atank, and alot of those people felt
that, taken together with other evidence of his manner and style of self-expression, the image was
not irrelevant to the substance of his campaign. George H. W. Bush underwent a similar moment
in 1992, when he was caught showing astonishment at the existence of scanners at supermarket
checkout counters. Ideologues opposed to Bush were pleased to propose this as what
psychologists call a*“fast and frugal” means of assessing the likely effects of his economic
policies.

When political scientists interpret these seat-of-the-pants responses as signs that voters are
choosing rationally, and that representative government therefore really does reflect the will of
the people, they are, in effect, making a heuristic of heuristics. They are not doing the math.
Doing the math would mean demonstrating that the voters' intuitive judgments are roughly what
they would get if they analyzed the likely effects of candidates’ policies, and thisis adifficult
calculation to perform. One shortcut that voters take, and that generally receives approval from
the élite, is pocketbook voting. If they are feeling flush, they vote for the incumbent; if they are
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feeling strapped, they vote for a change. But, as Larry Bartels, the co-author of the paper on Gore
and the weather, has pointed out, pocketbook voting would be rational only if it could be shown
that replacing the incumbent did lead, on average, to better economic times. Without such a
demonstration, a vote based on the condition of one’s pocketbook is no more rational than avote
based on the condition of one’s lawn. It's a hunch.

Bartels has also found that when people do focus on specific policies they are often unable to
distinguish their own interests. His work, which he summed up in arecent article for The
American Prospect, concerned public opinion about the estate tax. \WWhen people are asked
whether they favor Bush's policy of repealing the estate tax, two-thirds say yes—even though the
estate tax affects only the wealthiest one or two per cent of the population. Ninety-eight per cent
of Americans do not leave estates large enough for the tax to kick in. But people have some
notion—Bartelsrefers to it as “unenlightened self-interest” —that they will be better off if the tax
iIsrepealed. What is most remarkable about this opinion isthat it is unconstrained by other
beliefs. Repeal is supported by sixty-six per cent of people who believe that the income gap
between the richest and the poorest Americans has increased in recent decades, and that thisisa
bad thing. And it’s supported by sixty-eight per cent of people who say that the rich pay too little
in taxes. Most Americans simply do not make a connection between tax policy and the over-all
economic condition of the country. Whatever heuristic they are using, it is definitely not doing
the math for them. This helps make sense of the fact that the world’ s greatest democracy has an
electorate that continually “chooses’ to transfer more and more wealth to a smaller and smaller
fraction of itself.

But who ever does the math? As Popkin points out, everybody uses heuristics, including the
élite. Most of the debate among opinion-makers is conducted in shorthand, and even well-
informed voters rely on endorsements and party affiliations to make their choices. The very
essence of being an ideologue liesin trusting the label—Iliberal or conservative, Republican or
Democrat. Those are “bundling” terms:. they pull together a dozen positions on individual issues
under a single handy rubric. They do the work of assessment for you.

It iswidely assumed that the upcoming Presidential election will be decided by an electorate that
is far more ideological than has historically been the case. Polls indicate much less volatility than
usual, supporting the view that the public is divided into starkly antagonistic camps—the “red
state-blue state” paradigm. If thisis so, it suggests that we have at last moved past Converse's
picture of an electoral iceberg, in which ninety per cent of the population is politically
underwater. But Morris Fiorina, a political scientist at Stanford, thinks that it is not so, and that
the polarized electorate is a product of élite opinion. “ The simple truth is that there is no culture
war in the United States—no battle for the soul of Americarages, at |east none that most
Americans are aware of,” he saysin his short book “Culture War? The Myth of aPolarized
America’ (Longman; $14.95). Public-opinion polls, he argues, show that on most hot-button
issues voters in so-called red states do not differ significantly from votersin so-called blue states.
Most people identify themselves as moderates, and their responses to survey questions seem to
substantiate this self-description. What has become polarized, Fiorinaargues, isthe élite. The
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chatter—among political activists, commentators, lobbyists, movie stars, and so on—has become
highly ideological. It's anon-stop “Crossfire,” and this means that the candidates themselves
come wrapped in more extreme ideological coloring. But Fiorina points out that the ideological
position of a candidate is not identical to the position of the people who vote for him or her. He
suggests that people generally vote for the candidate whose views strike them as closest to their
own, and “closest” is arelative term. With any two candidates, no matter how far out, one will
always be “closer” than the other.

Of coursg, if Converseis correct, and most votersreally don’'t have meaningful political beliefs,
even ideological “closeness’ is an artifact of survey anxiety, of people’ s felt need, when they are
asked for an opinion, to have one. This absence of “real opinions’ is not from lack of brains; it's
from lack of interest. “The typical citizen drops down to alower level of mental performance as
soon as he enters the political field,” the economic theorist Joseph Schumpeter wrote, in 1942.
“He argues and analyzes in away which he would readily recognize as infantile within the
sphere of hisreal interests. He becomes a primitive again. His thinking is associative and
affective.” And Fiorina quotes a passage from the political scientist Robert Putnam: “Most men
are not political animals. The world of public affairsis not their world. It isalien to them—
possibly benevolent, more probably threatening, but nearly always alien. Most men are not
interested in politics. Most do not participate in politics.”

Man may not be a political animal, but heis certainly a social animal. Voters do respond to the
cues of commentators and campaigners, but only when they can match those cues up with the
buzz of their own socia group. Individual voters are not rational calculators of self-interest
(nobody truly is), and may not be very consistent users of heuristic shortcuts, either. But they are
not just random particles bouncing off the walls of the voting booth. Voters go into the booth
carrying the imprint of the hopes and fears, the prejudices and assumptions of their family, their
friends, and their neighbors. For most people, voting may be more meaningful and more
understandable as a social act than as a political act.

That it is hard to persuade some people with ideological arguments does not mean that those
people cannot be persuaded, but the things that help to convince them are likely to make

ideol ogues sick—things like which candidate is more optimistic. For many liberals, it may have
been dismaying to listen to John Kerry and John Edwards, in their speeches at the Democratic
National Convention, utter impassioned bromides about how “the sunisrising” and “our best
days are till to come.” But that iswhat avery large number of voters want to hear. If they
believeit, then Kerry and Edwards will get their votes. The ideas won’'t matter, and neither will
the color of the buttons. +

http://ny-2.live.advance.net/printable/?critics040830crat_atlarge (7 of 7)9/5/2004 10:22:00 AM



	advance.net
	The New Yorker




