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MEANS, ENDS, AND PUBLI C | GNORANCE | N
HABERMAS' S THEORY OF DEMOCRACY

ABSRACT: According to the principles derived fromhis
theory of discourse ethics, Hbernas's nodel of delib-
erative denocracy is justified only if the public is ca-
pabl e of making political decisions that advance the
common good. Recent public-opinion research denon-
strates that the public s overwhel mng ignorance of
politics precludes it fromhaving such capabilities, even
if radical neasures were taken to thoroughly educate the
public about politics or to increase the salience of pali -
ticsinther |ives.

Habermas’ s theory of deliberative denocracy is intended
for times like these. In Between Facts and Norns
(1996, 2-3), he explains the rel evance of his project:

The devel opnent of constitutional denocracy al ong the
celebrated “North Atlantic” path has certainly pro-
vided us with results worth preserving, but once those
who do not have the good fortune to be heirs of the
Founding Fathers turn to their own traditions, they can-
not find criteria and reasons that would allow themto
di stinguish what is worth preserving fromwhat shoul d
be rej ected.

Wien such countries as Afghani stan, Canbodia, and Iraq
attenpt to rebuild after wars, failed regimes, or coups,
they nust decide, as Habernmas says, which institutions
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are “worth preserving and what should be rejected.” In
light of the success that nodern, industrialized denoc-
raci es have achi eved, these “failed states” mght ook to
adopt denocratic institutions. However, when states try
to establish denocratic institutions too quickly, the
transitions generally fail, partly because they | ack civil
societies wth a strong coomtnent to the legiti nacy and
appropri ateness of denocratic institutions (Mssing
2002). Hhbermas attenpts to create the foundati on for
such a coomtnent with his theory, albeit a conpl ex
and phi | osophi cal foundati on.

The rel evance of Habernas's theory of denocracy al so
extends to states that al ready have established denocra-
tic institutions. By providing a philosophical justifica-
tion for denocracy, his theory explicates the “norna-
tive core” or the underlying ideal of real-world
denocracy, which can also be used to evaluate the ade-
quacy and legitinacy of extant denocratic practices
(Habermas 1994, 3). Seyla Benhabib (1994, 41-42)
makes a simlar point when she discusses her under -
standing of the purpose of Habernasi an denocratic the-
ory:

I understand such a theory to be el ucidating the already
inplicit principles and logic of existing denmocratic
practices. Anong the practices which such a theory of
denocracy can el ucidate are the significance of deliber-
ative bodies in denocraci es, the rational e of parlianen-
tary opposition, the need for a free and independent
nedi a and sphere of public opinion, and the rational e for
enpl oying najority rul e as a deci si on procedure.

Since Habermas's theory explicates what underlies
denocracy, it can be used to critically assess existing
denocratic institutions. As Mchael Rosen (1994, 4)
puts it, Habernas devel ops a theory of denocracy so that
he can act as “both defender and critic of denocracy.”

I . HABERVAS S DI SCOURSE
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THEORY OF DEMOCRACY

Habernas’s theory, which he calls a “discourse theory
of denocracy,” can be broken down into two conponents:
his theory of discourse ethics, and his nodel of deliber -
ative denocracy. Dscourse ethics is a theory about the
ethical inplications of the presuppositions that people
nust nake when they participate in a discourse. Delib-
erative denocracy is a procedural nodel of politics that
favors universal and unconstrai ned deliberation about
i ssues of public concern, rather than the nere collec-
tion of independent opinions through voting. | wll ex-
anine Habermas’'s justification for and nodel of denoc-
racy by probing the rel ati onship between these two
conponent s.

D sti ngui shi ng between di scourse ethics and the delib-
erative nodel can be difficult and confusing, because
they both focus on the inportance of discourse or com
nmuni cation. But ny central argunent is that they do not
necessarily fit together. Habernas asserts that his
nodel of deliberative denocracy follows fromhis theory
of discourse ethics. | wll challenge this assertion by
arguing that it is an enpirical question whether or not
di scourse ethics justifies deliberative denocracy.
Habernas inplicitly nakes enpirical clains about the
mass public’'s ability to becone politically know edge-
able, vhich | wll contest by surveying recent enpirical
research about the mass public’s ignorance about poli -
tics. If Habermas’s nodel of deliberative denocracy does
not, in fact, followfromhis theory of discourse ethics,
then discourse ethics may justify a totally different,
nondenocratic form of governnent, defeating Haber -
mas’'s goal of producing a universally conpelling justi -
fication for and nodel of denwocracy.

Wiy Denocratic Deliberation Muist Take P ace

The general goal of Habermas's project of discourse
ethics is to develop a just nethod of resolving noral
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conflicts ina pluraistic society, in wich the authority
of one set of sacred texts or other authorities does not
enjoy universal and politically legitimting support
(Rehg 1994, 33).

Habernas's prinary target is ethical skepticism
vhi ch hol ds that norns cannot be consi dered objectively
right or wong in the same way that enpirical clains
can be true or false. As a self-proclained ethical cogni -
tivist, Habernmas disagrees with this assessnent of rea-
son's futility in the reaAlmof norality. H argues that a
skeptical conception of norns is inconsistent wth our
under standi ng and experience of the justifiability and
non-arbitrariness of norns. He wites:

Wien enpl oyi ng nornati ve utterances in everyday life,
we raise clains to validity that we are prepared to de-
fend against criticism Wen we discuss noral -practi -
cal questions of the form “Wat ought | to do?” we
presuppose that the answers need not be arbitrary; we
trust our ability to distinguish in principle between
right and wong ones. (Habernas 1990, 56.)

Even though Habermas observes that we understand
and experience norns as being objectively right or
wong, he does admt that norns cannot be proven to be
true or false in the sane way that enpirical clains can.
“Nornative statenents cannot be verified or falsified;
that is, they cannot be tested in the sane way as de-
scriptive statenents” (1990, 54). Fomthis fact,
skeptics conclude that the justifiability of norns is an
illusion, and that nornative statenents are really ex-
pressions of subjective experience. Moral or nornative
statenents, according to this thinking, would be nore
accurately expressed with other types of sentences,
which cannot make clains to truth and cannot be de-
fended by rational argunents.

In response, Habermas (1990, 56) nmaintains that
even though normative statenents cannot be right or
wong in the sane sense that enpirical or descriptive
statenents can be true or false, norns do make clains to
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validity that are “analogous to truth cla ns.” Rather
than disniss the intuition that norns are justifiably
valid or invalid, which our experience confirns,
Habernmas attenpts to explain the neaning of this expe-
rience of noral truth, or nore accurately, nornative
rightness (ibid.). To achieve this goal, he investigates
how peopl e devel op a belief in a norms noral rightness.
“It is only their claamto general validity that gives an
interest, a volition, or a normthe dignity of noral au-
thority” (ibid, 49). According to Habernas, believing
inanorms claimto “general validity” is synonynous
wth thinking that others wll believe that it is valid as
vell, or in his wrds, that it holds intersubjectively. H
further concludes that such a belief in a norms inter-
subjective validity, or noral rightness, rests on the
rational argunents that support or justify the norm
The sense of an obligation to follow a norm cones from
the belief that other rational people, given our reasons
for upholding the norm would agree that it is justified,
or right, and hence would follow it if they were in the
sane situation. “To say that | ought to do sorething
means that | have good reasons for doing it” (ibid., 49,
enphasis original), Habernmas wites; and “valid norns
nust deserve recognition by dl concerned” (ibid., em
phasis original).

These insights | ead Habernmas (1990, 66) to posit his
O scourse Principle: “"Qily those norns can claimto be
valid that nmeet (or could neet) wth the approval of all
affected in their capacity as participants in a practical
discourse.” He believes that this principleisinplicit in
our acceptance of a normis validity claam In order to
think that sonething is valid, you nust think that it is
not sinply your perspective that nakes it seem con-
vincing, but that other rational people, if g ven the sane
supporting reasons, would also think that it is valid;, in
other words, the source of a norms notivating power is
the sense that its validity |ies beyond onesel f.

In essence, Habermas is providing a discourse-cen-
tered definition of objective validity. Wile it nay seem
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li ke conmon sense to argue that when we accept a norm
we inplicitly believe that the normis objectively valid
or justified, it is novel to define objective validity as
the result of an actual discourse. The crucial connection
inthis viewis between the quality of the supporting
reasons and their potential to generate universal sup-
port for a normanong other people. G course, one coul d
carry out an independent and isolated thought experi -
ment to test if a reason were strong enough to generate
such support, but the only way to determine, for cer-
tain, if an argunent woul d convince others to support a
normis to enter into an actual di scourse.

Only an intersubjective process of reaching under -
standing can produce an agreenent that is reflexive in
nature; only it can give the participants the know edge
that they have coll ectively become convinced by sone-
thing. (Habermas 1990, 67)

The DO scourse principle, which defines validity as the
product of an actual discourse, raises an inportant
question: what constitutes such a di scourse? Habernas’ s
answer to this question eventually leads himto posit a
second principle, the principle of Uhiversalization,
which states that a normis valid if

all affected can accept the consequences and the side
effects its general observance can be anticipated to
have for the satisfaction of everyone’'s interests (and
these consequences are preferred to those of known al -
ternative possibilities). (Habermas 1990, 65)

Habermas arrives at this principle by analyzing the
unavoi dabl e, and hence uni versal or necessary, presup-
positions that peopl e nust nake about the conditions of a
discourse in order to believe that the results of that dis-
course are valid (1990, 81). He argues that one nust
presuppose that the followng conditions are fulfilled:

1. Bvery subject wth the conpetence to speak and act
is allowned to take part in a discourse.
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2a. everyone is allowed to question any assertion
what ever ;

b. everyone is allowed to introduce any assertion
vhat ever into the di scourse;

c. everyone is allowed to express his attitudes, de-
sires, and needs.

