
Routing

Democracy demands an informed electorate.
Voters who lack adequate knowledge about poli-
tics will find it difficult to control public policy.
Inadequate voter knowledge prevents govern-
ment from reflecting the will of the people in any
meaningful way. Such ignorance also raises
doubts about democracy as a means of serving
the interests of a majority. Voters who lack suffi-
cient knowledge may be manipulated by elites.
They may also demand policies that contravene
their own interests.

The American electorate does not have ade-
quate knowledge for voters to control public pol-
icy. Scholars have long documented the limits of
voter knowledge about the institutions and poli-
cies of the government. That ignorance is not a
moral failing. The rational voter has little incen-
tive to gain more knowledge about politics
because his or her vote is unlikely to affect the
outcome. Since gaining more knowledge offers
few benefits and substantial costs, the average

citizen remains ignorant, though rationally so.
Some scholars have argued that citizens use
“shortcuts” to gain enough knowledge to partic-
ipate in self-government. The evidence does not
support the “shortcut” argument.

The size of modern government is often so
great that it is impossible for voters—even the
most knowledgeable among them—to be ade-
quately informed about its operations. Smaller
government may actually be more democratic
than that which we have now: voters would be
more likely to exercise informed control over pol-
icy. Voter ignorance also suggests the value of
decentralized federalism. In a decentralized fed-
eral system, citizens may “vote with their feet” by
moving out of jurisdictions with policies they
dislike and into those that have more favorable
ones. Because each person decides whether or
not to move, there is a much greater incentive to
acquire relevant information with “foot voting”
than with traditional voting at the polls.
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Introduction

An informed electorate is a prerequisite
for democracy. If voters do not know what is
going on in politics, they cannot rationally
exercise control over government policy.
Large-scale voter ignorance poses a serious
danger to American democracy in the 2004
election and beyond. It is particularly trou-
bling at a time when we face a close wartime
election with major policy decisions at stake.

Inadequate voter knowledge has two
major negative implications for democracy.
First, it prevents democratic government
from reflecting the will of the people in any
meaningful sense, undercutting the “intrinsi-
cist” defense of democracy as a government
that reflects the voluntary decisions of the
populace.1 Likewise, voter ignorance imperils
the instrumental case for democracy as a
regime that serves the interests of the major-
ity, since ignorance potentially opens the
door for both elite manipulation of the pub-
lic and gross policy errors caused by politi-
cians’ need to appeal to an ignorant elec-
torate in order to win office.

In this paper I review the overwhelming evi-
dence that the American electorate fails to
meet even minimal criteria for adequate voter
knowledge. I then examine the implications
for American politics. Part I lays out minimal
knowledge prerequisites for voter control of
public policy, summarizes the massive evi-
dence of voter ignorance that students of the
subject have accumulated over the years, and
highlights some of the most disturbing impli-
cations of those studies. Part II examines more
recent evidence of widespread political igno-
rance. It shows that extensive voter ignorance
plagued the 2000 presidential election and
apparently continues during the current elec-
tion cycle. These data are significant because
the extremely close and controversial nature of
those two elections might have been expected
to cause an increase in voter knowledge. In
Part III, I review and criticize theories that
claim that “information shortcuts” enable vot-
ers to control government in spite of pervasive
ignorance. Those mechanisms for dealing

with voter ignorance are unable to overcome it
and sometimes even exacerbate the problem.
Part IV restates the argument that ignorance is
largely “rational,” rooted in the very low likeli-
hood of a single vote being able to influence
electoral outcomes.2

Part V advances the claim that the size and
scope of the modern state are so great that it
is often impossible for voters—even the most
knowledgeable among them—to be ade-
quately informed about its operations. This
conclusion leads us to the counterintuitive
suggestion that a smaller government may
actually be more democratic than that which
we have now, in so far as voters would stand
a greater chance of being able to influence
government policy in an informed manner. I
briefly examine some evidence from 19th-
century American history that suggests that
the much less educated electorate of that era
was able to consider far more complex policy
arguments than those that are presented to it
today and hypothesize that this difference
was largely due to the ability of voters to
focus on the relatively small number of issues
over which the strictly limited government of
that era exercised control. 

Finally, Part VI shows that voter ignorance
provides an unanticipated argument in favor
of decentralized federalism. Decentralization
allows citizens to “vote with their feet” by
moving out of jurisdictions with policies they
dislike and into those that have more favor-
able ones. Because each person can decide for
herself whether or not she will move, there is
a much greater incentive to acquire relevant
information with “foot voting” than with tra-
ditional ballot-box voting.

To the extent that the arguments of this
study are correct, efforts to increase the stock
of knowledge possessed by voters are unlike-
ly to be more than modestly effective. A more
promising path for reform would be to
reduce the amount of knowledge required
for democratic control of public policy.

Finally, the study’s conclusion stresses the
tradeoff between big government and demo-
cratic government that all advanced industri-
alized states must face.
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Part I: How Ignorant Are 
Voters?

Knowledge Prerequisites for Democratic
Control

What must voters know in order to exer-
cise democratic control over government pol-
icy?3 In their classic work, The American Voter,
a University of Michigan Survey Research
Center team defined three minimal knowl-
edge prerequisites for voters to be able to
exert meaningful influence over a given issue:

1. Voters must be aware of the issue’s exis-
tence.

2. They must have a position on the issue.
3. They must know the positions on the

issue of the opposing candidates in a
given election.4

Those three conditions have formed the
basis for most empirical investigations of
individual-level voter ignorance since The
American Voter.5 But they are insufficient pre-
requisites for meaningful control over public
policy. In addition to awareness of the exis-
tence of relevant issues and of candidate
positions on them, informed voters must
have at least substantial understanding
about which of the available policy options
are most likely to advance their goals. Unless
the value voters attach to policy in a given
area is purely a matter of symbolic “position
taking,”6 they cannot use the ballot to force
elected officials to serve their interests with-
out knowing what the likely effects of alter-
native policy options are.

Just how informed should voters be?
Ideally, they should be able to choose
between opposing candidates and their plat-
forms on the basis of “the preferences that
people would have if their information were
perfect.”7 Although that is impossible, mini-
mally informed voters should at least be
aware of basic tradeoffs between alternative
policies in cases in which those tradeoffs
would be immediately obvious to political
elites informed about the issue at hand.
Moreover, minimally informed voters should

not draw linkages between policies and out-
comes that informed observers would con-
sider obviously absurd; for instance, the fact
that a majority of American voters with an
opinion on the issue believe that the federal
government is too large and powerful and
simultaneously favor increased spending in
almost every major area of federal involve-
ment is a clear case of ignorance of tradeoffs
that falls below the threshold of minimally
necessary knowledge.8 On the other hand,
where there is clear disagreement among the
well informed about the effects of a particu-
lar policy, support of or opposition to that
policy should not in and of itself count as
presumptive evidence of voter ignorance.
That standard adds a crucial substantive
dimension to the criteria for minimally nec-
essary voter knowledge without judging vot-
ers’ competence by how closely their policy
preferences match those of the analyst.
Moreover, nothing in the definition foreclos-
es the possibility that it may not be necessary
for each individual voter to possess the requi-
site knowledge so long as the electorate in the
aggregate possesses sufficient information
and signaling capacity to act “as if” voters
were individually informed.9

