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1. Introduction

My The Myth of the Rational Voter: Why Democracies Choose Bad Policies (Caplan 2007) argues that aggregation is overrated.  There turn out to be important subjects – especially economics – where the average citizen is not merely ignorant, but systematically mistaken.  I add that if social scientists had reflected on their models more carefully, these findings would not have surprised them.  Researchers should never have expected the public’s beliefs about politics and policy to be rational, because selfishly speaking, political rationality does not pay.
This essay has two goals.  The first is to sketch the main arguments from The Myth of the Rational Voter, with a focus on aggregation, “the wisdom of crowds,” and why they have been oversold.  The second is to respond to challenges that participants at the Colloquium on Collective Wisdom raised to my approach.
2.  When Aggregation Fails
Sometimes aggregation works – the many are smarter than the few, the average guess is better than the best individual guess, and random errors harmlessly cancel out.  James Surowiecki’s The Wisdom of Crowds (2004) is full of vivid examples.  What happens, though, if we look for counter-examples?  Are they hard to find?  Are they important?
Before we can begin to answer these questions, though, we need to know something more basic: How can you empirically test the wisdom of a crowd?  There are three main approaches. (Caplan 2007: 25-8, 50-6)  (i) Objective quantitative comparisons.  Ask the public questions with objective quantitative answers, and see if the average response is correct.  For example, if foreign aid is 1% of the U.S. federal budget, you could ask people to guess the fraction of the budget that goes to foreign aid, then test whether the average response equals 1%.  (ii) Enlightened preferences.  Give the public a “Political IQ” test plus a survey about policy preferences.  Then test whether – holding everything else constant – average policy preferences stay the same as Political IQ rises. (Althaus 2003)  (iii) Lay-expert comparisons.  Ask laymen and experts identical questions, then test whether their average answers are equal.  Whenever one of these tests fails, we have a potential counter-example to the wisdom of crowds.  

But where should we begin our search for counter-examples?  The Myth of the Rational Voter: Why Democracies Choose Bad Policies points to economics as a promising starting place.  Economists often assert that the public has misconceptions about their subject.  Correcting these misconceptions is one of the main goals of introductory economics.  Indeed, economists have spent centuries bemoaning the public’s systematically biased beliefs about their field. (Caplan 2007: 30-40)  As Simon Newcomb wrote in an 1893 Quarterly Journal of Economics:
The fact that there is a wide divergence between many of the practical conclusions of economic science, as laid down by its professional exponents, and the thought of the public at large, as reflected in its current discussion and in legislation, is one with which all are familiar. (1893: 375)
Of course, economists’ complaints are only a lead.  To put public opinion on trial – much less secure a conviction – requires serious empirical study.  What happens if we go ahead and test the public’s economic beliefs for systematic bias?  
First, it is easy to find objective quantitative questions where the public’s average belief is wrong.  For example, the public grossly exaggerates government spending on foreign aid and welfare, and sharply underestimates government spending on Social Security and health. (Washington Post et al 1997)  
Second, people with high Political IQs favor markedly different economic policies than otherwise identical people with low Political IQs.  As a rule, the better-informed are more pro-market than the rest of the population. (Althaus 2003)
Third, laymen and experts have large systematic disagreements about how the economy works.  Many studies present suggestive evidence to this effect. (Caplan 2007: 50-2)  The main weakness in this literature, though, is that surveys rarely ask laymen and experts the same questions.  This makes it hard to tell how much of the disagreement is real, and how much is just a question-wording effect.  To handle this concern, The Myth of the Rational Voter turns to the Survey of Americans and Economists on the Economy. (Washington Post et al 1996; henceforth SAEE; Blendon et al 1997)  Constructed in 1996 by the Kaiser Family Foundation, the Washington Post, and the Harvard University Survey Project, this data set compiles the responses of 1,510 random Americans and 250 Ph.D. economists to a long and diverse list of questions about how the economy works.  
If the wisdom of crowds functions as advertised, we would expect laymen and experts to have the same average beliefs.  They do not; systematic disagreement between economists and the public is the rule, not the exception.  The SAEE’s raw belief gaps are statistically significant for 33 out of 37 questions.  They are also very large in magnitude: Caplan (2008: 406) calculates that in the SAEE, the disagreement between laymen and experts is more than 70% larger than the disagreement between America’s extreme left and extreme right.

A defender of the wisdom of crowds could object, “Maybe the public is wise, and the economists aren’t.”  Maybe.  But a general presumption in favor of experts is almost unavoidable; the burden of proof lies on those who question experts’ reliability.  What specific reasons are there to distrust economists?
Critics of the economics profession have two standard answers.  The first is self-serving bias: Economists are rich and tenured, and imagine that whatever is good for them is good for the world.  The second is ideological bias: Economists are a cult of far-right ideologues posing as scientists.  Unfortunately for the critics, though, the SAEE contains enough details about its respondents to test and reject both of these hypotheses.  After controlling for a long list of measures of self-interest – income, income growth, job security, race, sex, and age – more than 80% of the average belief gap remains.  After controlling for ideology and party identification, the average belief gap actually gets bigger – because contrary to critics, the typical economist is a moderate Democrat.