3. No speaker nay be prevented, by internal or ex-
ternal coercion, fromexercising his rights as laid down
in(l) and (2). (Ibid., 89.)

To assenble this list, Habermas relies on the work of
Karl-Qto Apel and R Aexy, who argue that those who
participate in a discourse but do not nake these presup-
posi tions engage in performative contradictions.

The basic prenmise of these conditions is that in order
to think that a result is accurate, or valid, you nust
propose that you are taking into account all and not ex-
cluding any relevant data, which nust be produced by
peopl e in some formof discourse. It would be unrealistic
to assune that one had considered all relevant data if
certain people were excluded from presenting their
points of view or were coerced into staying quiet.
Habermas (1990, 91-92) calls his three necessary
presuppositions “rul es of discourse” because even
though they do not constitute a discourse in the way that
rules of a gane constitute the gane, these conditions
need to be fulfilled, as nuch as possible, in order to
produce a valid resul t.

Habernas sinply clains that the principle of Uhiver-
salization “follows” fromthese rules (1990, 93). For
the purpose of ny essay, though, it is necessary to ex-
pl ore the preci se nechani smof this derivation.

The only way, | believe, to derive the principle from
these rules is to inagine an ideal discourse including
every affected and conpetent person. The nwost i npor -
tant condition that nust be realized in order to nake a
discourse ideal is not a conplete fulfillnent of the three
rules, although that still nust occur, but rather, that
participants nust have conpl ete know edge of the ex-
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pected effects of the normin question upon their inter-
ests.

Habermas hints at this ideal requirenent in the first
rule by restricting discourse to only those “wth the
conpetence to speak and act”; simlarly, he later refers
to the inclusion of only those wth “the capacity to take
part in argunentation” (Habermas 1990, 89). A -
t hough he does not explicitly define “capacity” or
“conpet ence” as having conpl ete know edge of the ef -
fects that a normis expected to have for one’s interests,
wthout such knowedge, it would be illogical to assune
that a noomw || indeed satisfy the interests of each in-
di vi dual .

For instance, if a discourse followed the three rules,
but all participants did not have an adequate anount of
know edge of their interests or of whether the general
observance of a norm woul d advance their interests,
then a valid norm according to the principle of Univer-
salization, could be reached only as a result of chance or
good fortune, because sone participants woul d not have
adequate neans to ensure that the outcone of the dis-
course benefitted them According to the basic prenise
of the three rulesthat all relevant data nust be con-
sidered in order to confer validity on a di scourse—we
would not deemthe results of such a discourse valid. If
al the conditions of an ideal discourse are fulfilled, then
it islogica toclamthat the resulting norm satisfies
not only the O scourse but the Uhiversalization princi-
pl e because the only way to secure universal consensus
woul d be to construct a normthat was expected to advance
everyone’s interests.

Bui I ding the denmanding requirenent that everyone be
conpl etel y know edgeabl e about his interests into the
picture of an ideal discourse, and hence into Habernas' s
explication of the principle of Uhiversalization, is not
problematic in itself. A this point, Habernas does not
need to consider the public’s practical ability to obtain
and utilize political information, because di scourse
ethics is a descriptive noral theory: it describes and



Wi nshal | - Haber nas’ s Theory of Denocracy 37

reconstructs the principles that are inherent in basic
conmuni cati on and our conmon under st andi ng of
norality. Through his analysis of an ideal discourse that
we nust all regard as valid, Habernas ai ns to show t hat
everyone al ready accepts the principle of Uhiversaliza-
tion, which essentially states that valid norns nust
consi der and advance everyone’'s interests equal ly. How
ever, to then argue that discourse ethics justifies his
nodel of deliberative denocracy does require Haber mas
to nake enpirical clains. He nust be able to prove that
his nodel of deliberative democracy has the potential to
create policies that satisfy his principle of Uhiversal -
ization, since only those policies could be considered
vdid

Denocratic Deliberation in Theory and in
Practice

Wthout explicitly referring to themas such, Habernas
does indeed nake enpirical clains of this type so as to
justify his nodel of deliberative denocracy. He contends
that in properly structured denocratic institutions, the
only influential force wll be the “force of the better
argurent.” In other words, people will be persuaded
only by rational argunents and not by factors external
tothe quality of those argunents, such as threats of vio-
lence. | interpret this as a claimabout the instrunental
rationality or desirability of discursive outcones: bet -
ter or nore rational results wll be produced through
di scourse that approxi mates Habernas' s ideal denocra-
tic nodel .

Benhabib (1994, 32) interprets the claamin this
way too. “According to the deliberative nodel, proce-
dures of deliberation generate legitinacy as well as as-
suring sone degree of practical rationality.” Benhabib
argues that deliberation wll produce nore rational de-
cisions for three reasons. Hrst, deliberation inforns
its participants of positions and ideas of which they
were previously unaware. Second, when peopl e partici -
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pate in a deliberation, their preferences become nore
clear to themand they becone nore capabl e of wei ghing
their preferences against those of others. And third,
when people need to articulate reasons in support of
their preferences, they begin to appreciate what counts
as a better argunent and to adopt “the standpoint of all
involved” (ibid, 32-33). It is inportant to recogni ze
that all three of Benhabib's clains are enpirical, so
that if they can be disproved by enpirical data, her jus-
tification of actual denocratic discourse | oses it cogency.

Haber mas’ s di scussi on of the tension between facts and
norns, or between facticity and validity, provides nore
support for Benhabib’'s attribution of practical or in-
strunental rationality to the deliberative nodel. “Be-
tween facts and norns,” the title of Habernas's recent
book, refers to the tension between the social force of
norns or laws and the actual reasons why they are im
pl emented (Rehg 1996, xi). Wen rules are forned
t hrough communi cative action or discourse, they
achieve their social force or enforceability through the
solidarity or understanding that the communi cation cre-
ates; in other words, people foll owthe | aw because they
know why it is in place and agree wth the nornative
rationale for its existence. Inreaity, though, nost peo-
ple followlaws because of their sheer socia facticity; if
they don't follow the law, they mght suffer some
penal ty.

Moreover, other forces of social integration, nanely
the narket and bureaucracy, have becone nore power -
ful than conmmuni cative action, which neans that peopl e
have | ess understanding and control over the forces that
i nfl uence them Habermas’s goal, through his delibera-
tive nodel, is to alter the bal ance of power between
these forces of socia integration. He wites:

A radi cal -denocratic change in the process of legitina-
tion ains at a new bal ance between the forces of social
integration so that the social-integrative power of soli -
darity—the “communicative force of production”—ean
prevail over the powers of the other two control re-
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sources, i.e., noney and adninistrative power, and
therew th successfully assert the practically oriented
demands of the lifeworld. (Habernas 1992, 444)

If this were where Habernas' s anal ysis ended, his ad-
vocacy of conmunicative action would seemto rest on a
belief that people should have nore control over their
lives because such control is anintrinsically good thing.
A closer reading of Habermas’s work, though, reveals
that his desire to resolve the tension between facticity
and validity is grounded in a belief that doing so wll ad-
vance the common good by producing rational nornms and
| ans—n that they w il advance the comnmon good.

Haber masi an Denocracy as Instrunental |y
Val uabl e

This interpretation, that Habermas bases his advocacy of
the deliberative nodel on a belief that it wll produce
rational outcones that are instrunental to the conmon
good, may be controversial, but it is well supported by
his writings.

Frst, Habernas establishes the connection between
conmuni cative action, or discourse, and rationality. He
wites, “The theory of conmunicative action intends to
bring into the open the rational potential intrinsic in
everyday conmmunicative practices” (1992, 442).
Next, he nakes it clear that rationality refers not just
to the rationality of the procedure, but of the outcones
as vell. He wites that “the burden of proof shifts from
the norality of citizens to the conduci veness of specific
processes of the denocratic formation of opinion and
wll, presuned to have the potential for generating ra-
tional outcones, of actually leading to such results”
(ibd, 446). FAnally, he explicitly defines these “ra-
tional outcones” as outcones that advance the cormmon

goodk:
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The discourse-centered concept of denocracy places
its faith in the political nobilization and utilization of
the comuni cative force of production. Yet, conse-
quently, it has to be shown that social issues liable to
generate conflicts are open to rational regul ation, that
is, regulation in the coomon interest of all parties in-
volved. (lbid, 447.))

Thus, the success and justification of Habernmas' s nodel
of deliberative denmocracy depends on its ability to pro-
duce instrunental |y rational results, in the sense of re-
sults that advance the common good.