Extent of Ignorance 
As political scientist John Ferejohn has

written, “Nothing strikes the student of pub-
lic opinion and democracy more forcefully
than the paucity of information most people
possess about politics.”10 Few people dispute
the well-established conclusion that most
individual voters are abysmally ignorant of
even very basic political information. Ever
since the seminal research of the 1950s and
early 1960s, evidence has accumulated to
reinforce this finding.11

Nonetheless, the sheer depth of most indi-
vidual voters’ ignorance is shocking to
observers not familiar with the research.
Currently, almost 70 percent of Americans do
not know that Congress recently adopted a
law adding a massive prescription drug bene-
fit to the Medicare program, the largest new
federal entitlement in decades, and arguably
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the most important piece of domestic legisla-
tion adopted during the administration of
George W. Bush.12 Equally striking is the fact
that more than 60 percent do not realize that
a massive increase in domestic spending has
made a substantial contribution to the recent
explosion in the federal deficit.13

A survey taken immediately after the close-
ly contested November 2002 congressional
elections found that only about 32 percent of
respondents knew that the Republicans con-
trolled the House of Representatives prior to
the election.14 That result is consistent with
research showing widespread ignorance of
congressional party control in previous elec-
tions.15

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 mas-
sive publicity in the immediately preceding
weeks.16 In 1964, in the midst of the Cold War,
only 38 percent were aware that the Soviet
Union was not a member of NATO.17 Most of
the time, only bare majorities know which
party has control of the Senate, some 70 per-
cent cannot name either of their state’s sena-
tors, and the vast majority cannot name any
congressional candidate in their district at the
height of a campaign.18 Overall, close to one-
third of Americans can be categorized as
“know-nothings” almost completely ignorant
of relevant political information.

Three aspects of voter ignorance deserve
particular attention. First, voters are ignorant
not just about specific policy issues but also
about the basic structure of government and
how it operates.19 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 pol-
icy.20 That suggests not only that voters can-
not choose between specific competing policy
programs but also that they cannot easily assign
credit and blame for highly visible policy out-
comes to the right officeholders. The long-

noted tendency of voters to almost automati-
cally attribute “good times” to incumbents is
one reflection of this problem.21

The second salient aspect of voter igno-
rance is that most voters lack an “ideological”
view of politics capable of integrating multi-
ple issues into a single analytical framework
derived from a few basic principles; ordinary
voters rarely exhibit the kind of ideologically
consistent stance on issues that is evident in
surveys of political elites.22 Most scholars fol-
low Anthony Downs23 in emphasizing the
usefulness of ideology as a “shortcut” to pre-
dicting the likely policies of opposing parties
competing for office.24 Generally ignored, but
at least equally important, is the comparative
inability of nonideological voters to spot inter-
connections among issues. An ideologically
aware electorate would not be oblivious to the
contradiction between seeking a reduction in
government power and an expansion of near-
ly all its major programs.

Voter ignorance of basic institutional
structure and of ideological interconnections
creates serious obstacles to democratic control
of government. Without knowledge of the
basic “rules of the game”25 of politics and of
ideological interconnections between issues,
there is unlikely to be a sufficient preexisting
base of knowledge for the impressions gained
from campaign information to be accurate;
even if they are accurate, they cannot be easily
connected with the voter’s policy objectives. It
is no surprise, therefore, that the small minor-
ity of well-informed voters is much better able
to process new political information and more
resistant to manipulation than is the unin-
formed mass public.26

Finally, it is important to note that the
level of political knowledge in the American
electorate has increased only very slightly, if at
all, since the beginning of mass survey
research in the late 1930s.27 A relatively stable
level of extreme 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.
This striking failure throws doubt on the
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expectation of political theorists from John
Stuart Mill28 onward that increased availabil-
ity of formal education can create the
informed electorate that the democratic ideal
requires.

Individual-level voter ignorance seems
deeply rooted, perhaps ineradicable. It fol-
lows that the ability of voters to meet the
conditions of the democratic ideal is depen-
dent on the validity of “shortcut” theories
that predict that voters can cast informed
votes without themselves possessing even
minimal levels of political knowledge.

Part II: Recent Evidence of 
Political Ignorance

This part considers recent evidence of wide-
spread political ignorance in the United
States. I consider limited data available from
the current election cycle, as well as more sys-
tematic data from the time of the 2000 elec-
tion. The analysis of voter ignorance during
the 2000 election is based on data from the
2000 National Election Study, an extensive
nationwide survey of more than 1,800 respon-
dents29 that included 31 political knowledge
items covering a wide range of subjects.30

Political Ignorance in the 2004 Election
Cycle

We do not as yet have a large-scale compre-
hensive data set on political knowledge in the
current election cycle. However, Table 1 pre-
sents evidence from a number of recent surveys
that indicates extensive political ignorance on
major issues in the current campaign.31

The available data cover a number of basic
questions related to widely discussed issues
that are currently prominent in both the
press and political debate. Perhaps the most
disturbing result is that large majorities are
unaware of the passage of some of the most
important and controversial items on the
Bush administration’s domestic policy agen-
da: almost 70 percent did not know of the
passage of the massive Medicare prescription
drug benefit, and nearly 65 percent do not

know of the recent passage of a ban on par-
tial birth abortion. Similarly, 58 percent
admit they have heard “very little” or “noth-
ing” about the USA Patriot Act, the much-
debated 2001 legislation that increases law
enforcement powers for the claimed purpose
of fighting terrorism. This survey result
probably actually understates the number of
respondents who know little or nothing
about the act.32

The survey evidence also indicates consid-
erable ignorance about various hot-button
domestic and foreign policy issues. Despite
widespread press coverage of large recent job
gains,33 the majority of respondents in a June
7 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 sees a link
between Saddam Hussein and the September
11 attacks (despite the administration’s own
repeated disclaimers of any such connec-
tion), and most do not know even approxi-
mately how many American lives have been
lost in the Iraq war. Despite the ongoing
debate over America’s troubled relationship
with Europe and the onset of European uni-
fication, 77 percent admit they know “little”
or “nothing” about the European Union. 

Particularly significant is the fact that, on
many issues, the majority is not only ignorant
of the truth but actively misinformed. For
example, 61 percent believe that there has
been a net loss of jobs in 2004, 58 percent
believe that the administration sees a link
between Saddam Hussein and 9/11, and 57
percent believe that increases in domestic
spending have not contributed significantly to
the current federal budget deficit. Whether
those misconceptions will have an impact on
the outcome in November remains to be seen.

The data in Table 1 should not be taken as
proof that the public is universally ignorant
on every issue. Some basic facts about current
public policy are well known. For example, 82
percent know that there is currently a federal
budget deficit,34 and 79 percent know that the
deficit has increased during the last four
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years.35 Nonetheless the evidence compiled in
Table 1 does show that majorities are ignorant
of numerous basic facts about some of the
most important and most widely debated
issues at stake in the present election. That
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 those issues have received.