In sum, important counter-examples to the wisdom of crowds are easy to find.  Economics is an important subject, and not just to economists: The public almost always says “the economy” is its greatest concern. (Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde 2002)  But when economics comes up, aggregation breaks down.  Public opinion about economics fails every major test of the wisdom of crowds.  Instead of praising aggregation, social scientists should be trying harder to draw the border between the wisdom of crowds and the folly of masses.

3. Why Aggregation Fails

When rational choice scholars see my empirics, they often grant that systematic errors occur in practice, but wonder, “How are they are possible in theory?”  I take this question seriously.  Rational choice analysis of human behavior has been most useful, and we should be reluctant to dismiss the whole approach in the face of a few anomalies.

It turns out, however, that there is a simple way to reconcile rational choice theory and widespread systematic bias.  Consider: Why do rational choice theorists expect beliefs to be unbiased in the first place?  To the best of my knowledge, no one has gone much beyond the main argument in John Muth’s (1961: 330) seminal article on rational expectations: “[I]f expectations were not moderately rational there would be opportunities for economists [or anyone else who had rational expectations] to make profits in commodity speculation, running a firm, or selling the information to current owners.”
On reflection, this argument hardly implies that beliefs will be unbiased (or “rational”) all the time.  When the private cost of error is high, Muth has a point.  But there are many subjects where the private cost of error is low or zero.  On subjects like the Civil War, the origin of man, or the age of the earth, you can believe whatever you like without risking a penny.  The same goes for most beliefs about politics and policy.  Precisely because one vote makes little difference, a person can safely believe in – and vote for – even the most disastrous of policies.  

You could admit that some biases are available free of charge, but still object: Why would anyone actually want to be biased?  My main response is that people sometimes have preferences over beliefs.  Especially in areas like religion, philosophy, and politics, many feel a strong sense of attachment to their views.  They do not experience them merely as “leading hypotheses.”  They identify with their conclusions, and want to keep believing them.
If you have preferences over beliefs, objectivity can hurt you deep inside.  The worldview that doesn’t fit the facts could be your own.  One effective way to shield your beliefs from reality is to lower your intellectual standards.  This is an especially attractive option when the cost of being wrong is zero – or if other people pay the price of your mistakes.
I call this model of belief formation “rational irrationality” to distinguish it from the more familiar model of “rational ignorance.” (Caplan 2007: 94-141)  Both models assume that cognition responds to incentives, and reach pessimistic conclusions about the average voters’ beliefs about politics and policy.  But rational ignorance puts a lower bound on voter error.  When he knows nothing about a subject, the rationally ignorant voter is agnostic, and happily leaves decisions in wiser hands.  In contrast, the rationally irrational voter “knows what ain’t so.”  He doesn’t need to study economics for years to conclude, for example, that protectionist policies are the path to prosperity.  If voters are rationally irrational, counter-productive policies can easily win by popular demand.
Perhaps the main complaint about the rational irrationality model is that it is psychologically implausible.  Do people really figure out the truth, then consciously cast it aside in favor of comforting error?  But as The Myth of the Rational Voter (2007: 125-31) explains, the model is open to a range of psychological interpretations.  The only crucial assumption of the model is that the demand for irrationality is downward-sloping; when the price of irrationality goes up, people “buy” less.  
4. Reply to Estlund

The remainder of this essay responds to my critics at the Colloquium on Collective Wisdom, beginning with oral comments by David Estlund (which echo our earlier exchange on the blog Cato Unbound [Caplan 2006; Estlund 2006]).

My disagreement with Prof. Estlund is fairly limited.  In fact, he says (perhaps slightly tongue-in-cheek) that he accepts all of my arguments, and rejects only my conclusions.  The crux of our dispute seems to be what Estlund calls the “expert/boss fallacy.”  As he explains in his Democratic Authority (2007: 3):
It is important to see that authority does not simply follow from expertise.  Even if we grant that there are better and worse political decisions (which I think we must), and that some people know better what should be done than others (we all think some are much worse than others), it simply does not follow from their expertise that they have authority over us, or that they ought to.  This expert/boss fallacy is tempting, but someone’s knowledge about what should be done leaves completely open what should be done about who is to rule.  You might be correct, but what makes you boss?
Estlund makes his point with the aid of several analogies, but one is particularly striking: Suppose it could be shown that parenting experts know more about how children should be raised than the average parent.  Does this imply that parenting experts, not parents, should make our decisions about child-rearing?

Estlund’s parenting example suggests that he is raising a concern about autonomy. (Caplan 2009; Paul et al 2003)  Don’t people have a right (within limits) to make the wrong choice about how to raise their kids?  However, in his comments Estlund explicitly distances himself from autonomy-based arguments. 