In order to claimthat the nodel does indeed achieve
this goal, Habermas nust assune that peopl e have the
ability to make instrunental ly rational argunents that
actual |y advance their interests. This assunption is |ess
questionabl e in the real mof discourse ethics, where the
information required to nake such decisions is not very
conplex and is, by its nature, accessible to everyone. In
the realmof politics, however, infornation and deci -
sions can be far nore conplex; intricate and controver -
sial theories and a great deal of conplicated infornation
must be used to determine whether a tax policy wll
have a particular economc effect or whether it is
worthwhile to spend nore noney on national defense. To
claamthat an instrunentally rational outcone wll be
produced by denocratic deliberation or discourse re-
quires one to assune that the public is either very well
infornmed or that it is capable of beconing adequately in-
f or ned.

[1. PQLITICAL | GNCRANCE

Wiile thinkers as far back as FAato have considered the
inplications for denocratic theory of the public’s linted
know edge of politically relevant infornation, the con-
tenporary discussion of this issue originates wth Vel ter
Li pprann’s Public pinion (1922). The amazi ng i nsi ght
and influence of this work, which contenporary political
scientists such as John Zaller also recognize (1992, 6),
becone obvious in light of subsequent public-opinion re-
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search. Hghty years ago, however, wthout the assistance
of nodern research techniques, Lippmann anti ci pated
nost of today' s inportant findings and theories.

Li ppmann i nvestigated the public’ s understandi ng of
politics because he recognized that a denocracy can serve
the interests of its citizens effectively only when those
citizens have adequate and accurate know edge of the world
beyond their personal experiences (Lippman 1922,
314). The level and accuracy of the public’ s know edge
had not been previously investigated, Lippmann believes,
because earlier defenders of denocracy were concerned
that revealing the public’'s inability to nake inforned de-
cisions would undernmine belief in the equal dignity of
people (ibid., 313). Lippmann argues that |ikew se, de-
fenders of denocracy tend to neglect nany of the inpor -
tant interests that a government shoul d advance because
they excessively enphasi ze peopl e s interest in self-gov-
ernnent and sel f-determination as ends in thensel ves.

But as a natter of plain experience, self-deternination
is only one of many interests of a hunan personality.
The desire to be the naster of one’s own destiny is a
strong desire, but it has to adjust itself to other
equal |y strong desires, such as a desire for a good life,
for peace, for relief fromburdens. (1bid., 310-11))

Li ppmann bel i eves that due to the public's lack of know -
edge about politics, these other strong and conmon inter -
ests nay well be sacrificed by proponents of denocracy
who act as if collective self-determnati on were the only
good thet thereis.

According to Lippnann, if we are to deternine whet her
other inportant interests are being sacrificed, we nust
investigate the nature and content of the source of denoc-
ratic political decisions, nanely, public opinion. O
course, it is an enpirical and controversia claim which
nmany schol ars have chal l enged, that public opinion does
i ndeed control nodern denocratic governnents. To assess
Habernas’ s di scourse theory of denocracy enpirically,
though, | amnore interested in the general ability of the
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public to becone inforned and to nmake inforned deci -
sions, rather than in whether their opinions do affect
policy, as denocratic theory hol ds that they shoul d.

The epistenmic general ability of the public is also the
focus of Lippnann’s work. He concludes first that the
common understanding of public opinion as a unified and
coherent wll or consensus is incorrect; it is nerely an
illusion or sinplification that politicians and political
commentators utilize (1922, 194). Wat these political
anal ysts commonly describe as “Public Qpinion,” which
they derive fromelection results and surveys, is, in fact,
a collection of many different and sonetines contradic-
tory opi nions, which Lippnann calls “the pictures inside
the heads” of people regarding public affairs (ibid., 29).

Then, |ike Habernas, Lipprmann investigates the neth-
ods of effective speakers and politicians so as to under -
stand how peopl € s distinct opinions are thought in the ag-
gregate to formthe consensus that, to Lippnan, is largely
an illusion. By analyzing a speech by Charles Evans
Hughes, in which Highes attenpts to mininmze divisions
among Republ i cans, Li ppmann concl udes that in order to
avoi d overt conflict and create the senl ance of unity, ef-
fective politicians enpl oy general statenents and ideas
that are vague enough to apply to a variety of people or
correspond to many different types of internal pictures.
To formthese different pictures in the first place, how
ever, Lippmann argues that people filter already incom
plete reports of events nediated by sources like the press
or friends, who convey this inconplete information by
using sinplistic stereotypes (1922, 79).

Peopl e nust use stereotypes, Lippmann believes, in
order to inagi ne conpl ex events and integrate new infor -
nation into their established i naginings of the world. De-
scribing the source and function of these stereotypes,
Li pprann wri tes:

For the nmost part we do not first see and then define,
we define first and then see. In the great bl ooming con-
fusion of the outer world we pick out what our culture
has al ready defined for us, and we tend to perceive that
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whi ch we have picked out in the form stereotyped for
us by our culture. (lbid., 81.)

This practice of defining situations before actually expe-
riencing themtroubl es Li ppnann because it causes peopl e
to develop pictures in their heads or opinions about the
vorld that do not correspond to reality.

Sill, Lippmann (1922, 88) understands that it is
“economical ,” and hence inevitable, for people to rely on
stereotypes to understand the world; it requires too nuch
tine and effort to develop a detailed and uni que under -
standi ng of each event. Such an individualized understand-
ing is desirable when it is attainable, and Li ppmann rec-
ogni zes that people do indeed attain this deeper and nore
accurate understandi ng of events and other people in their
i medi ate personal relationships (ibid., 88-89). Thus,
al though elininating stereotypes about the wder world is
not practicable or necessarily desirable, since they can
be, on occasion, both economcal and useful (ibid., 90),
Li ppmann believes that it is possible to nake our under -
standi ngs and opinions about what he calls the “invisible
wor | d”—the world beyond our inmedi ate personal expe-
riences—hore realistic and accurate (ibid., 314).

Li pprann argues that there are two conpl ementary
ways to nmaintai n the accuracy of our opinions. Hrst, peo-
ple may rely on experts, who have nore conpl ete and re-
alistic understandings of the invisible world (1922, 31).
Second, the performance of public officials nay be objec-
tively neasured and recorded, so that peopl e can receive
the feedback necessary to decide whether an official is
successful or not at advancing their interests (ibid.,
314).

Mbst of Lippnann’s insights into the fornation and na-
ture of public opinion have been confirned by contenpo-
rary enpirical research. As early as 1964, Fiillip Gn-
verse, in “The Nature of Belief Systens in Mass
Publics,” supported Lippmann's claimthat a unified and
coherent public opinion does not exist. Anthony Downs de-
vel oped Li ppmann’s argunent about the rational notiva-
tions for relying on stereotypes in An Econonmic Theory of
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Denocracy (1957). Samuel Popkin, and Arthur Lupia and
Mat t hew McQubbi ns, further investigated (and cel e-
brated) the use of stereotypes in The Reasoni ng Voter
(1991) and The Dernocratic Dlemma (1998), respec-
tively. Mchael Delli Carpini and Scott Keeter advanced
Li ppmann’ s argunent about the inportance of educating
the public in What Anericans Know about Politics and
Wiy It Matters (1996). Intherest of Part Il, | wll in-
vestigate these and ot her approaches to and expl anati ons of
the public’ s understandi ng of politics.

Gonverse on the Uninforned Public

Gonfirmng many of Lippnann's observations, Converse
produces a general description of how nenbers of the
nass public think about politics. Acrucial prenmise of his
theory is that the distribution of politically relevant in-
formation in a nodern soci ety resenbles a pyramd, wth
an infornation scale on the x axis and a percentage of the
popul ation on the y axis (Gnverse 1964, 256). A snall
group of people at the top of the pyramd is relatively
well informed, while a rmuch |arger percentage of the
popul ation, represented by the wde base, is relatively
i gnorant .

Li ke Lippnann, Qonverse realizes that elite political
actors, the group at the very top, and the nass public,
whi ch conposes the rest of the pyramid, have fundanen-
tally different understandings of politics. To (onverse,
this is because of “differences in the nature of [their]
bel i ef systens” (ibid., 206). The crucial difference be-
tween their belief systens, or their collections of beliefs,
is that elites organize their beliefs wth a certain ar-
guabl e consi stency around abstract, conpl ex ideas or
principles, while the mass public organizes its beliefs
around perceptions of group interests or of sinple and
concrete objects (ibid., 213). For instance, a nenber of
the cognitive elite's belief in education reform mght be
influenced by his position on free-narket economcs or
federalism which are abstract principles, vwhile a |ess
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inforned citizen's belief on the sane issue is nore |ikely
to be influenced by his experiences as a student or his ob-
servations of his child s school .