Summary of Aggregate Findings of
Political Ignorance: Evidence from the
2000 National Election Study

The limited evidence of widespread igno-
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Table 1
Political Ignorance and the 2004 Election

Item (date of survey) % Correct Answer % Wrong Answer % Don't Know

Know that defense spending is one of two largest expenditure 51 43 6
areas in federal budget (Mar. 15-May 11, 2004)a

Know approximate number of U.S. troops killed in Iraq 40 (within 200) 34 26
(Apr. 23-25, 2004)b

Know that increased spending on domestic programs has 39 57 4
contributed at least “some” to current federal budget deficit 
(Feb. 11–16, 2004)c

Claim to have heard or read at least “some” information 39 (“some,” 27; 58 (“not much,” 28; 3
about USA Patriot Act (Apr. 28, 2004)d or “a lot,” 12) or “nothing,” 30)

Know that there has been a net increase in jobs during 2004 36 61 3
(June 7–9, 2004)e

Know that Congress has recently passed a bill banning 36 17 48
“partial birth” abortions (Dec. 7–9, 2003)f

Know that Congress has recently passed a Medicare 31 16 54
prescription drug benefit (Apr. 15, 2004)g

Know that Social Security spending is one of two largest 32 62 6
expenditure areas in federal budget (Mar. 15–May 11, 2004)h

Know that the Bush administration does not believe that 25 58 17
Saddam Hussein was involved in 9/11 attacks 
(Dec. 14–15, 2003)i

Know that current unemployment rate is lower than average 22 63 15
rate for last 30 years (Mar. 23, 2004)j

Claim to know at least “fair amount” about the European 22 (“great deal,” 3; 77 (“very little,” 37; 1
Union (May 21–23, 2004)k or “fair amount,” 19) or “nothing,” 40)

a Princeton Survey Research Associates Survey, March 15–May 11, 2004, Roper Center, Accession no. 0454615.
b NY Times/CBS survey, April 23–25, 2004, Roper Center, Accession no. 0452110.
c Pew Research Center Survey, February 11–16, 2004, Roper Center, Accession no. 0448774.
d NY Times/CBS survey, April 23–27, 2004, Roper Center, Accession no. 0452116.
e IPSOS Public Affairs Poll, June 7–9, 2004, Roper Center, Accession no. 0455028.
f Princeton Survey Research Associates Survey, December 7–9, 2003, Roper Center, Accession no. 0449953.
g Princeton Survey Research Associates Survey, April 15, 2004, Roper Center, Accession no. 0451671.
h Princeton Survey Research Associates Survey, April 15, 2004, Roper Center, Accession no. 0451671.
i NY Times/CBS survey, December 14–15, 2003, Roper Center, Accession no. 0444433.
j Fox News/Opinion Dynamics Survey, March 23–24, 2004, Roper Center, Accession no. 0450576.
k Gallup survey, May 21–23, 2004, Roper Center, Accession no. 0455008.



rance in the current election cycle is powerful-
ly reinforced by much more systematic data
from the 2000 election provided by the 2000
National Election Survey. Undertaken during
every election year since 1948, the NES is gen-
erally considered the most thorough social sci-
entific survey of the U.S. electorate.

The 2000 NES contained a total of 31
political knowledge questions. They are list-

ed in Table 2 along with the percentage of
respondents giving correct answers.36

Nearly all of the 31 survey items identified
in Table 2 are quite basic in nature and would
have been well-known to political elites and
activists at the time.37 Most addressed issues
that were widely debated during the 2000 cam-
paign, including environmental policy, govern-
ment spending on services, abortion, and poli-
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Table 2
Political Knowledge Survey Items from the 2000 NES

% Giving 
Item Correct Answer  

Identify Texas as home state of George W. Bush 90
Know Bill Clinton is moderate or liberal 81
Know Al Gore favors higher level of government spending on services than George W. Bush 73
Know Democratic vice presidential candidate Joe Lieberman is Jewish 70
Identify Tennessee as home state of Al Gore 68
Know federal budget deficit decreased, 1992–2000 58
Know Gore is more liberal than Bush 57
Know Democrats favor higher level of government spending on services than Republicans 57
Identify attorney general as post held by Janet Reno 55
Know Republicans controlled House of Representatives before election 55
Know Gore is more supportive of gun control than Bush 51
Know Republicans controlled Senate before election 50
Know Democrats more supportive of government guarantee of jobs/standard of living than Republicans 49
Know George W. Bush is conservative 47 (30 chose moderate)
Know Gore is more supportive of abortion rights than Bush 46
Know Gore is more supportive of government guarantee of jobs/standard of living than Bush 46
Know Democrats favor higher level of government aid to blacks than Republicans 45
Know Gore is more supportive of environmental regulation than Bush 44
Know Bush is more likely to favor jobs over environment than Gore 41
Know presidential candidate Pat Buchanan is conservative 40
Know Gore favors higher level of government aid to blacks than Bush 40
Know Al Gore is liberal 38 (36 chose moderate)
Know federal spending on the poor increased, 1992–2000 37
Know crime rate decreased, 1992–2000 37
Identify British prime minister as post held by Tony Blair 35
Identify Connecticut as home state of Democratic vice presidential candidate Joe Lieberman 30
Identify Wyoming as home state of Republican vice presidential candidate Dick Cheney 19
Correctly name at least one candidate for House of Representatives in respondent’s district 15
Identify Supreme Court chief justice as post held by William Rehnquist 11
Identify Senate Majority Leader as post held by Trent Lott 9
Correctly name second candidate for House of Representatives in respondent’s district 4

Note: All percentages rounded to whole numbers. N = 1,543 respondents.



cy toward African Americans. Several questions
related to factual matters relevant to the record
of the Clinton administration, for which presi-
dential candidate Al Gore and the Democratic
Party more generally attempted to claim a
share of credit.38 Although the 31 questions do
not cover all possible relevant issues and facts,
they do include a wide range and are therefore
a good representative sampling of Americans’
political knowledge. Moreover, previous stud-
ies have found that political knowledge in one
area is highly intercorrelated with knowledge
in others.39 Thus, we can be reasonably confi-
dent that individuals who scored well on the 31
items in the 2000 NES also possess greater
political knowledge on other matters than
those who scored low. 

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

The average knowledge level in the 2000
NES was roughly similar to that detected in
earlier studies and generally low. On average,
respondents answered correctly only 14.4
questions out of 31.40 The data also seem to
confirm Stephen Bennett’s findings that
about one-third of respondents are “know-
nothings” possessing little or no politically
relevant knowledge.41 About 25 percent of
respondents got 8.5 or fewer correct
answers.42 Since 17 of the 31 questions had
only three possible answers,43 two had only
two possible answers,44 one more had two
correct answers out of a possible three,45 and
several others could also potentially be
guessed with lower probabilities of success,46

a score of 8.547 is almost exactly equal to the
score that could be expected as the result of
random guessing.48 My finding of 25 percent
“know-nothings” is very similar to Bennett’s
finding of 29 percent.49

Nonetheless, it is possible to argue that the
average knowledge level revealed in the 2000
NES is not too low because the average respon-
dent did achieve correct answers on almost half
the questions (46 percent). This claim is flawed
for two reasons. First, with minor exceptions,
the items in the survey represent very basic

political knowledge, without which it is diffi-
cult or impossible to place more complex and
specific knowledge in useful context. Know-
ledgeable political activists and even citizens
who follow politics reasonably closely would
probably be able to answer all but a tiny hand-
ful of the questions correctly. 