Once we set aside autonomy concerns, though, Estlund’s expert/boss “fallacy” makes sense.  Given the claim that “The experts are more likely to be right about X than us,” it is hard to deny that “We should do what the experts think about X.”  If economists are better able to weigh the merits of free trade and protection, there has to be a presumption that we should adopt the trade policy that economists think best.  Of course, you could deny that economists know better; but once you grant that premise, it is hard to see why you shouldn’t heed their judgment.
So suppose we grant that we should heed experts’ judgments.  This admission quickly raises the next question: What should experts do if someone violates the moral imperative to heed their advice?   In a democratic context, this question becomes: Would it be justifiable for experts to overrule the majority for its own good – i.e., for experts to act as “bosses”?  Once we set aside arguments from autonomy, as Estlund seems to do, it is hard to see any principled objection to this expert/boss inference (not “fallacy”).  Think about it this way: By assumption, an expert knows more than you do, and you won’t listen.  Without challenging these premises, how could you block the expert/boss inference other than by saying “I have a right to make the wrong decision”?
My defense of the expert-boss inference does not imply that expert rule is always an improvement.  First, even assuming that experts are overruling the majority for its own good, pragmatic objections to rule by experts remain.  The public might resist, and the costs of the ensuing conflict might outweigh the benefits of improved policy.  In a similar vein, experts might be more influential if they avoid the appearance of arrogance.  By refraining from overtly overruling the public, they might enjoy greater public trust and find it easier to get good results.  
Secondly, just because experts say they are overruling the majority for its own good, it does not follow that they really are.  We can question experts’ motivation: For all their knowledge, they might lie, abuse their power, or ignore concerns outside their area of expertise.  We can also question their expertise itself: Maybe the experts know as little as the public they seek to overrule.  Maybe they know less.
So yes, it is possible for Estlund to accept all of my arguments without embracing my conclusions about improving upon democratic outcomes.  But as an economist as well as a human being, I’m not very interested in what’s possible; I’m interested in what’s plausible.  At least at the current margin in Western democracies, none of the aforementioned reservations are plausible.  

Yes, it is possible to question the experts’ expertise, but all of the main empirical approaches show that knowledge effects are real and large.
 (Caplan 2007: 24-28; 50-93)  It is possible to question experts’ motives, but at our current margin in Western democracies, such worries seem fairly remote.  To take a particularly clear case, economists have almost complete control over monetary policy, but there is little evidence that they are using this autonomy to take advantage of the public.  Indeed, there is good evidence that insulating central bankers from popular influence is a free lunch: Independence reduces inflation without reducing employment or output. (see e.g. Alesina and Summers 1993)  Finally, it is possible for experts to stir up public resistance and resentment, but in modern Western democracies, these are mild problems.  A few people advocate a substantial decrease in the independence of the Federal Reserve, but this is no more than a fringe movement.  The fear that moderate, gradual increases in expert influence would spark a populist backlash is farfetched.

The takeaway is that Estlund should accept not only my arguments, but my conclusions as well.  Unless he wants to switch to an autonomy-based defense of democracy, he has good reason to support the kind of reforms explored in The Myth of the Rational Voter.  Let me add that I am open to modifications of my admittedly exploratory reform proposals.  If the narrow-mindedness or groupthink of experts are serious concerns – and I suspect they are – it is unwise to give experts unchecked control over important policies.  Fortunately, “experts are only advisors” and “experts have complete control” are just two endpoints on a continuum with infinite intermediate possibilities.  If you worry about giving the Council of Economic Advisors plenary power to overturn economic legislation, for example, one simple solution would be to allow Congress to overrule the CEA with a two-thirds vote.
Estlund’s final objection might be that, “None of these eccentric reforms are going to happen.”  If he said this, I would agree.  If I am right about voters, institutional fixes will normally suffer from a catch-22; If voters were reasonable enough to accept them, you probably wouldn’t need them in the first place. (Caplan 2007: 199)  In practice, those who recognize the defects of democracy have to settle for the less glamorous approach: using persuasion and political slack to nudge policy in a better direction.
5. Reply to Landemore

Landemore begins “Democratic Reason: The Mechanisms of Collective Intelligence in Politics” (2008: 3) with a strong thesis:
I make the claim that given conditions of sufficient education and freedom amongst the members of a regular group of human beings, the rule of the many, defined as combination of inclusive deliberation and majority rule with universal suffrage, generally beats dictatorship as a decision-procedure regarding collective choices for that group. I generalize this claim to argue that the rule of the many epistemically beats any variant of the rule of the few.
Her paper then explores several mechanisms that might give democracy an epistemic edge.  Unfortunately, I do not see that she goes any further than this.  Landemore rejects all of the main approaches for empirically testing her views on methodological grounds, has no specific suggestions for improving these approaches, and offers no alternative empirical approach to support her conclusion.  Her arguments may appeal to readers who already sympathize with her conclusion, but she needs to try harder to persuade the skeptics.
a.  Voter Knowledge and Epistemic Competence
A large empirical literature finds that voters know little about politics and policy. (Somin 2004; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Dye and Zeigler 1996; Bennett 1996; Smith 1989; Neuman 1986)  Landemore does not dispute these basic facts, but denies their importance.  