By surveying a cross-sectional sanple of the elec-
torate, onverse concluded that nearly 85 percent of the
public did not (as of 1956) have an accurate understand-
ing of the standard belief systens that Anerican political
elites use, such as liberal and conservative ideol ogi es
(1964, 218). H argues that the cause of this ignorance
is the way that belief systens are transnitted through
society. According to Gonverse (ibid., 211), a snall
group of “creative synthesizers”—presunably theorists
such as Karl Marx and Adam Smith-eonbi ne beliefs and
principles into “packages,” the conponents of which are
then presented as | ogically bel onging together in “natural
whol es.” The two aspects of these packages or belief sys-
tens, “what goes with what” and why they go together,
nust then be transnitted to others (ibid., 212). The sec-
ond, logical conponent is nore difficult to transmt or
communi cate than the first because it invol ves abstract
and conplex principles that are hard to understand and
explain (ibid.). Qonverse argues that those peopl e who
receive the nost politically relevant infornmation, the
cognitive elites, are nore apt to accept w de-ranging,
“standard” belief systens or ideol ogi es because the com
plex and abstract principles that organize and underlie
those systens are nost likely to reach them(ibid., 213).
The nmass public, on the other hand, which receives nuch
less information, will develop “narrower” and nore in-
dividual |y eccentric belief systens, because unlike the
elites, they do not have know edge of the abstract princi -
ples that connect and “constrain” the beliefs of people
who are nore politically sophisticated (ibid). Thus, for
Gonverse, the correlation between politically rel evant
know edge and belief system conplexity is explained by
information transmssion: standard belief systens are
conposed of conpl ex principles that are hard to transmt,
so only those who pay enough attention to politics are
likely to understand and enpl oy them
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Per haps anot her pl ausi bl e expl anation for this correl a-
tion between infornation awareness and bel i ef -system
conpl exity is that having a conpl ex and w de-rangi ng be-
lief systemallows people to integrate and digest nore in-
formation. Sill, this explanation begs the question of why
such a snal | proportion of the popul ation accepts conpl ex
belief systens. Gonverse shows that “the ordering of in-
dividuas on this vertical infornation scale is largely due
to education” (1964, 212). If indeed education affects the
amount of ideological training that peopl e receive, then
high levels of education nay explain the correlation be-
tween high infornati on awareness and conpl ex bel i ef
systens (ideol ogies). nh the other hand, there may be an-
other factor, such as intelligence, that explains the cor-
rel ation between education, information awareness, and
bel i ef - system conpl exi ty. Regardl ess, onverse’s finding
that there are extrene differences between how elites and
the mass public understand politics has been consistently
confirmed (Somn 1998, 417).

Qonverse (1964, 213) recognizes that nost well-in-
forned political analysts and journalists are not aware of
how politically unsophisticated the general public is be-
cause political elites usually interact wth other people
who, as nenbers of the cognitive elite, have simlarly
conpl ex belief systens. Like Lippnann, Qonverse argues
that this overestimation of the nass public’s know edge of
politics causes elites and anal ysts to routinely nmisinter -
pret nass political events. The nost common msinter-
pretation occurs when elites attribute actual voter sup-
port, in the foomof an election or a poll, to their own
conplex policy positions. “Here it is difficult to keep in
mnd that the true notivations and conprehensions of the
supporters nay have little or nothing to do wth the dis-
tinctive beliefs of the endorsed elite’ (ibid, 249). Mre
nodern research confirns this tendency to misinterpret
election results; for instance, while nmany Republicans
and political analysts believed that Ronald Reagan's 1980
election victory represented the nass public’s acceptance
of his conservative agenda, exit polling indicated that vot -



Wi nshal | - Haber nas’ s Theory of Denocracy 47

ers sinply did not like President Carter, and that they
blamed himfor the country’ s poor econom c perfornance
and for the Iran hostage-crisis (Friedran 1998, 398;
Popkin 1991, 4). Asinmla and nore recent instance of
msinterpretati on occurred when the new Republ i can na-
jority, led by New Gngrich, attributed their 1994 | and-
slide victory to the mass public’'s acceptance of their
platform the “ontract with Anerica’; in fact, the na-
jority of voters did not know what the “Contract” con-
tained (Friednan 1998, 398).

If Gonverse is right and the nass public is overwhel m
ingly ignorant of the opinions and policy preferences of
elite political actors, how does it nake decisions in the
voting booth? Qonverse’s answer is that nost people use
heuristics to sinplify their decisions and form opini ons
about particular issues that have nore imediate rel e-
vance to them Heuristics, |ike Lippmann’s stereotypes,
are infornmation shortcuts or decision-nmaking tools that
are intended to allow people to nake rational decisions
wthout taking the tine to consider all of the relevant in-
formation. Gonverse (1964, 217) discovered that (as of
1956) people nost commonly relied on the “nature of the
tinmes” heuristic; a person who uses this shortcut bases
his voting decision on a candidate s “tenporal association
in the past with broad societal states of war or peace,
prosperity or depression.” Thus if the econony is per-
formng well or the country has been successful in a war,
then this type of voter wll typically support the incum
bert .

The other preval ent technique that people use to make
political decisions is to focus on a single issue. Bven
though it is econonical to describe the nass public’'s po-
litical opinions as either liberal or conservative, (n-
verse (1964, 245) argues that it is nore accurate to de-
scribe the “fragnentation of the mass public into a
pl ethora of narrower issue publics.” “lIssue publics” are
conposed of snall groups of people who form an opinion
on a particular issue that inmediately concerns them
(ibid, 246). For instance, people who have strong opin-
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ions about abortion but do not |ocate those opinions wthin
a broader belief systemconstitute an abortion issue pub-
lic. Wile elites or ideologically “sophisticated” people
woul d recogni ze the putative relationship between this
issue and others, (onverse believes that nost people do
not possess such a “global " perspective on politics (ibid.,
246-247).

The nany people who have sinple and narrow beli ef
systens may align thensel ves wth a particular party due
to the party’s position on their prinary issue of concern.
Aternatively, Qonverse recognizes that nany people align
thensel ves wth a particular party because of the groups
that the party tends to support. For instance, peopl e who
support unions woul d joi n whichever party al so tended to
support unions. Wiile it nay be accurate to attach a party
| abel to such people since they will be nore likely to vote
for a candidate of that party, Gonverse (1964, 216) ar-
gues that their belief systens are still very different
fromthose of the elites of their party. The crucial differ-
ences are an understanding of the conceptual and princi -
pled foundations of the party’s positions, and, in turn, a
grasp of the party's actual positions on particul ar issues.
For instance, while what (onverse calls a “group inter-
est” voter may know that Denocrats tend to support her
group, she will likely not know what the Denocratic
party position is on issues that do not directly concern
her group, or even on issues that directly affect her
gr oup.

To further establish the nmass public’'s ignorance of
substantive policy nmatters, Qonverse exanines the sta-
bility of survey respondents’ opinions over tine. Uhder-
lying this approach is the theory that high response in-
stability, which he neasures by asking peopl e the sane
question at different tines, indicates the absence of real
and inforned opinions. Lhless an inportant intervening
event occurs that causes people to reconsider their
stances, we woul d expect those peopl e who have strong and
infornmed opinions on an issue to provide consistent and
stabl e responses (onverse 1964, 241). H wites that
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“the evidence seened clear that extrene instability is as-
soci ated wth absence of infornation, or at least interest”
(ibid, 245). Gnverse' s data show that party affiliati ons
were stably aligned wth opinions about issues that di-
rectly affect a group, such as school desegregation during
the 1950s, but that opinions on policies that have an in-
direct effect or are nore conpl ex, such as federal housi ng
or federal control over utilities, exhibited a | arge anount
of instability (ibid.,, 240).

Gonverse explains this finding by theorizing that peopl e
do indeed have real opinions about particul ar groups, but
that in nost instances, they do not have enough inforna-
tion to relate those preferences to particul ar issues and
thus cannot form neani ngful opinions about them (ibid.,
241). Incorporating his group-interest explanation of
party affiliation, Qonverse argues that people are usualy
nore attached to a party than to the positions the party
supports. “The party and the affect toward it are nore
central wthin the political belief systens of the nass
public than are the policy ends that the parties are de-
signed to pursue” (ibid., 241). This finding is paradoxi -
cal, because the sole purpose of a political party is to ad-
vance its policy preferences, which he refers to as
“policy ends” (ibid., 240).

Gonverse (1964, 242) argues that the attitude insta-
bility data provide convincing support for a nore general
bifurcation of the public into two groups: well-inforned
elites who have stable opinions over tine, and the unin-
forned public that does not have opinions on nost issues
and thus provides neaningl ess responses to surveys. In
perhaps his nost fanous passage, he wites that “large
portions of an electorate do not have neaningful beliefs,
even on issues that have forned the basis for intense po-
litical controversy anong elites for substantial periods of
ting” (ibid., 245).

Gonverse does admit that this two-group nodel is occa-
sionally an oversinplification. Response instability can
soneti nes be produced by a third group that thoughtfully
reconsiders its stance on an issue. Sill, he contends that
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this third potential group constitutes a snall proportion
of the popul ation. Wthout an understandi ng of the “con-
textual infornation” regarding an issue, or of the under -
lying principles that constrain a standard belief system
it is inpossible for nost voters to predict a party’s
stance on particular issues. Thus while it is likely that
nany people wll clamto belong to a political party and
nay even vote consistently for candidates fromthat party,
they will likely be unable to deliberate rationally about
the candidates’ stances on particular issues, which is
what Habernas's deliberative nodel of dernocracy re-
Qui res.

| have exanmined (onverse’s essay in such extensive
detail because alnost all nodern public-opinion re-
search can be understood as responding to or building
upon it. Mst researchers have focused on Converse’' s
clamthat the mass public |acks neani ngful opinions on
nmost issues, which is commonly referred to as his
“nonattitudes” theory. Qhers have attenpted either to
expl ain away, excuse, or provide solutions for the
shocki ng anmount of ignorance that his and subsequent
studi es have reveal ed.