The second reason for pessimism regard-
ing the 2000 NES results is that they proba-
bly actually overestimate current American
political knowledge. That overestimation is
the result of two factors. First, surveys in gen-
eral somewhat overestimate the amount of
political information possessed by the public
because of the possibility of guessing by
respondents and because more knowledge-
able citizens may be overrepresented among
those surveyed.50 The average respondent in
the 2000 NES got only about 6 more correct
answers out of 31 than would be expected as
a result of random guessing.51 Although NES
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.52 Thus, it
seems likely that many respondents who did
not know the answer to various 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 are per-
sonal information about candidates in the
2000 election that has little or no value for
understanding politics more generally.53

Those 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 per-
centages of correct answers,54 produces an
average score of 11.5 correct answers to 26
questions, for a 45 percent average, which is a
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slightly lower percentage than that observed
on the 31-point scale.55 Much more signifi-
cant, the elimination of the five low-value
questions (while retaining the Clinton ideolo-
gy question) increases the proportion of
“know-nothings” to about 34 percent, a per-
centage considerably higher than Bennett’s
estimate.56 Table 3 summarizes the aggregate
results of three knowledge scales from the
2000 NES.

As Table 3 shows, the already low average
knowledge scores on the 2000 NES conceal
the existence of a large political knowledge
underclass of “know-nothings” who possess
very little if any basic political knowledge.
Depending on which scale is used, this group
constitutes from 25 percent to 35 percent of
the American public. 

Overall, considering (1) the very basic
nature of the questions asked, (2) the possi-
bility of guessing, and (3) the high percentage
of “know-nothing” respondents, it is difficult
to avoid the conclusion that the 2000 NES,
like most research using earlier evidence,
reveals a low level of political knowledge.

Part III: The Shortcomings
of Shortcuts

If voters have generally low knowledge lev-
els, they may be able to make up for it by

using information “shortcuts.” Until recent-
ly, this was the clearly dominant view among
political scientists.57 This part critically
assesses the most important of the various
shortcuts to informed voting proposed in the
literature on the subject: information from
daily life, political parties, cues from opinion
leaders, retrospective voting, issue publics,
and the so-called miracle of aggregation.

Information from Daily Life
Some scholars58 have taken up Anthony

Downs’s59 suggestion that rational voters will
make use of information acquired through
ordinary daily-life interactions; such informa-
tion is virtually “free” since the activities that
produce it would, by definition, be undertaken
even in the absence of any political purpose.
Unlike Downs, more recent advocates of this
shortcut argue not only that it will be used but
that it goes a long way toward meeting voters’
informational needs.60 For example, voters
allegedly can obtain “a good deal of informa-
tion” about the economy from personal finan-
cial transactions such as managing a checking
account or seeking employment.61 Morris
Fiorina goes so far as to suggest that “[i]n order
to ascertain whether the incumbents have per-
formed well or poorly citizens need only calcu-
late the changes in their own welfare.”62

Although it would be foolish to deny that
some helpful information can be derived
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Table 3
Aggregate Knowledge Scales from the 2000 NES 

Average Number of  % “Know-Nothing”
Scale Correct Answers Respondents

31-Question Scale 14.4 (46%) 25  
26-Question Scale 11.7 (45%) 34  

(excluding 5 low-value questions)
25-Question Scale 10.9 (44%)   35a

(excluding 5 low-value questions 
and Clinton ideology question)

a “Know-nothings” include those who scored 7.5 or fewer correct answers out of 24. The calculation is identical

to that described in the text except that I subtracted .67 from the expected score based on random guessing to

account for the absence of the Clinton item.



from ordinary life, its usefulness to otherwise
ill-informed voters is greatly overestimated.
Three major limitations of such information
are particularly important. First, by defini-
tion, 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. Second, even if the voter has, following
Fiorina’s suggestion, carefully calculated the
changes in his welfare and developed a judg-
ment about an incumbent’s policies, he can-
not readily determine whether his welfare
will be improved by electing the opposing
candidate. Even if things have gotten worse
under President X, perhaps Challenger Y’s
program is even more harmful. That possi-
bility cannot be ruled out without substan-
tive issue knowledge going beyond personal
experience.

Most important of all, substantive knowl-
edge is required to determine whether or not
a particular personal experience really is the
result of public policy and, if so, which politi-
cal 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 unem-
ployment and inflation, basic economic
issues with which most people have substan-
tial personal experience, ill-informed voters
tend to make spectacular errors. 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 unem-
ployment rate within 5 percent of the actual
level;63 the electorate’s mean estimates of both
rates were approximately twice as high as the
real level.64 Such misperception apparently
played a major role in swinging the 1992 elec-
tion against incumbent president George
Herbert Walker Bush.65 Poorly informed vot-
ers are more likely than well-informed ones to
make sweeping generalizations from personal
experience with unemployment but less likely
to make accurate connections between experi-
ence and policy.66

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 those issues will better
serve the voter’s interests. One still needs to
know to what extent incumbents are responsi-
ble for current rates and whether or not their
opponents are likely to do better. In and of
itself, information from daily life is unlikely to
be of much help in making such decisions. 

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 mod-
ern mass-based party. The basic argument
claims 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 indi-
vidual aspirant to office.67

This claim is not entirely without merit.68

To this general argument, V. O. Key adds the
notion of party identification as a “standing
decision” to be reevaluated in the face of
experience with the party’s officeholders, and
Morris Fiorina presents evidence that voters
rationally make use of past experience with
the two parties in creating a “running tally”
of their relative merits.69

Appealing as it is, the argument obscures
as much as it reveals. At best, a candidate’s
party affiliation is a clue to his policy stances,
but it tells the voter little about the likely
effects of those policies. Party affiliation helps
voters meet the first and third knowledge
requirements of the Michigan criteria but
provides little guidance on relating that
information to the voter’s own goals. In prin-
ciple, 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 substantial underlying substantive
knowledge. 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 poli-
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cies rather than to factors beyond political
control, preexisting favorable trends result-
ing from decisions made by the party’s pre-
decessors in power, personal characteristics
of the party’s officeholders that are not rep-
resentative 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 effects of which
are felt years or even decades after those lead-
ers leave office? 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.70

Most dramatic, existing research on par-
ties has largely ignored an important way
that the existence of political parties may
actually reduce the flow of information to vot-
ers relative to a nonpartisan electoral system.
If politicians are organized into (relatively)
centralized parties, the number of effective
political actors in the system is reduced; in
most democratic political systems, there are
rarely more than four or five major parties at
any given time. As in any other competitive
situation, the smaller the number of com-
petitors, the greater the chance of successful
collusion among them.71 In any situation in
which the number of major parties is small,
especially in a two-party system such as that
in the United States, there is the possibility
that the parties may conspire to take an issue
of potential interest to the public off the
political agenda when doing so benefits
political elites at the expense of the rest of the
citizenry. Such a cartel also diminishes the
flow of information about the issue to the
public, since it is no longer discussed by can-
didates running for office and the media are
less likely to cover it. 

Empirical examples of such collusion are
not difficult to come by. The very first mod-
ern-style party system was established in part
to take the issue of slavery off the political

agenda in this way.72 That cartel lasted for
about 25 years. Other cases from a variety of
political systems could easily be cited. 

