
Prologue

into pure image selling. And, of course, it may. But the
search for support that emphasizes policy compatibil-
itles . . . easily degenerates into pure position taking. . . .

Fositlon taking is just as misleading to constituents and as
manipulative of their desires as image selling. It may be just
as symbolic as any form of candidate advertising. r I

As we study campaigns, we cannot equate the divide between fluff and
substance with the divide between the personal character of the candidate
and the public importance of issues. When a George Wallace crowns a
beauty queen who is black, or a Rockefeller eats a knish, each man is com-
municating important changes in his relations with and attitudes about
ethnic or religious minorities. When the southern govemor who promised
"segregation forever" congratulates a homecoming queen who is black,
does this have less significant implications for policy than posturing about
gun control or drug control?

Failed missions to rescue hostages and failed attempts to eat tamales are
similar: the same basic principles drawn from economics and psychology
can help us understand both the concern with tamales and the campaign
temptations to conduct rescue missions and covert activities.

In this book I use some basic principles of economics and psychology to
reexamine most of our conventional wisdom about campaigns, and most
of our academic ideas about them as well. I have tried to steer a theoretical
course between the approaches of campaigners and journalists on one
hand and those of political scientists and media scholars on the other. The
contributions of each have been valuable, and I hope this book will en-
courage them to continue this dialogue.

ONE

The Reasoning Voter

THrs eoor has two main purposes. The first is to construct a general theory
of voting that incorporates academic research of recent decades into a
framework built from cognitive psychology, economics, and sociology. The
second is to demonstrate the utility of that theory for analyzing political
campaigns with three case studies.

I use the term reasoning voter because my theory recognizes that voters
actually do reason about parties, candidates, and issues. They have prem-
ises, and they use those premises to make inferences from their obser-
vations of the world around them. They think about who and what politi-
cal parties stand for; they think about the lneaning of political endorse-
ments; they think about what government can and should do. And the per-
formance of government, parties, and candidates affects their assessments
and preferences.

The term low-information rationality-popularly known as "gut" reason-
ing-best describes the kind of practical thinking about goverrrment and
politics in which people actually engage. It is a method of combining, in an
economical way,learning and information from past experiences, daily
life, the media, and political campaigns.

This reasoning draws on various information shortcuts and rules of
thumb that voters use to obtain and evaluate information and to simpliff
the process of choosing between candidates. People use shortcuts which
incorporate much political information; they triangulate and validate their
opinions in conversations with people they trust and according to the
opinions of national figures whose judgments and positions they have
come to know. With these shortcuts, they leam to "read" politicians and
their positions.

The better we understand voters and how they reason, the more sense
campalgns make and the rnore we see how campaigns matter in a dernoc-
racy. Academlc studies of voting have begun to reveal rnore and more
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about the substance of voting decisions and the limits to manipulation of
voters. Directly and indirectly, these studies refer to campaigning. Collec-

tivety, they show that voters do leam from campaigns, and that what they
learn concerns policies and character and competence. They can do this

because they know how to "read" the media and the politicians-that is,

because they reason about what they see and hear.

There is something rather miraculous about the fact that citizens believe

that leaders selected by balloting are legitimate-that they are entitled to
govern. Part of the reason for this belief is that campaigns are able to reach

people and involve them in the election. It is worth remembering that the

term campaign is derived from the French word for "open country" and

brings to politics some of its original military use: in a military campaign,

an arrny left its barracks in the capital city for operations in the field, or
open country. This is an apt metaphor for politics, because campaigns bring
politicians out of the capital into the open country where they must en-

gagetheir political opponents in a series of battles conducted in full view of
their countrymen, who will judge each contest. To arouse public opinion
and generate support for their cause, they must defend their old policies,

sell new policies, and justify their rule.
These contests are commonly criticized as tawdry and pointless affairs,

full of dirty politics, dirty tricks, and mudslinging, which ought to be

cleaned up, if not eliminated from the system. In their use of sanitary meta-

phors, however, many of these critiques confuse judgments of American
culture with aesthetic criticisms of American politicians. They do not look
closely at how voters respond to what they learn from campaigns, and they
do not look closely at the people they wish to sanitize. If campaigns are

vulgar, it is because Americans are vulgar.

Not surprisingly, most suggestions for reforming the campaigns have no

basis in any sustained argument about how proposed reforms would affect

voters or improve the system. Voters have a limited amount of information
about politics, a limited knowledge of how government works, and a lim-
ited understanding of how governmental actions are connected to conse-

quences of immediate concern to them. Campaigns give them much of the

information they reason from as they deal with their uncertainty about

these matters. Somehow, candidates manage to get a large proportion of
the citizenry sorted into opposing carRps, each of which is convinced that
the positions and interests of the other side add up to a less desirable pack-

age of benefits. Thus campaigns, to the extent that they are successful,

ternporarity change the basis of political involvement tut cltlzenslrip to
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partisanship, and in the process attract interest and votes from people who
generally find politics uninteresting or remote.