[I]nformation is distinct from competence and the causal link between the holding of a certain type of information measured by surveys and the competence to make political choices is not easy to establish (however “intuitive” it is sometimes argued to be). (2008: 21)

She then turns to the three major empirical approaches – objective quantitative comparisons, enlightened preferences, and lay-expert comparisons – that try to link information level to political competence.  She rejects all three.

Objective quantitative comparisons.  As I admit in my book, the main problem with this approach is that it is inapplicable to many interesting questions.  Landemore amplifies my concern by insisting that objective quantitative comparisons are irrelevant for all interesting questions.  If a political question is sufficiently clear-cut to apply this approach, it is not interesting: “[N]o interesting political question can be answered without such a degree of ambiguity.” (2008: 21)
Landemore’s blanket rejection is puzzling.  If someone thinks that we spend ten times as much money on foreign aid as we really do, isn’t this error likely to affect his spending and budget preferences?  If many people make this error, isn’t the position of the median voter likely to shift?  Landemore protests that “there is no reason why the burden of the proof should be on people who deny the connection between political IQ as it measured by existing empirical surveys and actual political competence.” (2008: 21)  But there is a burden of proof on people who make counter-intuitive claims, and the claim that large misconceptions about spending have no effect on policy preferences is highly counter-intuitive.

Enlightened preferences.  Landemore ably explains the essence of the enlightened preference approach.  She admits that we can use this approach to test the “cognitive shortcuts” hypothesis that the uninformed vote as if they were highly informed.  She adds that the cognitive shortcuts hypothesis badly fails this empirical test: “The major result of this approach is to show that, no, people would probably not vote the same way since they at least do not have the same preferences when they are little informed and very informed.” (2008: 21-22)
Nevertheless, Landemore largely rejects the enlightened preference approach.  Why?  Because “knowledge of objective facts might well be both an elitist measure of political knowledge and potentially irrelevant to the ability to pass a politically competent vote.”  The enlightened preference approach begs the question; it “merely reflect[s] a belief present in the premise, namely that regular people are wrong and the elites right.” (2008: 22)
Landemore’s complaint about “elitist measures of political knowledge” verges on tautology.  Suppose an approach is willing to test the hypothesis that “a regular group of human beings” supports the wrong policy.  Is this approach “elitist” by definition?  If so, elitism is virtually a synonym for questioning Landemore’s epistemic defense of democracy.

Her complaint that Political IQ is “potentially irrelevant to the ability to pass a politically competent vote” (emphasis mine) is also puzzling.  After all, the whole point of the enlightened preference approach is to empirically test whether Political IQ affects policy preferences.  The method specifically allows for the possibility that Political IQ doesn’t matter; it could have a regression coefficient of zero.  When you actually run the regression, however, that is rarely what you see.

But doesn’t this just beg the question, as Landemore alleges?  It depends on what the question is.  If the question is “Are regular people right?,” then the enlightened preference approach does not prejudge.  If the question is “Are elites right?,” the enlightened preference approach still does not prejudge; it allows for the possibility that elite opinion is a product of non-cognitive characteristics.  
What if the question is “When poorly-informed people disagree with well-informed people who are otherwise identical to themselves, are the well-informed right?”  Then, it is question-begging to appeal to evidence based on enlightened preferences.  But to the best of my knowledge, no prominent defender of the approach ever said this.  Instead, the standard response would be, “That is the key assumption on which enlightened preference approach depends.  It seems highly plausible.  Do you have some specific objection to it?”  That is how progressive empirical research works: People find reasonable starting points, and solicit specific criticisms.  As far as I can tell, Landemore has no specific criticisms of the enlightened preference approach to offer.

Lay-expert comparisons.
  The final standard that Landemore considers and rejects is expert judgment in general, and economists’ judgment in particular.  Her reasons?  First, she reminds us that there is a difference between “questions of economics (the science) and economic questions, which are political questions with an economic dimension.”
  Second, she points out that economists’ judgments are not “absolute truths,” and not comparable to “the rules of arithmetic, logic or statistics.”  (2008: 22, 23)  By assuming that “on anything remotely economical, economists know better,” I am once again “begging the question.” (2008: 23)
Strangely, though, my book explicitly accepts both of Landemore’s claims.  I recognize the difference between “questions of economics” and “economic questions.”  In fact, the whole point of chapter six of The Myth of the Rational Voter is to explore the connection between these two logically distinct subjects:
Economists have spent more time criticizing the public's misconceptions than precisely explaining how they cause bad policies.  They take the connection largely for granted...