Interparty collusion can be broken by the
entry of new parties into the system, just as
the Republican Party eventually emerged to
challenge collusion over slavery. But organiz-
ing a major new party is extremely costly, and
the existing parties can defend their oligop-
oly position through their ability to manipu-
late the electoral and campaign finance sys-
tems. At the very least, such “policy cartels”
can persist for a long time, even on so
momentous an issue as slavery.73

This argument should not be interpreted
to imply support for a nonpartisan political
system; such systems have their own serious
shortcomings.74 Nonetheless, it is striking
that a generation of scholars heavily influ-
enced by economic theories of competition
should have maintained a largely uncritical
enthusiasm for strong political parties with-
out taking account of a serious objection
derived from those same theories. Although
real, the informational benefits of parties are
almost surely exaggerated by conventional
wisdom.

Cues from Opinion Leaders
If the vast bulk of the electorate is igno-

rant, perhaps it can follow the lead of the
knowledgeable minority of political activists,
or opinion leaders. That line of argument is
one of the most common in the literature on
shortcuts.75 Instead of keeping close track of
issues themselves, voters can respond to cues
issued by political activists whose values are
similar to their own. What is important is
that there are perhaps 5 percent of voters
who are activists and news junkies who do
play close attention. If they see that some-
thing is seriously wrong in the country, they
sound the alarm, and then ordinary people
start paying attention.76

Unfortunately, the strategy of following
cues from opinion leaders creates at least as
many difficulties for ignorant voters as it
solves. Because of the immense asymmetry of
information between leaders and followers
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and the low incentive of the latter to monitor
the leaders’ performance effectively, serious
principal-agent problems will surely arise.
From the perspective of the principal, it is dif-
ficult to conceive of a more difficult princi-
pal-agent relationship than that between
ignorant voters and highly knowledgeable,
well-organized political activists. 

Where voter interests and activist interests
coincide closely, the difficulties of monitor-
ing need not be so acute. But that state of
affairs is far from common. Political activists
differ greatly from the general population on
a wide range of demographic and socioeco-
nomic characteristics;77 they also tend to be
more extreme in their views.78 Most impor-
tant of all, opinion leaders acquire interests
that diverge sharply from those of voters sim-
ply by virtue of becoming opinion leaders. As polit-
ical activists, their power, prestige, social sta-
tus, and opportunities for pecuniary gain will
tend to rise with the public’s perception of
their issue positions; they thus have strong
incentives to exaggerate the importance of
political problems and to push for political
solutions (or at least solutions with a promi-
nent role for activists) in preference to pri-
vate-sector ones. Even when voters are aware
of the 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 deter-
mining who 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’ qual-
ifications. And, unlike in the case with 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 con-
siderable 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 those leaders in order to avoid a vari-
ety of principal-agent problems that are likely
to arise.79 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.

Retrospective Voting
The retrospective-voting hypothesis holds

that voters judge politicians by past perfor-
mance rather than current promises. The
argument is advanced that “retrospective vot-
ing requires far less of the voter than prospec-
tive voting.”80 But does it? 

There are at least three reasons to doubt
that the answer is yes. First, as noted above, it is
often difficult for ignorant voters to determine
which social outcomes are the result of public
policy and which aren’t. To take a prominent
example in the literature, many models of elec-
toral retrospection are based on “sociotropic”
voting, in which voters make their decisions on
the basis of the condition of the national econ-
omy rather than that of their own personal
finances,81 Yet a person ignorant of economics
(sometimes even a trained economist) cannot
tell whether economic conditions are the result
of (1) the policy of the current government, (2)
lagged effects of its predecessors’ policies, or (3)
factors completely independent of any govern-
ment action. 

Even if option 1 is the case, the voter may
not be able to determine whether current con-
ditions are positive or negative—if, for exam-
ple, temporary economic sacrifice might be a
necessary precondition for future progress.
Even where the voter does know that a given
outcome is the result of government policy,
ignorance of the structure of government may
make it difficult for him to decide which elect-
ed officials deserve credit or blame. Under an
American divided government or a European
coalition government, the voter may not even
be able to tell which party is responsible. That
defect is of particular importance for retro-
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spective-voting theory, which emphasizes that
the electorate “passes judgment on leaders,
not policies”82 and thus implicitly assumes
that voters know which leaders are responsible
for what. 

Finally, even when the voter knows both
that a given outcome is the result of govern-
ment policy and which leaders are responsi-
ble, that is still not quite enough to make an
informed choice. The voter will also want to
know whether the opposition party is likely
to do better. In order to make retrospective
voting “work,” the voter must first establish
how good past performance has been, and it
is not possible to do so without addressing
the types of problems discussed here. 

The retrospective-voting argument does,
however, possess a kernel of truth. As Fiorina
puts it, retrospective voting can impose a
kind of “rough justice” on political leaders
who have failed badly.83 If a policy failure is
large, highly visible, and easily attributable to
a particular set of leaders, it is certainly likely
that they will be voted out of office, as the
elections of 1932, 1952, 1968, and 1980 sug-
gest. Moreover, the bigger the failure, the less
likely it is that the opposing party’s perfor-
mance will be worse. The ability of voters to
punish large and obvious policy failures by
incumbents is one of the major advantages of
democracy over dictatorship.

Unfortunately, the preconditions of mag-
nitude, visibility, and easily traceable account-
ability rarely obtain in real life. 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.
Herbert Hoover and Jimmy Carter paid the
price of perceived failure in 1932 and 1980,
respectively, but their predecessors (Coolidge,
Nixon, and Ford), who arguably had at least as
much to do with of the failures in question,
did not.

Issue Publics: One-Eyed Men in the Land
of the Blind

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 them.84 For instance, blacks are more like-
ly than whites to be familiar with civil rights
issues.85 In theory, such “issue publics” can
make up for ignorance of more general poli-
cy issues within the electorate as a whole.

Attempts to confirm the issue-public
hypothesis empirically show that it has only
very limited validity. Knowledge of different
aspects of public policy is highly intercorre-
lated.86 Even where significant differences in
knowledge between groups do exist, they do
not necessarily demonstrate that the knowl-
edge of the better-informed group is ade-
quate for informed voting; they show only
that members of that group know more
about an issue than does the rest of the elec-
torate. 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. 

Even if the voter does have adequate knowl-
edge 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.
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 offi-
cials have to be voted out to do it. Even in the
land of the blind, the one-eyed man 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 can-
not readily tell which aspects of public policy
really are part of the issue of interest. One of
the problems in issue-public research is the
question of how the scope of the relevant
“issue” is defined in the first place. If the con-
nection between two or more matters of pub-
lic policy is not obvious or is ignored by politi-
cians and the media for their own reasons, vot-
ers 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
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blacks combined with the fact that they pay
Social Security payroll taxes at the same rate as
whites turned Social Security into a major hid-
den redistribution from black workers to
white retirees.87 The subtlety of the connec-
tion, combined with collusive politicians’ lack
of incentive to focus on the issue, leads the rel-
evant black issue public to ignore it. Such
problems often prevent an issue public from
forming in the first place. High knowledge
costs combine with collective action problems
to ensure that many potential issue publics are
numbered among Mancur Olson’s “‘forgotten
groups’ who suffer in silence.”88

Most fundamentally, voter ignorance of
general issues may vitiate the benefits of issue
publics even in situations in which 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 gener-
ally applicable issues, the outcome may well
be a process of mutually destructive rent
seeking 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 poli-
cies beneficial to itself without regard to the
costs to others—costs of which its members
are ignorant even if self-interest would not
lead them to ignore these costs in any case. 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 elec-
torate divided into issue publics is in a better
position to pursue its policy objectives than
one that is uniformly ignorant across the
board.