The Uni nforned Public

Regardl ess of the direction or approach that they even-
tually take, alnost all nodern treatnents of the public's
understanding of politics start wth nverse-like find-
ings of w despread ignorance. Mbst scholars begin by
defining the requisite anount of know edge that citizens
nust possess in order to govern thensel ves effectively.
W Russell Neurman (1986, 197) argues that political
know edge consists of “political figures, issues, struc-
tures, and groups.” Mchael Delli Garpini and Scott
Keeter (1996, 65) simlarly hold that adequately in-
forned citizens should know the “rules of the gane, the
substance of politics, and the people and parties.” Sill,
sone researchers, who advocate the “constructionist”
approach, argue that establishing such an ideal standard
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of rational citizenship unnecessarily sets nost voters
up for failure, leads to a pessinmistic viewof the public,
and does not create neani ngful insights about the politi -
cal behavior of nost citizens. Instead, according to the
constructionist school, it is nore val uable to ask “how
do peopl e becone infornmed about the political world
around them and how do they use infornation they have
acqui red?” (Neunman quoted in Delli Carpini and Keeter
1996, 18).

In order to assess Habernas's justification of the de-
liberative nodel enpirically, though, it is inportant to
consider traditional neasures of the public’ s know edge
inaddition to constructionist questions, because if a na-
jority of the public has shown a consistent inability to
retain mnina anmounts of politically relevant infor-
nation, we nay be able to conclude that in the absence of
a miraculous solution to the probl em of public igno-
rance, Habernas’s discourse theory does not justify de-
liberative denocracy. | wll therefore discuss the com
nmon and consistent findings of w despread ignorance
before expl oring theories that dismss the inportance of
these findings and others that attenpt to rebut Gon-
verse’' s nonattitudes thesis.

According to data that Delli Garpini and Keeter col -
lected fromthe Roper Center archives, the National
Hection Sudies, and the authors’ oann 1989 Survey of
Political Knowedge, the public’s know edge of political
i ssues and “people and players” resenbles the Con-
versean pyramd; however, the public's know edge of
general institutions and processes, or what they call the
“rules of the gane,” resenbl es a di anond, where snall
groups of people at the tips of the diamond know very
nuch about very little, and the ngjority in the nmdd e of
the di anond have some know edge about nany things
(Celli Garpini and Keeter 1996, 68). Sill, alok a the
actual nunbers reveals that |arge proportions of the
Anerican public are ignorant of absol utely fundanent al
rules, issues, and people. In 1986, for exanple, only
55 percent of the survey sanpl e knew the substance of
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the Brown v. Board of Education decision; in 1983, only
50 percent knew that accused people are presuned in-
nocent; in 1986, oly 41 percent could define the Bl
of Rohts; in 1952, oly 36 percent could define a pri -
nary election; in 1986, oly 30 percent understood the
substance of Roe v. Véde; in 1952, a nere 27 percent
could nane two branches of government; in 1989, only
20 percent could nane two First Amrendnent rights, and
only 2 percent could nane two Fifth Amendnent rights
(ibd, 70-71).

Sone schol ars argue that such survey findings are in-
significant because they test only the public s know edge
of political trivia, which does not reveal the public's
ability to nake rational decisions (Popkin 1991). In
response, survey researchers such as Delli Carpini and
Keeter argue that information is a necessary prerequi -
site for rational political decision-naking. “For the
vote to serve as a reasonabl e first approxi nation of the
public wll, as a useful nechanismfor selecting public
leaders, and as a credible check on the behavior of those
| eaders, voters need to have at |least sone mininal in-
formation regarding all three” (Delli Carpini and
Keeter 1996, 50)

Delli Garpini and Keeter appear to be concerned with a
limted form of denocracy where the public sinply
“sel ects | eaders” and “checks” their performance.
Habermas’ s nodel of deliberative denocracy, however,
requires that citizens deliberate about particular poli -
cies that affect their interests, or at l|least about how
el ected state personnel should deternine policies that
wll affect particuar interests. Thus, to assess the fea-
sibility of Habermas’s ideal, it is inportant to deter -
m ne whether the public can becone know edgeabl e
about particular policy issues in addition to the institu-
tions and processes of governnent.

Delli Garpini and Keeter present sone striking statis-
tics that directly reveal the public’'s lack of know edge
of substantive issues: in 1964, oly 61 percent of the
survey sanpl e knew that the Lhited Sates was a nem
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ber of NnaTo, and only 41 percent knew that Russia was
not; in 1965, only 60 percent knew that excise-tax
legislation had passed that year; in 1987, oly 58 per-
cent could locate the Persian Qulf; in 1984, only 48
percent knew the unenpl oynent rate; in 1980, oly 45
percent knew a najor cause of air pollution; in 1985,
only 42 percent knewthe inflation rate; in 1985, only
31 percent could define affirnative action; in 1979,
only 30 percent could identify the two countries in the
SALT treaty; in 1981, oy 19 percent coul d define sup-
ply-side econonmics; in 1989, a nere 18 percent knew
what proportion of the popul ation |ived bel ow t he
poverty line; and in 1984, onlly 8 percent knew what
proportion of the federal budget was spent on Social Se-
curity (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, 80-81, 84).
Snilarly, using data fromthe 1980 National Hection
Survey, Neunan found that only 4 percent of the popu-
lation could associate at |east one specific “actionabl e
policy position” with each candidate in the Reagan-
Carter election (1986, 2 6).

Sone observers nay di scount these di scouraging sta-
tistics by instead pointing to Delli Garpini and Keeter's
nmore optimistic findings: 99 percent of the popul ation
could identify the president in 1986, 96 percent knew
that the US is a nenber of the UN in 1985, 88 per-
cent knew that the Whited States is a denocracy in
1988, 86 percent knew the level of the nini num wage
in 1984, ad 78 percent knewthat the Soviet Lhion was
a communi st country in 1948 (Delli Garpini and Keeter
1996, 70-71, 74-75, 80-81, 83). Wile these sta-
tistics prove that the public is not absolutely ignorant of
politics—er nore precisely, ignorant of the nost obvi -
ous and general political facts—+he anount of know edge
revealed is still far below the mnimal |evel that
Habernas’ s nodel requires. For deliberations to pro-
duce valid policies, the participants nust possess a fa-
mliarity wth and understandi ng of the issues bei ng
discussed, so that they can nake decisions that protect
and advance their interests; being able to identify the
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Pesident of the Lhited Sates does not tell you if a par-
ticular tax policy is good or bad for the econony. The
conclusion that the public |acks necessary know edge is
borne out consistently by an exam nation of Delli
Carpini and Keeter’'s and Page and Shapiro' s exhaustive
statistica tadles.

The Mith of |ssue Publics

In response to such discouragi ng neasures of the public's
overall knowedge of politics, one may be tenpted to find
solace in nverse’'s theory of issue publics. According to
this theory, people do not need to be inforned about every
aspect of politics as long as they are inforned about the
issues that affect themthe nost. Recent research by Neu-
man and Delli Garpini and Keeter, though, challenges the
exi stence and desirability of such groups.

To test whether people who are affiliated wth a par -
ticul ar denographic group pay nmore attention to or
know nore about an issue that has specia significance
for that group, Neunan investigates unenpl oyed peo-
pl e s opinions about the government’s unenpl oynent
and redistributive welfare policies, using neasures of
opinion stability and responsi veness as proxies for po-
litical knowedge. In both instances, he finds that, coun-
terintuitively, “those who have not experienced unem
ployment are nore likely to express opinions and are
slightly nore likely to have stable opinions” (Neunan
1986, 69). As he nentions, this finding may result
from other factors that contribute to unenpl oynent,
such as education (ibid.). Smlarly, when Neuman in-
vestigates the effect of age on opinions about Social Se-
curity, he again finds that the denographic factor in
guestion, which the theory of issue publics predicts
shoul d influence opinions and know edge, did not have
any effect (ibid., 70).

Sill, sone researchers have produced studies that
appear to affirmthe existence of issue publics. For in-
stance, using data froma tel ephone survey of 143 peo-
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ple in Suffol k Gounty, New York, Shanto lyengar (1990,
164) concludes that blacks know nore about civil
rights than whites and thus constitute an issue public;
or that, in his words, they selectively focus on the “do-
main” that affects them However, Ilya Somn undercuts
the strength of this conclusion by pointing out that
lyengar tests only whether peopl e can identify Thurgood
Marshal I, the NMACP, and the term“affirnati ve action”
(ibd, 183; Somin 1998, 428). As Sonin argues, “It
isnot at all clear that a voter wose knowedge is |lim
ited to elementary facts of this sort can cast an inforned
vote on conpl ex i ssues.”

Wiile Somin concedes that being affiliated wth a de-
nmogr aphi ¢ group nay cause soneone to | earn nore about
that group’s history or culture, lyengar’s data do not
indicate that it causes people to becorme nore inforned
about particular issues. This failure to find denograph-
ically based issue publics is surprising, especially if
one accepts the assunption that voters are at |east
partly notivated by self-interest, because a concern for
sel f-interest should notivate peopl e to becone nore in-
forned about issues that disproportionately affect them
A plausible explanation for these data, one that renains
consistent wth the self-interest assunption and the po-
litical ignorance data, is that nost people are sinply
unaware of the issues that disproportionately affect
t hem

Neunan al so anal yzed respondents’ opi nions over tine
on issues that they had identified when answering the
open-ended question “which issues are of special con-
cern to you?” This was the sane nethod that Converse
(1964, 246) used to develop his theory of issue
publics. Athough an initial analysis of the data, |ike
Gonverse’s, appears to endorse the existence of issue
publics, Neunan discovers a flawin this nethod. Peopl e
vwho are likely to have opinions about an issue of special
concern are also likely to have opinions on nany unre-
lated issues (Neuman 1996, 72). Ater contralling for
the total nunber of issues nentioned by each person
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surveyed, Neurman does not find any evidence to endorse
the exi stence of issue publics.