In theory, it is conceivable that the public's biases spin the wheels of democracy with little effect on policy.  In a variant of the Miracle of Aggregation, different delusions might mutually annihilate.  Maybe each voter who overestimates the social benefits of protectionism also overestimates his ability to thrive under free trade.  With selfish voters, free trade would still prevail, enriching a population convinced that "Free trade hurts everyone but me." (Caplan 2007: 142-3; footnotes omitted)

Landemore similarly misstates my position on expertise.  I repeatedly say that experts are fallible, and grant that the public might be right to disagree with them. (e.g. Caplan 2007, 52, 53)  I  do not mention “mathematicians, logicians, and statisticians” to praise economists by association.  I mention them to highlight economists’ credibility deficit, and empirically test whether it is deserved:

In principle, experts could be mistaken instead of the public.  But if mathematicians, logicians, or statisticians say the public is wrong, who would dream of "blaming the experts"?  Economists get a lot less respect. (Caplan 2007: 53)
If Landemore and I agree about the “questions of economics”/”economic questions” distinction, and (ii) the fallibility of experts, where do we really disagree?  
First, although “questions of economics” and “economic questions,” are conceptually distinct, I think the two are empirically closely connected.  Most people vote for the policies they consider best for society as a whole. (Caplan 2007: 148-51)  Most people consider economic prosperity a major component of social well-being. (Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde 2002)  Given these two empirically verified premises, beliefs about the most effective ways to promote prosperity (questions of economics) readily translate into economic policy preferences (economic questions).  How many people support protectionist policies despite their belief that free trade makes society richer?  
Second, although I never claim that economists are in possession of “absolute truth,” this is an absurd benchmark.  When two people disagree, we do not have to imagine that one person has “absolute truth” in order to take a side.  Reasonable people side with whoever is more likely to be right.  Furthermore, if one side accuses the other of “bias,” but the accusations do not check out, reasonable people respond by trusting the accused more and the accuser less.
Finally, contrary to Landemore, lay-experts comparisons do not beg the question of epistemic competence.  My empirical approach does not rule out the possibility that the public is right; neither does it rule out the possibility that the experts are wrong.  Its key assumption is simply that after controlling for a long list of possible confounding variables, any remaining lay-expert belief gaps are evidence of public bias.
Landemore’s dismissal of multiple empirical literatures relevant to her thesis highlights a paradox in her position.  She strongly believes in the epistemic superiority of democracy.  But she also laments the near-impossibility of judging political competence.  No standard is good enough to marginally reduce her confidence, and she proposes no alternative standard.  But without a standard of competence, how can Landemore begin to judge the epistemic quality of democracy, much less make the extreme claim that “rule of the many epistemically beats any variant of the rule of the few”?  

b.  The Enlightenment Assumption and Binary Choices
To make her case, Landemore appeals to the Cordorcet Jury Theorem, and defends its key assumptions of enlightenment, independence, and sincerity.  I have no serious qualms about independence and sincerity, but enlightenment (specifically, that the average voter is right more than half the time) is another matter.  As I have already discussed, this assumption is inconsistent with all of the main literatures that empirically test it.  Raising knowledge levels is often enough to turn the majority position into the minority position.  If Condorcet’s assumptions were satisfied, this would almost never happen. 
Even if we limit our attention to what Landemore, following Lupia (2006), calls “big choices,”
 it is easy to produce counter-examples.  The American National Election Study asks respondents to say which of the following views is closer to their own: “One, we need a strong government to handle today’s complex economic problems; or two, the free market can handle these problems without government becoming involved.”  The actual distribution of opinion on this “big choice” is 62/38 in favor of strong government.  But Althaus (2003: 111) estimates that the majority position would flip to 53/47 in favor of free markets if respondents were highly informed.  The same holds for other arguably big choices, such as deficit reduction and abortion on demand.
In any case, even if the enlightenment assumption holds up empirically, it only shows that the better of the two leading choices will prevail.  But where do the two leading choices come from?  They are in large part a function of the public’s level of understanding.  Suppose that two candidates compete in terms of their competence and their position on trade.  If the majority is protectionist, both candidates will endogenously embrace protectionism in order to win.  As a result, the public will have a “big choice” between two protectionist candidates.  Condorcet’s assumptions only imply that the more competent protectionist will win.

Landemore closes her defense of Cordorcet’s enlightenment assumption by discussing my view that the public suffers from “topical incompetence,” especially in the area of economics.  She does not actively dispute the charge, but tries to mitigate it:

Assuming that this topical incompetence is a fact, however, that would not still establish that 1. Democratic citizens are incompetent across the board, 2. Experts would systematically do better, 3. There is no democratic solution to that democratic problem. (2008: 15)  

Given the strength of Landemore’s thesis that “the rule of the many epistemically beats any variant of the rule of the few,” though, these arguments are not on point.  If there are important topics where experts are competent and the public is not, it is highly unlike that the “the rule of the many” will epistemically beat “any variant of the rule of the few.”  (How about the variant where experts get 1.1 votes?)  Furthermore, the feasibility of eliminating the public’s topical incompetence is a red herring.  If the public is even temporarily topically incompetent, her thesis is overstated.  
Later in the paper, Landemore argues for optimism about democracy’s capacity for self-improvement, and criticizes me for overlooking it:
[E]conomic biases are less due to the limits of human cognitive abilities and more to cultural factors. After all while all human beings may suffer from some form of base-rate neglect, Americans are actually much less obsessed with job security than Europeans. (2008: 25)

[E]ven if Caplan is right about voters’ topical incompetence, particularly in economic matters, why does he not consider the possibility that such topical incompetence might be solved over time through education and public debates? (2008: 24)  
These criticisms puzzle me.  An explicit goal of chapter 8 of my book is to explore ways to improve the public’s economic competence.  I emphasize the value of education and communication, and discuss ways to raise the quality of both.  Solving the problem of topical incompetence is very much on my mind.