The “Miracle of Aggregation”
If the rationally ignorant portion of the

electorate commits its errors randomly, the
power of aggregation might result in those
errors canceling each other out. Where mis-
takes are truly random and the electorate suf-
ficiently large, every “erroneous” vote for
Candidate X should be offset by one for

opposing Candidate Y. Only the nonran-
domly distributed votes of the relatively
informed voters will have a real impact on the
outcome; that outcome will thereby be decid-
ed “as if” the electorate as a whole were
informed.89

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 incapaci-
ty.90 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 explicitly
states.91 If the argument were correct, elections
would have the same outcome if only the bal-
lots of the well-informed minority were count-
ed! Even in the more moderate version of the
theory, which allows that some of the ill-
informed votes nonetheless turn out to be
“correctly” cast, a large proportion of the elec-
torate is nonetheless viewed as a source of ran-
dom errors that fortunately offset each other.
Regardless, the “miracle of aggregation”92 can
take place only if (1) the errors really are ran-
dom and (2) the informed minority that
decides electoral outcomes adequately repre-
sents the interests of the rest of the popula-
tion. Overwhelming evidence suggests that
neither precondition holds true. 

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 above. As a result, ill-
informed voters often draw misleading infer-
ences about economic conditions and other
issues.93 Uncertainty about a candidate’s pol-
icy stances itself creates a systematic bias in
favor of incumbents whose positions are gen-
erally better known.94

The random distribution hypothesis fares
little better in meeting the second precondi-
tion, that of representativeness of the
informed. The small minority of well-informed
voters (no more than one-fifth of the total and
perhaps a lot less) differs systematically from
the rest in gender, income, race, age, religion,
ideology, and a host of other politically rele-
vant attributes.95 It would be remarkable
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indeed if the interests of this small, unrepre-
sentative subset of the population coincided
even roughly with those of the population at
large, and there is little reason to believe that
they do. 

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 mis-
leading. There is no real substitute for voters
adequately informed at the individual level. 

Part IV: The Rationality of
Ignorance

Perhaps the most fundamental cause of
ignorance resides in the collective action prob-
lem created by the insignificance of any indi-
vidual vote in determining an electoral out-
come.96 Since one vote is almost certain not to
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 elec-
torate is a “public good” the provision of which
is subject to the “collective action” problem
that arises when consumers of a good do not
have to help pay for its provision in order to
enjoy its benefits.97 Only political professionals
and those who value political knowledge for its
own sake have an incentive to acquire signifi-
cant amounts of it. Acquiring significant
amounts of political knowledge for the pur-
pose of becoming a more informed voter is, in
most situations, simply irrational.

An important extension of this logic is that
it applies just as readily to highly altruistic and
civic-minded citizens as to narrowly self-inter-
ested ones. Even a 100 percent altruistic per-
son—someone who always chooses to priori-
tize the welfare of others over her own when-
ever the two conflict—would not rationally
devote much of her time to acquiring political
information for the sake of casting an
informed vote. No matter how great the bene-
fits to others of a “correct” electoral outcome,
our altruist’s ballot has almost no chance of
bringing it about since in a large electorate the

chance that his vote will be decisive is vanish-
ingly small.98 The rational altruist would
therefore seek to serve others in ways in which
a marginal individual contribution has a real
chance of making a difference, such as con-
tributing to charity. By spending time and
effort on becoming an educated voter, the
altruist actually diminishes others’ welfare by
depriving them of the services he or she might
have conferred on them through alternative
uses of the same resources.99

The applicability of collective action argu-
ment 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-interest-
ed behavior.100 The prediction of rational
voter ignorance rests on no such assumption.
The conclusion that even altruists have little
incentive to become informed voters also
casts a pall on the proposals of political theo-
rists to improve the functioning of democra-
cy through increasing civic-mindedness.101

Whatever virtues those proposals might
have, they seem unlikely to dissipate the
rational ignorance that stands as a particu-
larly imposing obstacle to effective democra-
tic control of government.

The collective action problem explanation
of political ignorance has other important
implications for efforts to realize the democ-
ratic ideal of voter control. Proposals to alle-
viate ignorance by increasing the availability
of political information to the public run
afoul of the collective action problems.102

Moreover, most citizens do not seek out
information now because they find politics
relatively uninteresting.

A notable shortcoming of the collective
action explanation of voter ignorance is that
it seems inconsistent with the fact that voters
vote at all. As has often been pointed out,
rational choice models of politics appear to
predict that all or most voters shouldn’t even
show up at the polls, given the infinitesimal
likelihood of affecting the electoral outcome.
More precisely, they predict nonvoting unless
the “duty-based” or “expressive” utility of
voting outweighs its costs irrespective of the
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likelihood of affecting the outcome;103 if that
is the case, however, it is possible that the
same sense of duty that leads voters to vote
may also lead them to become informed.

A complete discussion of this issue, the
“paradox of voting,” would take us far afield,
but there are at least three important reasons
to believe that the paradox does not invalidate
a collective action problem explanation of
voter ignorance.104 First, it is possible that the
unexpectedly high incidence of voting is sim-
ply the result of people overestimating the
potential impact of their vote.105 Polls show
that more than 70 percent of voters believe
that their individual votes “really matter.”106

Such overestimation may in fact be rational to
the extent that acquiring an accurate knowl-
edge of the impact of voting may for many be
more expensive than the relatively minimal
effort required to vote in major elections. If so,
it is not implausible 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.

Second, even if—as is surely true at least in
part—the critics of rational choice are correct
and voting really is explainable by the
“expressive utility” of voting or by irrational
conceptions of duty,107 it is still possible (and
empirical evidence suggests very likely) that
such motives are not powerful enough to
induce voters to pay the heavy costs of
becoming well informed. This point dove-
tails with our third argument: that none of
the competitors of the rational ignorance
theory predict the stability of extreme levels
of ignorance in the face of rising education
levels. Surely explanations of voter ignorance
based on differing levels of commitment to
duty and cultural variation and varying
access to information would predict greater
variation in levels of ignorance across time
and place than seems to actually exist.

In sum, the rational ignorance hypothesis
is only an imperfect representation of reality.
Yet to the extent that it has validity, it sets
severe limits to the amount of knowledge

ordinary voters are likely to be willing to
acquire. Any solution to the problem of voter
ignorance will have to work within these con-
straints rather than try to break them.

Part V: Voter Ignorance and 
the Size and Scope of 

Government
The debate over voter ignorance has often

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 govern-
ment, the more voters have to know to con-
trol its policies through the ballot. To avoid
misunderstandings, it is important to
emphasize that the increased democratic
control that may be achieved by reducing the
size and complexity of government is not the
only or even the most important factor that
should be considered in determining the
proper role of the state in our society. Other
considerations may well outweigh it in par-
ticular circumstances. However, the knowl-
edge-based tradeoff between big government
and democratic government is an important
consideration that has largely been neglected
in the literature to this point.