Delli Garpini and Keeter also thoroughly investigate
the possibility of issue publics and cone to the sane
conclusion as Neunan. Wsing the 1989 Survey of Politi -
cal Know edge, which was expressly designed to test for
dormai n-speci fic know edge, they find that even though
traces of support for issue publics exist, nost of the
data support a “unidi nensional” conception of political
know edge (1996, 142). They discover “that, for ex-
anpl e, while know edge about the Lhited Nations is a
good predictor of know edge about other aspects of in-
ternational relations, it is anost as good a predictor of
know edge about racial issues, economic issues, and, ul -
timately, of general know edge about national politics
itself” (ibid., 147).

Bven though the bulk of the survey data refutes the
i ssue-public theory, Neuman (1986, 73), one of its
leading critics, argues that it is possible that current
research nethods are responsible for failing to detect
their existence. Ohe possibility, he contends, is that
issue publics are so snall that nass sanpl e surveys
cannot neani ngful | y anal yze t hem

But even if issue publics do exist, in order to qualify
as engagi ng in a Habermasi an political process, the pub-
lic would need to possess a nmuch | arger range of know -
edge than issue publics would allow because only if
everyone is inforned enough about their interests that
they can bring theminto the discourse can the best ar-
gunent—+. e., the best policy or cand date-be chosen.

Somin's general discussion of the issue-public theory
adunbrates the point. Hrst, he points out that because
many political issues affect specific groups in obscure
or indirect ways, the rel evant issue publics nay not be-
come adequately informed (Somin 1998, 428). This
echoes (onverse’s concl usi on about “group-interest”
voters: people tend to have strong and stabl e opini ons
about issues that affect specific groups in obvious ways,
such as segregation, but not on conplex issues that af -
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fect groups in indirect ways. Somin advances as one ex-
anpl e Peter Ferrara and John (Goodman’s research on
Social Security. They find that since African Anericans
have a lovwer life expectancy than whites, while the So-
cial Security payroll tax rate is the same for both
groups, the programconstitutes a “naj or hidden redis-
tribution fromblack workers to white retirees” (ibid.,
429). According to the issue-public theory, those who
care nost about or are nost affected by this inequality
should learn the nost about it and | ead the |ess inforned
in efforts to reformthe system but wthout access to
the Ferrara/ Godnan study, it is unlikely that the nost
affected people wll recognize that they are, in effect,
neners of an issue public in the first place.

Somn (1998, 429) aso points out that the genera
interest wll not be advanced if separate, snall groups
control specific issues. “If each specific issue area is
controlled by a subset of the electorate wth a special
interest, while these sane subsets renain ignorant of
general ly applicable issues, the outcone nay well be a
process of nutually destructive rent-seeking that
| eaves each group worse off than it woul d have been had
there been no issue publics in the first place.” “Rent-
seeking,” a termthat Somin borrows from econonics,
occurs when a group attenpts to secure uni que benefits
for itself at others’ expense. If snall groups control the
areas in which they have a special interest but do not
care about or are unaware of how their actions affect
others’ interests, it is unlikely that policies wll be
produced that satisfy the principle of Uhiversalization.

Shortcuts to Irrational ity

Mst of the initial reaction to onverse contended that
nmany voters do indeed think about political issues and
cone to firmeconcl usions about them Qe of the nost pop-
ular challenges to Converse, that of Samuel Popkin
(1991), celebrates the insights of Anthony Dows's An
Economc Theory of Dermocracy (1957), which, at first,
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appear to support Gonverse by offering a rational -choi ce
theory of why people are so ignorant of politics. Dows's
theory, in brief, isthat it is rationa for voters to be ig-
norant of politics because the cost of beconing i nforned
(which he defines as spending one’s limted resource of
time on gaining infornmation) outweighs the benefit of
casting an inforned vote, since each person’s vote has
such a statistically snall effect on the outcone in any de-
cent-sized el ectorate. Notably, this analysis does not rely
on the assunption that voters are selfish. Bven a nenber
of the electorate who is conpletely altruistic would have
nore of a positive inpact on another person’'s life by
using his limted tine to directly help her than by using
it to becone infornmed enough about political issues to
know whi ch way to vote.

Wi le Downs may be correct that it is instrunentally
irrational to becone inforned and, by extension, even to
vote, Jeffrey Friednan (1998, 407) argues that this
coherent reasoning cannot explain the public’s igno-
rance of politics, because nillions of people do indeed
vote in elections wth very large electorates. If people
were to think in the instrunentally rational way that
Downs’ s theory describes, and thus consciously choose
to remai n i gnorant because they recogni ze the insignifi-
cance of their vote, they would “necessarily have [had]
to recogni ze their ignorance, and this woul d [have] de-
prive[d] themof the ‘attitudes’ necessary to notivate
themto vote.” |If people were anare that their vote
woul d not nake nuch of a difference and/or that it woul d
not serve their ends (whether selfish or altruistic) to
becone politically well inforned, then they probably
woul d not vote. However, since so rmany peopl e do i ndeed
vote and consider their action neaningful, we can con-
clude that nost people do not think about voting—er
about acquiring political information—as Downs sug-
gests that they do.

I nstead, Friednman argues that nany people mnust
overestinate the inportance of their vote if, as we ob-
serve is the case, they are notivated to vote (1998,



407). Cognitive psychol ogi sts have confirned the
human tendency to msinterpret probabilities (Tversky
and Kahneman 1974). Wiile such findings nay partly
expl ain why many peopl e overestinate the practical
i npact of their vote, probably another significant
source of people s exaggerated eval uation of the weight
of their vote is the popul ar dogna that each vote counts
and is inportant—a nessage that al nost everyone | earns
early in school and one that is constantly reinforced
over the course of their lives in mass denocraci es.

Sill, FAiednman (1998, 407) naintains that overes-
timating the inportance of one's vote cannot, by itself,
generate the notivation to vote: peopl e nust al so bel i eve
that they are well inforned. However, researchers such
as Popkin and Lupia and MQubbi ns, who have been in-
fluenced by Downs's theory, argue that the public does
possess an adequate anount of know edge to notivate
their votes. They agree that it is instrunentally irra-
tional to invest large anounts of tine in gathering po-
litical information, but they contend that by relying on
informati on shortcuts or heuristics, nost people can
and do nake instrunentally rational politica decisions.
Qonverse also realizes that nany peopl e use heuristics
to make political decisions—he even identifies the
promnent “nature of the tines” and “group identifica-
tion” heuristics—but he does not endorse the public's
reliance on them as Popkin and Lupi a and MQubbi ns do.

In The Reasoning Voter, Popkin (1991, 21) seeks to
“redeemthe voter from sone of the blanme heaped upon
himor her by contenporary criticismof the electoral
process.” The criticismthat Popkin attenpts to rebut is
that voters cannot nake rational decisions due to their
political ignorance. However, while he provides a de-
scription of how voters in Anerica tend to nake their
decisions that is insightfu enough to be useful to a po-
litical strategist (heis hinself a Denocratic Party con-
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sultant), he fails to acconplish his goal of defending the
quality of voter reasoning. Instead, he raises even nore
questions about the public’'s ability to nmake instrunen-
tally rational decisions, questions that, in turn, further
undermne Habernmas’s justification of deliberative
denocr acy.

Popkin (1991, 16) acknow edges that Downs’'s the-
ory, cognitive-psychol ogy research, and data from (-
lunbia Lhiversity's first studies on presidentia cam
pai gns, which were perforned during the 1940s, prove
that voters do not retain nuch of the infornation that
the nedia and politicians present to them and that they
only selectively use the information that they do pos-
sess. But he argues that to conpensate for their lack of
information, voters essentially use two types of short -
cuts: they draw generalizations fromcues or inages, and
they rely on the opinions of other peopl e who appear to
be better inforned (ibid., 16-17).

A large body of cognitive-psychol ogy research sup-
ports Popkin's claimthat al nost everyone, regardl ess
of education level, uses heuristics to nake political and
nonpol itical decisions alike (Popkin 1991, 70). Just as
much research, though, denonstrates the dangers and
bi ases that certain shortcuts can consciously and uncon-
sciously cause, such as racial and gender stereotyping
(Henderson-King & N shett 1996; Banaji & Geenval d
1994; Bem 1981). Thus the inportant question is: do
the shortcuts that the ngjority of peopl e use cause them
to make instrunentally rational decisions? If Popkin's
account of voter reasoning is accurate, the answer is
that they do not.