Unfortunately, I have to doubt that a solution is likely.  Changing cultures is notoriously difficult, and democracies rarely try to change their cultures in unpopular ways.  It is hard to root out students’ protectionist thinking in a college classroom, and harder still to convince the protectionist majority that we need to root out protectionist thinking.
c. Expertise and Diversity

Landemore is troubled by “an apparent implication of Caplan’s indictment of democracy  – that we would be better off with an oligarchy of experts” and objects that “groups of experts are not fool-proof either.” (2008: 25)  Perhaps I should have made myself clearer, but this is not an accurate statement of my view.  The Myth of the Rational Voter suggests greater reliance on expert judgment, not oligarchic rule.  I certainly never claim to have a “fool-proof” alternative.  I merely point out an array of bad policies, and consider ways to mitigate them.  As I explain in my reply to Estlund, the danger of delegating total control to a small group of experts is obvious, but there is a continuum of options between giving experts no more than advisory powers on the one hand, and absolute control on the other.

Let me close by addressing Landemore’s concern about experts’ alleged “lack of cognitive diversity”:

Lack of cognitive diversity among experts can offset the advantage represented by their individual expertise, while, on the contrary, the cognitive diversity of large groups of non-experts can to a degree compensate for their lack of individual expertise. In terms of predictive accuracy, large groups of laypeople and small groups of experts may well draw a tie.  (Landemore 2008: 26)

I agree that this is possible.  But is it plausible?  Let us return to economics.  By what standard does the “diverse” public have a more accurate understanding of the subject than the “non-diverse” economics profession? 
  At best, worries about experts’ “diversity deficit” are plausible until you examine specific issues.  Consider the strict labor market regulation that has given many European economies – most obviously France, Germany, and Italy – decades of high unemployment. (Gersemann 2005)  These policies enjoy the support of the “diverse” masses, and strong criticism from “non-diverse” economists.  Does Landemore really think laymen and experts are likely to “draw a tie” on this question?  If not here, then where?
4. Reply to Mackie

Last, I turn to Gerry Mackie’s careful and thought-provoking “Rational Ignorance and Beyond.”  In this piece, Mackie criticizes what he sees as a crucial building block of the economic approach to politics: the pivotal voter model.  He then extends his critique to  several different economic models of voting – including mine.

a.  Implications of the Failure of the Pivotal Voter Model
Mackie spends a lot of time pointing out of the inferiority of the pivotal voter model to his “contributory model.”  But he never quite nails economists’ core intuition about voter participation: A rational selfish actor will not vote in large-N elections because the expected selfish benefits (using “expectation” in its statistical sense, and “selfish” in its non-tautological dictionary sense) are markedly smaller than the expected selfish costs.  Given this starting point, most economists deduce that people who do vote in large-N elections are either less than fully rational, less than fully selfish, or both.
From this perspective, Mackie’s detailed comparison of the pivotalist model and the contributory model is a long walk for a short drink.  The pivotalist model focuses on a very small probability of making a substantial difference; the contributory model focuses on a substantial probability of making a very small difference.  In both cases, economists’ core intuition about voting applies: The expected selfish benefits of voting in a large-N election are markedly smaller than the expected selfish costs.
  And in both cases, observed turnout rates show that voters are less than fully rational, less than fully selfish, or both.

I suspect that Mackie would grant that rational egoists would not vote.  But once we find this common ground, where do we go next?  Mackie sounds like he wants to drop the whole economic approach to politics.  I see this as premature.  Before we shift paradigms, we should consider how much we have to relax the standard economic assumptions of rationality and selfishness in order to reconcile theory and observation.  
If voting cost 99% of our average annual income, but half of us still voted, it would be time for economists to admit that our “results” have been wildly oversold.  In reality, though, we only need to slightly weaken standard economic assumptions to fit the facts.  The act of voting takes perhaps an hour per year.  That is an hour more than a perfectly rational, perfectly selfish agent would spend, but it is only .05 percent of a full-time worker’s annual income.  Homo economicus would not vote, but someone vanishishly close to homo economicus easily could.

Of course, there is more to political participation than voting.  If you add the cost of following the news, one hour per year understates the total.  (On the other hand, you shouldn’t naively tally the total number of hours people spend reading and watching the news.  After all, news also has entertainment and social networking value).  Counting higher-strata information sources (political magazines, academic journals, works of history, etc.) does little to further boost the average level of political effort.  After all, the population of the United States is more than a thousand times as large as the circulations of even well-known political magazines like National Review, The New Republic, and The Nation.