In most advanced industrial democracies,
government spending now consumes at least
a third and often more than one-half of GDP.
But it is not the size of government per se
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 vot-
ers to keep track of than one that commits
only small amounts to them. Yet the growth
of government over the last 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.108 That process has
reached the point where areas of social life
that remain outside the government’s
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domain are arguably no longer the rule but
the exception. 

In the United States the executive branch
of the federal government alone has 15 cabi-
net-level departments, 54 independent regu-
latory agencies and government corpora-
tions, and 5 “quasi-official” agencies.109 They
range in function from the United States
Information Agency to the Farm Credit
Administration to the National Mediation
Board. It is doubtful in the extreme that vot-
ers 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 usual-
ly do not even ask about the functions of spe-
cific government agencies, instead opting for
questions about very basic aspects of govern-
ment 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 voters who are ignorant of even
basic information. The few questions requir-
ing more detailed issue knowledge that have
found their way into surveys unsurprisingly
show even greater levels of ignorance than
those about more basic information.110

The Ignorance of Elites
If traditional research on voter ignorance

questions the electoral competence of ordi-
nary citizens, focusing on the relationship of
ignorance to the size and scope of govern-
ment leads us to question that of relatively
well-informed elites as well. It is unlikely that
even professional social scientists have more
than a very superficial knowledge of the
activities of government agencies outside
their areas of specialized expertise, if indeed
they have heard of them at all. 

Researchers tend to assume, usually with-
out argument, that the best-informed voters
can make effective use of ideology and opin-
ion leaders to guide their choices. Yet it is not
at all clear that this optimism about elites is
justified. Let us consider the dilemmas that

the modern state creates for generally well-
informed voters who nonetheless remain
ignorant of specific issues.

The ideologically sophisticated voter who
is convinced that a government program can
address some evil must still determine
whether the remedies proposed by candi-
dates really are the kinds of programs that
are likely to solve the problem at hand.
Unless voters hold to an ideological position
that justifies government activism for its own
sake regardless of the results, they must find
a way to ensure that the programs put in
place by legislators really do serve the pur-
poses they intend. The difficulty is further
exacerbated in those very common situations
in which voters cannot readily observe a poli-
cy’s effects.111

Even the people most favorably disposed
toward government activism cannot deny the
possibility of government programs that fail
in their stated purposes because of unantici-
pated consequences or because they are actu-
ally driven by rent-seeking interest groups or
attempts to redistribute funds to the rich or
some other group whom voters might not
want to reward. Many programs justified
rhetorically by the need to aid the poor or
provide some public good for the population
at large actually serve well-positioned “distri-
butional coalitions” at the expense of the very
people whom the policies are supposedly
intended to help.112 And it is a commonplace
among specialists that well-intentioned
interventions such as minimum wages or
drug prohibition often produce side effects
that may be worse than the original problem.

The paucity of research on the control of
modern-sized governments by well-informed,
ideologically sophisticated voters prevents any
definitive conclusions in this area.113 In part,
the lack of research of this type is itself a con-
sequence of the growth of government, since
that growth has greatly increased the propor-
tion of the electorate that is not well informed
and has diminished the electoral significance
of those few who are.114 Nonetheless, there are
strong reasons to believe that even a well-
informed electorate, one with an average level
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of knowledge equal to that of the top 5 to 10
percent today, would have great difficulty
imposing its will on a government as broad in
scope as that which we have today. 

Informational Advantages of Limited
Government

A government of strictly limited powers
might reduce the problem of public igno-
rance by reducing the number of issues to be
decided by government to a level that voters
would find more manageable. Obviously,
issues taken out of the government sphere
would have to be “decided” in other ways,
whether through market exchanges or other
nonpolitical processes. Whatever their other
defects, however, those mechanisms are rela-
tively free of the collective action problems
that induce massive voter ignorance in the
political sphere.

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? A defini-
tive answer to this question requires much
more rigorous analysis than is possible here.
Nonetheless, 19th-century American history
suggests that the answer may be yes. 

Because of the very limited powers of the
national government, 19th-century national
politics revolved around a small set of rela-
tively narrowly defined issues, including the
spread of slavery, the disposition of newly
acquired western lands, the tariff, federal
support for infrastructure spending, bank-
ing, and, on a few occasions, warfare with for-
eign powers. With the exception of obvious
overlaps between issues (e.g., slavery and
western lands), rarely were more than two or
three of these matters in contention at any
given time. 

The theory developed here predicts that
this limitation of government power should
have allowed voters to focus on the issues
that did come onto the electoral agenda in
much greater detail than has been possible
since. Although there have as yet been no sys-
tematic tests of this prediction, considerable
evidence supports it. During major 19th-cen-

tury controversies such as the debates over
monetary policy in the 1830s and 1890s, the
ongoing battle over the tariff, and the con-
frontation over the expansion of slavery in
the 1850s, politicians presented for mass
consumption far more sophisticated argu-
ments than prevail in electoral politics today. 

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 interpreta-
tion of the Constitution necessarily takes prece-
dence over that of other branches of govern-
ment, the moral status of blacks in the liberal
ideology of the Declaration of Independence,
and the true meaning of “popular sovereign-
ty.”115 Campaign speeches of this complexity
would be unimaginable today. 

Popular ideological awareness also played
an important role in restraining the growth of
government beyond its prescribed bounds.
Indeed, this factor was singled out as the most
important force limiting the power of the U.S.
federal government by leading contemporary
foreign observers such as Tocqueville and
Lord Bryce.116 More recent theoretical treat-
ments of the subject also emphasize the cru-
cial role of popular ideological consensus in
restraining the growth of 19th-century
American government in the face of interest
group pressure.117 Such a high degree of ideo-
logical awareness is in clear contrast to what
we know of modern voters. It suggests that
ideological coherence in voting may be more
feasible if there are fewer issues to keep track
of. 

This 19th-century evidence by no means
amounts to a strong test of my hypothesis
and is of course subject to alternative expla-
nations. Even so, it provides a prima facie
case for the proposition that voter knowledge
and control of government policy will be
much greater under a regime of strictly limit-
ed government power. 

The relationship between voter ignorance
and big government leads us to question the
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adequacy of the information possessed by
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 democratization
rather than furthers it. Democratic control of
government is increased when there is less
government to control. 

Part VI: Political Ignorance 
and Decentralized 

Federalism: The 
Informational Benefits of 

Voting with Your Feet

“Foot Voting” vs. Ballot Box Voting as an
Incentive for Information Acquisition

If rational ignorance suggests that govern-
ment may be more democratic when it is
more strictly limited, it may also counsel in
favor of greater decentralization. When infor-
mation problems are taken into account, vot-
ing with your feet in a relatively decentralized
federal system may lead to greater majoritar-
ian control of government than ballot-box
voting in a more centralized state.

As we have seen, one of the main causes of
political ignorance is the fact that it is “ration-
al.” Because even an extremely well-informed
voter has virtually no chance of actually influ-
encing 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, a person
“voting with her feet” by choosing the state or
locality in which to live is in a wholly different
situation than is the ballot-box voter. If a “foot
voter” can acquire information about superior
economic conditions, public policies, and
other advantages in another state, he or she
can move to that state and take advantage of
them even if all other citizens do nothing. 