Popkin (1991, 72) argues that one common deci si on-
nmaki ng technique is to connect a snall anount of infor-
mation with preconceived stereotypes or “scripts.”
Gogni tive psychol ogi sts refer to this shortcut as deciding
by “representativeness,” because people who use this
techni que base their decisions on how well a person or
policy represents or resenbl es their preconceived i deas
about what a conpetent person or effective policy is
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(ibid., 74). For instance, we commonly devel op opin-
i ons about sonebody’ s conpetence or intelligence based
on the college she attended. People infer a significant
factual claimregarding the person’s intelligence or
conpetence froma single piece of information, because
they use the script that intelligent, capable people at -
tend certain colleges. Popkin argues that peopl e assem
ble “causal narratives” by conbining different scripts
activated by small pieces of infornation, or what cogni -
tive psychol ogists call “cues” (ibid., 72).

Popki n di scusses two instances—President Cerald
Ford's failure to shuck a tanal e, and the aborted attenpt
to rescue Anerican hostages in Iran—n which voters
apparently used this technique. In the first case, during
his 1976 canpaign, Ford attenpted to gain support
from Mexi can- Anerican voters in Texas by attending a
rally in San Antonio where he was served a tanal e
(Popkin 1991, 1). Because this was his first tine eat -
ing a taxa e, he mstakenly took a bite into it wthout
renmoving the corn husk, or “shucking” it. Popkin ar-
gues that voters who were concerned about how Ford' s
policies would affect Hspanics correctly inferred from
this event that Ford would not be a good president (ibid.,
111). The second event that Popkin discusses is the
1980 mlitary nission that failed to rescue 55 host ages
in Iran, because defective helicopters crashed in the
desert (ibid., 4). Popkin argues that Jimnmy Carter |ost
the 1980 election partly because voters bl aned himfor
this foreign-policy failure and interpreted it as a sym
bol of America s broader weakness and Carter’s incom
petence (ibid., 111).

The striking thing about Popkin's “scripts” is that
they are indistinguishable from Li ppnrann’s “stereo-
types,” which he used to suggest how badly i nforned
voters are about matters wth which they have no direct
experience. A candidate’s famliarity with an ethnic
group’s food is a poor substitute for informati on about
that candidate’s policies tonard that group, and a single
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nechani cal failure is not an accurate neasure of a pres-
ident’s conpetence or a country’s nilitary power.

Popkin (1991, 78) adnits that people ignore rele-
vant factual inforrmation when they rely on inferences
and narratives, which are created by scripts and cues,
to nake deci si ons.

The infornmation about votes, offices held, and policy
positions taken in the past does not generate a full
story and may not even be joined with the personal
data. Narratives are nore easily conpiled and are re-
tained longer than facts. MNarratives, further, require
nore negative i nfornmati on before they change.

Popki n is describing a cognitive technique that encour -
ages irrational decision making, in that people focus on
personal data instead of relevant factual data, and in that
their opinions, which are based on personal data, are
difficut to change, especially wth factual data. Popkin
believes that the shortcut of retaining personal data and
ignoring relevant political data is so prevalent that it
should be called “Geshamis law of political inforna-
tion” (ibid., 79). Notably, Geshamis |aw hol ds that bad
noney drives out good.

Popkin adnmits that this “law of infornation recep-
tion is potentially discouraging, because “personally
uninspiring politicians wth a career of solid accom
plishnents get bypassed in prinmaries for fresh new
faces wth lots of one-liners but no record of accom
plishment” (ibid.). However, he thinks that people can
still nake rational politica decisions because they al so
use another type of infornmation shortcut, which he be-
lieves is a better “proxy for political records” (ibid.).

This second type of shortcut invol ves relying on a bet -
ter-inforned person’s understanding and eval uation of
inportant information (47). People use this shortcut
when they follow the advice of opinion |eaders, such as
tel evision experts, newspaper editoria boards, and po-
litical parties. According to Popkin, this shortcut works
because voters have real opinions about general issues
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and group interests but lack detailed infornation about
how particular policies relate to those opinions. Thus
they adopt the positions of those |eaders or parties that
share their basic views on general issues and group in-
terests. Lupia and MQubbins (1998, 5) simlarly cel -
ebrate this shortcut because they believe that it allows
peopl e to nmake the sane “reasoned choices” that they
woul d have nade if they had conpl ete know edge of the
consequences of their actions or policies.

This process of del egating decision-naking authority
to those wth nore infornation, according to Lupia and
MQubbi ns, solves the “denocratic dilemma,” which is
that “the people who nay be called upon to nake rea-
soned choi ces nay not be capabl e of doing so” (ibid., 1).
If Popkin and Lupia and MQubbins are right to think
that followng the advice of experts all ows peopl e who do
not possess sufficient anounts of infornation to nake
instrunental |y rational decisions, then it is plausible
that policies satisfying the principle of Lhiversalization
coul d be produced by soci ety-w de del i berati ons.

However, while this heuristic works in theory, it is
inconpatible with reality because the necessary condi -
tions for its success do not obtain. Popkin and Lupia and
MQubbi ns seemto be on firmground in suggesting that
peopl e do have real opinions about the general interests
that they would like the government to advance, and that
many people do in fact rely on this shortcut to nake
their political decisions—@nverse offered both of these
conclusions in 1964. Sill, as both Somin and Fiedman
mai ntai n, unless people invest |arge anounts of tine and
effort into researching different opinion |leaders (de-
feating the whole purpose of blindly followng the cues
those leaders send out), it is nuch nore difficult than
Popkin (1991, 425) and Lupia and MQubbins (1998,
409) assune to choose which opinion | eaders to fol | ow

To nake the decision between conpeting opinion | ead-
ers nmore efficient and less tine consumng, Popkin and
Lupia and MQubbi ns suggest that peopl e should fol | ow
| eaders who have simlar interests to theirs, whichis a
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foomof the first type of heuristic: a significant claim
about the quality of soneone’s opinions is inferred from
a small cue, her visible interests. If political debates
were only about choosing one group’s interests over an-
other group’s, this heuristic m ght be effective—-as-
suning that voters could identify the | eaders who shared
their interests, which, unfortunately, they probably
lack the information to do (Somn 1998, 425). That
probl em asi de, however, nost political debates are
about choosing the neans to achieve wdely supported
ends. For instance, the education policy debate is about
how to inprove education, not about whether inproving
it is desirabl e—some people think that vouchers wll
work, and others believe that schools need nore funding.
The crine control debate is about how to reduce crine,
not about whether reducing crine is desirabl e—sone
peopl e think that prevention works, and others believe
that deterrence works better. The econonic-policy de-
bate is about howto inprove the econony, not whether a
heal t hy econony is desirabl e—sone peopl e think that
governnent intervention is necessary, and others be-
lieve that free narkets are nore effective. And even de-
bates about the governnent’s budget priorities gener-
ally invol ve agreed-upon ends—or instance, those who
advocate redirecting noney fromthe nilitary budget to
education do not argue that national security is an unde-
sirable end, but instead nake the enpirical claimthat
the nation can be secured nore efficiently and wth | ess
noney. There are differences in opinion about the neans
to achieve these and other ends, but for the nost part,
al nost everyone al ready agrees on the ends, so it is gen-
erally not possible to distinguish between opinion |ead-
ers by virtue of their possession of different interests.
G course, sone political debates are indeed contests
over ends, such as the inportance of individual rights
and the proper role of the governnent, but these prin-
ciples becone inportant only at the elite level; Qon-
verse's research shows that the vast ngjority of the
public is unaware of these ideologically driven debates.
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Mbst peopl e care mainly about how governnent affects
their welfare and the wel fare of others, and nost politi -
cal debates that achieve public salience are about howto
i nprove the welfare of the country and achi eve the com
nmon good. The interests that should be served are taken
for granted; the question is usually about the best neans
to those ends, and w se choi ce of opinion |eaders on such
questions requires substantive know edge of the accu-
racy of their views about the best neans—but if voters
had that kind of know edge, they woul dn't need opi ni on
leaders inthe first place

Beyond relying on opinion | eaders, such as nedia
talking heads, Popkin argues that it is rational for peo-
ple to align thensel ves wth a particular party and then
unquestioningly follow that party’'s positions. But it is
just as difficut for people to choose a party wsely as to
choose an opinion | eader. A nost every party attenpts to
appeal to a ngjority of voters by nmaking sinlar clains
about advancing the common good. This is not to say that
real differences do not exist between political parties;
rather, Qonverse's research suggests that nost voters
do not understand these differences. Popkin clains that
“both parties and voters have found ideol ogy val uabl e as
a shortcut or cost-saving device” (51). However, he
does not present any evidence to prove that voters un-
derstand different ideologies, and he conpl etely ignores
the overwhel ning data that proves that nost people are
not even aware of ideol ogy. Wiile nany people do affili -
ate thensel ves and vote with particular parties, Qn-
verse's research suggests that nost people s party af -
filiations are unrelated to the positions that their
parties support, of which the voters are blissfully un-
aware. Further, Somn (1998, 422) raises the objec-
tion that unless parties have strict enforcenment necha-
nisns that force their nenbers to vote a certain way,
there wll be differences even wthin parties over nany
issues. President Qinton's support of welfare reformis
a recent exanple. This flexibility reduces the rational -
ity of voting for a party’'s candi date, because that candi -
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date nmay not share the party’s opinions on certain im
portant issues. But nost inportantly, Somin al so points
out that sinply know ng what a party’s stance on a par -
ticular issue is does not help one understand the likely
consequences of that stance. Wthout know ng the conse-
quences of a particular policy position, people cannot
make an instrunental ly rational decision about whether
it advances their interests.