What about political scientists’ finding, which both Mackie and I accept, that “voters tend not to vote their self-interest but rather vote for what they believe to be in the general interest of the nation”? (Mackie 2008: 32)  This looks like a large deviation from standard economic assumptions.  Mackie presents it as a serious weakness, if not an outright contradiction, in my position: “Thus, it is a surprise that his [Caplan’s] account of the ignorance and irrationality of voters depends entirely on the assumption that they are egoists."  However, as I explain in The Myth of the Rational Voter (2007: 150-1), the standard economic approach specifically predicts that a small degree of unselfish motivation will lead to highly unselfish voting.  After all, according to both the pivotalist and the contributory models of voting, the expected effect of one vote on policy is very small.  This makes it is very cheap to indulge altruistic preferences (or any preferences at all) at the voting booth.

Mackie’s strategy is to use the fact that people vote as a lever to overturn the vast literature that builds on the pivotalist model of voting.  What he overlooks, though, is that a mild deviation from the standard economic model of voting can accommodate the realities of voter turnout without a paradigm shift.  
For example, while the act of voting takes about one hour per year, the act of voting intelligently requires hundreds of hours of study of economics, political science, environmental science, and so on.  A slightly toned-down version of the economic model that Mackie rejects correctly predicts that many people will spend one hour to vote, but very few will spend hundreds of hours to vote intelligently.
To the best of my understanding, Mackie’s strategy is to argue from the premise of voter participation to the conclusion of high-quality voter participation.
  If this indeed is his plan, then I have to object, “You can’t get there from here.”  Yes, a rational, selfish agent would not participate at all.  And yes, a rational, unselfish agent would participate in a high-quality way.  But an agent who slightly deviated from the standard economic assumptions of rationality and selfishness could easily participate in a very low-quality way.  That is precisely what most voters do.  
By analogy, from the premise that people attend church, it would be absurd to deduce that church-goers carefully scrutinize religious doctrines, or actually live the Sermon on the Mount.  People happy to take the time to attend a weekly church service balk at the prospect of reading a comparative religion textbook, or giving all their possessions to the poor.  They care enough to participate, but not enough to participate in a high-quality way.
b.  Rationality: Empirics and Theory
Mackie says that “The notion that consumers are necessarily better informed than voters is a theoretical speculation, not an empirical fact.” (2008: 22)  He then describes his fascinating preliminary research with Mathew McCubbins that empirically compares human’s epistemic competence qua consumer and qua voter.  So far, he reports, there is little evidence that consumer cognition dominates voter cognition.

I applaud this line of research.  It is the next logical step to take in the conversation.  My primary concern, though, is figuring out how to determine that two sets of questions are of roughly equal difficulty.  Almost no one can name all the ingredients in ice cream, and almost everyone can name the president, but this hardly shows that consumers know less than voters.  

It is important to emphasize that we cannot use accuracy as our measure of difficulty; that would be circular.  To make progress, we need to devise some other metric of difficulty.  I am open to suggestions, but here is my best so far: Get researchers from a wide range of perspectives to vouch for questions’ “equal difficulty” before running the survey.  As I explain in an exchange with Donald Wittman, a well-known defender of voter rationality:

Another approach is for scholars who disagree about consumer rationality to join forces to write a mutually acceptable survey. Perhaps it is naive to hope for a meeting of the minds, but it is easier to reach a consensus ex ante than ex post. A test of consumer rationality jointly written by Donald Wittman and Bryan Caplan would have more credibility than two studies of this question that we ran independently. (Caplan 2005: 176)

For example, I suggest we compare voters’ knowledge of the federal budget with consumers’ knowledge of their own budgets.  These seem like questions of intrinsically comparable difficulty.  My bet is that people’s consumer beliefs will be much less biased than their voter beliefs, but I am open to correction by data.
Still, I would be disingenuous to claim that I am agnostic on this question until new empirical studies arrive.  Daily experience has long since convinced me that ordinary consumers are pretty shrewd.  I can’t give them perfect marks; no matter how bad a movie is, many consumers cling to the sunk-cost fallacy and refuse to walk out.  Nevertheless, my years of talking to non-economists about their market behavior – and eavesdropping in the grocery store – bear out Bastiat’s (1964: 84) observation that: 

[E]ach man is in practice an excellent economist, producing or exchanging according as he finds it more advantageous to do the one or the other. Everyone gains a knowledge of this science through experience; or rather, the science itself is only this same experience accurately observed and methodically interpreted.
In contrast, when I discuss economics and politics with non-economists – or simply listen in on their conversations – I find most of what they say to be shockingly irrational.  The content is usually terrible, riddled with the biases I discuss in The Myth of the Rational Voter.  Even worse, though, is the method: Emotional, dogmatic, and hasty.  Mackie may say that “the Schumpeterian literature seems like a revival of peasant suspicion and fatalism,” rather than “an enlightenment doctrine of reason.” (2008: 32)  But it is not “unenlightened” to say that most people are unenlightened.
Given his “peasant suspicion and fatalism” remark, it is odd that Mackie follows up with a qualified defense of the rationality of religious dogmas, Stalinism, and the Randian position on smoking.  To me, Rand’s pro-smoking view is a valuable warning that even people officially committed to rationality fail to live up to their ideals.  But Mackie has a different take:
Why would a Jain, or a Muslim, or a Hindu, or a Stalinist, or a Randian hold on to a belief, that in isolation, seems to be unsupported?  For the same reason that an established scientific theory would dismiss as suspect an observation inconsistent with the theory. (2008: 36)
Mackie distances himself from relativism: “This is not to say that one worldview is as good as another, far from it.  Some are much better than others at prediction, for example.”  He adds: “A worldview is generally useful, but none can be universally useful, each encounters anomalies, some far more than others.” (2008: 34, 36)  But in the end, his charitable interpretation of the worldviews I stigmatize as “irrational” is unconvincing.  Almost every worldview claims to be good at prediction, and free of serious anomalies.  Aren’t some worldviews nevertheless more justified in claiming these epistemic virtues than others?  If Mackie says no, he ends up being a relativist after all.  If he says yes, he will probably end up with a view similar to mine: When their cherished beliefs don’t measure up, people often selectively relax their intellectual standards to shield their beliefs from the facts.  Indeed, isn’t that is how most worldviews survive?
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Notes