That creates a much stronger incentive for
foot voters to acquire relevant information
about conditions in different jurisdictions
than for ballot-box voters to acquire infor-
mation about public policy. Since states and

localities seek to attract new residents and
businesses as sources of tax revenue, state
and local governments have strong incentives
to establish policies that will appeal to poten-
tial immigrants and convince current resi-
dents to stay.118 The power of the competitive
pressure comes from governments’ constant
need to attract additional revenue to finance
expenditures that can satisfy key interest
groups and increase political leaders’ reelec-
tion chances. Interstate and interlocality
competition for residents facilitates the cre-
ation of public policies that advance the
interests of the majority, even in the absence
of informed ballot-box voting. In this way,
voting with your feet becomes a powerful
and, in many ways, superior alternative to
ballot-box voting as a mechanism of majority
rule.

Moreover, unlike a ballot-box voter, a foot
voter need not connect his judgment of con-
ditions to specific elected officials and their
policies. It is enough for her to know that
conditions are better in one state than anoth-
er and then be able to act on that by moving.
So long as public officials themselves know
that their policies can affect social conditions
in ways that attract foot voters, they will have
an incentive to implement better policies in
order to appeal to potential migrants. Not
only does foot voting create a stronger incen-
tive to acquire knowledge than ballot-box
voting, it also requires less knowledge to
implement effectively.

The Power of Foot Voting under Adverse
Conditions

To my knowledge, there has not yet been a
study that precisely measures the informa-
tional advantages of voting with your feet
over ballot-box voting. Nevertheless, there is
reason to believe that the advantages are
quite large. Anecdotal evidence and ordinary
life experience suggest that most citizens put
far more effort into deciding where to live
than into acquiring political information. 

Perhaps more telling is historical evidence
of the power of voting with your feet even
under extremely adverse circumstances. In the
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Jim Crow–era South of the late 19th and early
20th centuries, African-American southerners,
most of them poorly educated and many illit-
erate, were still able to learn enough informa-
tion about the existence of relatively better
conditions in other states to set off a massive
migration.119 Southern black workers relied
on information provided by relatives in other
jurisdictions and by agents of businesses seek-
ing to recruit African-American workers.120

The resulting migration not only benefited
the migrants themselves but also forced racist
southern state governments to “grant . . .
African-Americans greater educational oppor-
tunities and greater protection in their proper-
ty and person” in an effort to get them to stay
and continue to provide labor for southern
white-owned farms and businesses.121 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 segrega-
tion in West Virginia in the early 1900s.122

Obviously, the ability of southern blacks
to vote with their feet did not come close to
fully mitigating the baneful effects of Jim
Crow.123 It did, however, provide important
informational benefits and political empow-
erment to a widely despised and poorly edu-
cated 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 under-
stand that relatively more favorable employ-
ment opportunities and public policies
awaited them in other jurisdictions, a realiza-
tion that contrasts with the inability of most
modern citizens to acquire sufficient knowl-
edge to engage in effective retrospective vot-
ing.124 Obviously, if voting with your feet
could provide powerful informational advan-
tages in the exceptionally adverse conditions
of the Jim Crow-era South, there is strong
reason to expect that it is more effective in

modern times, when 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.

Democracy and political ignorance are far
from the only issues that must be considered
in determining the degree of decentralization
that a society should have. A variety of other
considerations may in some situations out-
weigh the advantages of foot voting. The
argument advanced here is not intended to
be a comprehensive theory of federalism, or
even close to it. It does, however, highlight an
important consideration that is too often
ignored.

Conclusion

I have argued that voter ignorance is wide-
spread, that it is a rational result of collective
action problems, that it cannot be circum-
vented through various “information short-
cuts,” and that it is greatly exacerbated by the
size and scope of modern government. I have
also argued that voter ignorance highlights
some unrecognized advantages of decentral-
ized federalism.

Concern for the consequences of voter
ignorance is not a new idea in Western politi-
cal thought. Plato, Aristotle, and John Stuart
Mill, among others, all regarded it as one of
the most important problems of democra-
cy.125 Modern democratic thought, however,
has tended to sweep the problem under the
rug even as the growth of government has
made it increasingly severe. Yet ultimately, lib-
eral democrats cannot avoid the inherent ten-
sion between big government and democracy. 

To say that the tension must be faced is
not to say that it must necessarily be resolved
in favor of democracy. Democracy is not the
only criterion for good government, and per-
haps not even the most important one.
Nonetheless, the dilemma is particularly
acute for those who see democratic self-gov-
ernment as an important value in its own
right.126 Even for those who see democracy as
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a purely instrumental value—for instance, for
achieving social justice—the danger of elite
dominance over most policy issues in a
democracy with largely unconstrained gov-
ernment power should raise troubling ques-
tions. Are our elites really so benevolent and
so knowledgeable that they will serve the
interests of the poor and downtrodden in the
absence of effective voter control? 

The concern here is not the traditional fear
that elites can deviously manipulate public
opinion to suit their own advantage,127

although that possibility cannot be ruled out.
It is that elites end up in control of policy sim-
ply by default. What the voters don’t know
about, they can’t meaningfully control.

A possible response to the argument of
this paper is simply to scale down the ambi-
tions of democracy from effective voter con-
trol of public policy to a mere ability of voters
to change rulers when they so choose.128 That
is indeed an important advantage of democ-
racy in situations in which incumbent offi-
cials have committed a massive and highly
visible policy error. But while this claim is a
point in favor of unrestricted majoritarian-
ism as opposed to dictatorship or oligarchy,
it says nothing about the merits of such a sys-
tem compared with a democratic govern-
ment with strictly limited powers. Moreover,
the ability to remove a failed leader is of little
use in that vast majority of cases in which the
electorate cannot readily tell whether or not a
given leader has failed.

The argument presented in this paper
does not give any definitive answer about
how limited the powers of government
should be, even from the narrow standpoint
of ensuring meaningful voter control over
public policy. Nonetheless, the depth and
apparent intractability of current levels of
ignorance strongly suggest that democratic
control requires a government more limited
in scope than what we have today.

A second limitation of my analysis is the
lack of comparison with knowledge prob-
lems encountered by consumers in private-
sector markets. If the latter were as great as
those that exist in the case of government,

the argument for limiting government power
would be weakened. A full analysis of this
subject is beyond the scope of this paper, yet
there are powerful theoretical reasons to
believe that “market ignorance” is both a less
prevalent and a less serious problem than
voter ignorance. Among the more important
of those reasons are the absence of collective
action–induced rational ignorance in most
product markets, the relative ease of connect-
ing product quality to product performance
compared with the great difficulty of linking
social outcomes to public policy, the greater
ease of finding disinterested advisers on mar-
ket transactions (e.g., financial advisers, con-
sumer guides), and the existence of enforce-
able contract and tort remedies against
deception by product manufacturers of a
sort that is unavailable against deceptive
politicians. 

The political realm also lacks a conveyor
of information as efficient in providing feed-
back and diminishing information costs as
the market’s price system.129 Yet even if the
situation is closer to parity than I suggest, the
monopolistic nature of the state and the
great powers concentrated in its hands
should still lead us to place a particularly
high value on democratic control over gov-
ernment. At a bare minimum, the problem of
voter ignorance and its connection to activist
government should be taken more seriously
in political thought than it has been so far.
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