Sill, Lupia and MQubbins (1998, 55-58) argue
that certain institutional features can nake rational
choices nore likely: nanely, nechanisns that expose
the incentives and interests of politicians or speakers
and verify their statements and proposal s. Because
Lupi a and MQubbi ns anal yze this issue al nost exclu-
sively at a theoretical |evel by focussing on nodel s,
they ignore much of the political ignorance data and
make many sinplifying assunptions that do not corre-
spond with reality. They assune that revealing the in-
centives and interests of elites wll prevent corrup-
tion or the intentional deception of the public. But they
overl ook the possibility that speakers may sincerely
advocate ineffective policies not because they are cor -
rupt or liars, but because they thensel ves are igno-
rant of the policies’ effects.

Al defenses of heuristics rely on people’'s ability to
verify the reliability of the heuristic—+n this case, the
statenents and proposal s of speakers. If an easily
grasped neasure of success and failure existed, such
that all experts agreed that soneone’ s proposal s coul d be
| abel ed “R ght” and soneone else’s could be | abel ed
“Wong,” then people would be nore likely to nake ra-
tional decisions, assunming of course that they paid at -
tention to these labels. However, inreaity, political is-
sues, being conplicated, are contested even
anong—ndeed especi ally anong—rel ati vely know edge-
adedites.

Beyond the enpirical objections to the claimthat in-
formation shortcuts allow the public to nake instru-
mental |y rational decisions, perhaps the nost inpor -
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tant reason why they fail to support Habernas's justi -
fication for deliberative denocracy cones from
Habermas hinsel f. When the public reasons with
shortcuts and relies on the opinions of elites, its deci -
sions are nerely reflexive and uncritical reactions,
the type of behavior that Habernas seeks to overcone.
He might clamthat deliberation will nake peopl e | ess
reflexive and uncritical, but unless people deliberate
wth experts who do not use heuristics and are able to
communi cate the necessary infornation, “delibera-
tion” wll nerely be discussions of alternative over -
sinplifications of the world—a phenormenon w th which
any observer of real-world politics should be thor -
oughly famliar. People already have the opportunity
to deliberate wth experts, by reading news nagazi nes
and newspaper editorials and watching in-depth tele-
vision reports, but the political ignorance data reveal
that nost people neither take advantage of these op-
portunities nor retain the information when they do.
Deliberative denocracy is justified by Habernas’'s
di scourse theory only if having the public participate
inthe deliberative political process is the best way to
produce policies that satisfy the principle of Uhiver-
salization. If the public does not have the necessary
infornation to make instrunental ly rational decisions
that advance the common good, and if it, at best, fol -
lows the opinions of elites, then allowng it to partici -
pate does not nake rational policies nore |ikely. Thus,
unless the public’s political know edge |evels can be
i nproved, Habermas cannot justify deliberative
denocr acy.

[11. 1'S DEMOCRACY AN “CPEN’ SOC ETY?

Wiile the nass public's political ignorance has been
wel | established and confirmed by many studies, its
cause is still a nmatter of intense debate. Oice the possi -
bility of doing without information, for instance by
usi ng shortcuts, has been found wanting, the debate
about causation becones critical because its answer de-
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termnes whether or not political ignorance can be
renedi ed, and thus whether Habernas's nodel of delib-
erati ve denocracy can be revived. Sone schol ars main-
tain that ignorance is caused by adjustable institutional
and social factors, while others believe that it is in-
evitabl e, because of inmmutable characteristics such as
the linmts of human intelligence or the conpl ex nature
of political information. In this final section, | wll
focus on Delli Garpini and Keeter’'s optimstic view and
John Zaller’ s | ess sangui ne findi ngs.

Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996, 179) argue that
three factors—otivation, ability, and opportunity—de-
termine how little people learn about politics. Wiile
notivation and ability nmight appear to depend on the in-
dividual, Delli Garpini and Keeter argue that these fac-
tors, inadditiontothe availability of and opportunity to
obtain information, depend prinarily on social and
structural conditions, such as education, soci oeconomnc
status, gender, and race (ibid., 188-211). The nost
informed Anerican voters are 71 percent nale, 93
percent white; 31 percent high incone, 53 percent
mddl e income, and 16 percent |ow incone (ibid.,
173-74). Onhthe other hand, the least inforned group is
31 percent nale, 56 percent white, 33 percent black,
60 percent |low incone. The vastly different conposi -
tions of these two groups clearly denonstrate that soci al
factors, such as race, gender and incone, are tied in
sone way to political knowedge, just as they are tied to
other inportant social resources (ibid., 271).

Delli Garpini and Keeter (1996, 271) naintain that
underlying the effects of incone, race and gender, is ed-
ucation, which is “the strongest single predictor of po-
litical knowedge.” They argue that education renedies
all three sources of ignorance. It enhances cognitive
ability, which nmakes people nore likely to understand
political information. It notivates people to obtain in-
fornati on by exposing themto, and cultivating an inter -
est in, politics. And it directly explains politics and
provides people wth political and contextual i nforna-
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tion (ibid, 190-93). Thus, one of their central recom
nendations is to nake higher education nore avail abl e
to everyone by naking it nore affordable. “QGeater
gover nnent support for students could be the nost sig-
nificant single step toward greater civic literacy—and
civic equality” (ibid., 278). They also argue that pri -
mary and secondary schools shoul d focus nore on poli -
tics and provide students wth a nore realistic view of
the “conflictual nature of politics” (ibid., 279).

The goal of these solutions is to nake the majority of
the public resenble the cognitive elite in their aware-
ness and understanding of politics. Qonverse s find ngs
about the rigidity of elite belief systens and Zaller’s
nore recent research, however, raise inportant ques-
tions about the desirability of this goal. Wiile nenbers
of the cognitive elite possess nore know edge about po-
litical issues than the rest of the public, Gnverse finds
that their beliefs are also nore “constrai ned” by the
i deol ogi es they use to organize this know edge—bel i ef
systens that “creative synthesizers” have presented as
“natural” packages (1964, 248). Paradoxically, then,
wth political know edge cones dogmatism wth politi-
cal ignorance cones rel ati ve open-nindedness, as “ide-
ological constraints in belief systens decline wth de-
creasing political information.”

I deol ogy constrains beliefs by limting the ideol ogue’ s
opi nions about particul ar substantive issues to only
those that his education has taught himfit wth his gen-
eral ideological orientation. A conservative ideol ogue
wll tend to be constrained to support a tax cut, wile a
liberal ideologue will be constrained to oppose it. By re-
quiring opinions to remain consistent wth fundanental
principles or convictions, ideologies help people order
their beliefs about nmany conpl ex issues around sinple,
central thenes. Thus, ideology functions |ike any other
heuristic: it (over-) sinplifies the otherw se conpl ex
world. Wiile the sinplification that a reliance on ideol -
ogy produces hel ps nenbers of the cognitive elite form
opi nions and organi ze infornati on about nmany unrel ated
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issues, it also elimnates the need to i ndependently ana-
lyze the nerits of conpeting positions, because it pro-
vides a prepared set of beliefs. The success of Haber -
mas’ s nodel of deliberative denocracy, however,
requires citizens to identify the best argunent by per -
forming the type of analysis that a reliance on ideol ogy
pr eenpt s.

This raises a critica question: Is the fornation of a
constrai ning ideol ogi cal perspective the necessary re-
sult of increased political attentiveness? Zaller (1992,
45) suggests that it is. “If citizens are well inforned,
they react nechanically to political ideas on the basis of
external cues about their partisan inplications, and if
they are too poorly inforned to be anare of these cues,
they tend to uncritically accept whatever ideas they en-
counter.” A central insight of Zaller's research is that
politically inattentive or unanare peopl e tend to uncrit -
icaly (albeit open-mndedy) accept nost of the infor-
mation that is presented to them while peopl e who pos-
sess nore political know edge are capabl e of perceiving
the rel ati onshi ps between the information and their es-
tablished opinions, and tend to close their minds to in-
formation and argunents that conflict wth their pre-
dispositions (ibid., 36; 44).

These findings suggest that even if ways were found to
make the public become nore politically inforned, such
as inproving education—er radically restructuring so-
ciety to give politics a nore promnent place in people s
daily lives, comranding nore of their attenti on—
Habernmas’s goal of deliberative denocracy would still
not be justified, because the nmass public would renain
i ncapabl e of naki ng deci si ons that advanced the conmon
good. Wiile they would be relatively better inforned,
Zaller’'s and onverse's research inply that they woul d
also be nore ideological, and thus nore resistant to op-
posi ng viewpoi nts, precluding the possibility of forning
a uni versal consensus around the best argunent.

Denocratic nodel s that derive political |egitinmacy
frompublic deliberation tend to oversinplify the
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process of assenbling peopl €' s interests. The significant
cognitive obstacle of figuring out how to connect one' s
interests wth particuar policies is rarely discussed.
Perhaps this oversight occurs because supporters of
these nodel s are thensel ves i deol ogues who bel i eve that
nost political debates have obvious and sinpl e answers.
Nonet hel ess, future research shoul d exanmine the trou-
bling rel ationshi p between ideology and politica know -
edge. If this relationship is inescapable, due either to
the limts of human intelligence or to the conpl ex na-
ture of political infornation, then political theories that
rely on the nass public to nake col | ective deci sions that
advance the common good are probably hopel ess as ra-
tionales for any denocracy that can exist in the real
vor | d.
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