� See Caplan (2009) for a critique of autonomy-based defenses of democracy: “[A]utonomy-based defenses of deference to democracy fall short because there are conflicting autonomies at stake.  Group autonomy can, and usually does, violate individual autonomy.  Furthermore, since arguments about group autonomy normally build upon intuitions about individual autonomy, it is difficult for group autonomy to prevail in this conflict.”





� Estlund worries that economists suffer from a “pro-market bias.”  I find this concern implausible given the biography of the typical economist.  Most economists lean left before they study economics; during the course of their economic education, they reject many anti-market views, but typically remain liberal or moderate Democrats.  If economists really had a pro-market bias, I would expect them to either (a) be pro-market before they studied economics, or (b) distance themselves from the ideological left during the course of their studies.  In my experience, the typical economist embraces the mind-set of Alan Blinder’s Hard Heads, Soft Hearts (1987): We should use economics to figure out the best means for advancing moderately leftist ends.  It is dedication to these ends that often leads even leftist economists to reluctantly embrace further use of the market mechanism.





� There are at least two other measures of epistemic competence that Landemore might have considered:





(a) Education. A large literature examines the effects of education on politically relevant beliefs and preferences.  The findings parallel those in the enlightened preference literature.  In The Myth of the Rational Voter (2007: 154-6) for example, I show that as education goes up, the large systematic belief gaps between economists and non-economists noticeably shrink.  





(b) IQ. The literature on IQ (Jensen 1998) and public opinion is admittedly much smaller than the literature on education and public opinion, but also finds systematic effects.  Caplan and Miller (2007) shows that IQ makes people “think like economists” on a wide variety of positive and normative economic questions – even controlling for education.





� Landemore splits the lay-expert comparison approach into two standards: my Enlightened Public standard (where we see what the average person would think if he had expert credentials), and the simpler standard of average expert judgment.  Since she uses the same arguments against both positions, I consider them under a single heading.





� Economists use slightly different terminology for the same concepts: We say “positive economics” instead of “questions of economics” and “normative economics” instead of “economic questions.” (Friedman 1953)





� As Landemore (2008: 15) explains, “’Big choices’ have the following three properties: 1) they are generally binary (yes or no, or a choice between two candidates), 2) simple and widely available pieces of information (or cues) help voters vote as they would if they knew more about the choices in question, and 3) their salience makes it easier for ordinary people to use cues effectively.”





� In a similar vein, consider: Empirically, information effects are much larger for policy views than for voting or party identification.  Holding candidates’ platforms constant, you would conclude that information has little effect on political outcomes.  But precisely because there are large information effects on policy views, it is a mistake to “hold candidates’ platforms constant.”  If voters knew more, both candidates would respond by adjusting their platforms to appeal more to the well-informed.





� Incidentally, economics does seem to be the most ideologically diverse of the social sciences. (Klein and Stern 2005)





� Mackie is however incorrect to conclude that economists’ intuition applies to all large-N activities: “[I]f the logic were correct, then a similar abundance of false beliefs would be associated with any human collective action involving more than a few people, including the pursuit of policies that would replace democracy with market exchange.  Is it true that people in pursuit of individual goals have fewer false beliefs than people in pursuit of collective goals?  Do javelin throwers have fewer false beliefs about the javelin throw than American baseball players have about playing the game of baseball?  Do sole proprietorships outperform partnerships, and partnerships corporations? ” (2008: 32)  The flaw in Mackie’s analysis: In business and sports, financial rewards and penalties heavily depend on individual performance.  For any given individual, then, the benefits of rationality about the subject at hand normally exceed the costs.  If you push the question further, and ask, “Yes, but why do such incentives exist?,” I will appeal to the standard economic argument that firms and teams, unlike governments, are normally run by people (“residual claimants”) with strong financial stakes in the performance of their organizations.  On the important question of why democratic governments make little use of performance-based incentives, see Caplan (2001).





� Google.com reports circulations of 155,000 for National Review, 60,000 for The New Republic, and 184,000 for The Nation.





� I believe that Gerry Mackie said this at the Colloquium, but I cannot find an explicit statement to this effect in the text of his paper.