Campaigns reach most people through the media. Besides attracting at-
tention to the campaign "horse rlcei' the media play a critical role in
shaping votert' limited informationiabout the world, their limited knowl-
edge about the links between issues and offices, their limited understand-
ing of the connections between public policy and its immediate conse-
quences for themselves, and their views about what kind of person a presi-
dent should be. The campaigns and media, in other words, influence the
voter's frame of reference, and can thereby change his or her vote.

Low-Information Rationality

My theory of how voters reason is a theory of low-information rationality
which emphasizes'the sources of information voters have about politics, as
well as their beliefs about how government works. The theory as I develop
it, is drawn from three main sources: the voting studies done at Columbia
University in the 1940s; the theoretical contributions to the economics of
information made by Anthony Downs; and certain ideas from modern cog-
nitive psychology, as exemplified in the works of Jerome Bruner, Amos
TVersky, and Daniel Kahneman. I must emphasize at the outset that I am
attempting to provide a theoretical basis upon which future studies can
build, not to demonstrate or test every relevant proposition. Some parts of
my argument have been demonstrated by others; other parts are demon-
strated in this book; still other parts are theoretically grounded conjecture,
not yet tested.

Social psychologists-notably Hilde Himmelweit and the coauthors of
How Voters Decide-are beginning to emphasize that the vote is a choice,
and that "the act of voting, like the purchase of goods, is . . . simply one
instance of decision making, no diferent in kind from the process whereby
other decisions are reached."r The final act of voting, they argue, is a con-
sumer choice like any other, regardless of whether the voter's information
gathering is "searching or superficial" and whether the voter's beliefs are
"accurate or misleadittg," "transient or stable."

As far back as Aristotle, analysts have used metaphors based on choice or
colrunerce to describe voting. Aristotle wrote about citizens directly in-
volved in political deliberations; he assumed that citizens making public
choices were like consurners making vital private choices. He argued,
therefore, that political oratory needed little flourish or ernotional appeal:
"[n a political debate the man who is forrning a judgment is making a deci-
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sion about his own vital interests. There is no need, therefore, to prove any-

thing except that the facts are what the supporter of a measure maintains

they are."2 However, the choice terminology appropriate in a mass democ-

racy is different from that appropriate to deliberations in Athens.

Behind every voting theory there is a metaphor or an analogy, either im-
plicit or explicit, about the process of choice. If the analogy is successful, it
helps to generate hypotheses and explain voting. I propose to view the

voter as an investor and the vote as a reasoned investment in collective
goods, made with costly and imperfect information under conditions of
uncertainty. This analogy is appropriate because the voter expends time
and effort in the expectation of some later return, a return that will depend

in large part on what others do. The investor analogy, as I will use it, does

something the consumer analogy cannot. It draws attention to the dif-
ference between public and private goods and allows us to begin to predict

several things: when information gathering will be searching and when it
will be superficial; when voter beliefs will be accurate and when they will
be misleading; and, to a lesser extent, when those beliefs will be transient

and when they will be stable.

In fact, voting is not like buying a television set. Voters are public inves-

tors, not private consumers. They expend effort voting in the expectation of
gaining future satisfaction. They are investors in future benefits to be de-

rived from government, not purchasers of goods to be consumed imme-
diately. This investment, furthermore, mustbe made in situations inwhich
the likelihood of different outcomes is not easily calculated, for want of ei-

ther data or theory to guide the decision-making process. Many consumer

decisions involve clear alternatives and immediate results, but a decision

about voting always involves uncertainty and the prospects of a long-term
payoff.3

Public choices difler from private choices because the incentives to
gather information are different in each instance. The resources expended

to gather and process information before making personal consumption
decisions have a direct effect on the quality of the outcome for the con-

sumer, whereas time and money spent gathering information about

candidates leads to a better vote, not necessarily a better outcome. The

wrong economic policy or the wrong approach to arms control may in fact

have a bigger effect on a voter's life than the wrong choice of home or col-

lege, but the expected gains from being an informed consumer remain
higher than the gains from being an informed voter. Voters are thus not
particularly well informed about the details of public pollcy and govern-

ment activities. Everybody's business is nobody's buslnels, lf everyone
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spends an additional hour evaluating the candidates, we all benefit from a
better-informed electorate. If everyone but me spends the hour evaluating
the candidates and I spend it choosing where to invest my savings, I will get
a better return on my investment as well as a better government.

Public choices also differ from private choices because voting is a form of
collective action; elections are won only when enough people vote to-
gether. Voters focus not only on their own concems and preferences but on ,

those of others as well. Therefore, in deciding which issues to focus on and 
I

which candidates to vote for, voters will be affected by information about
what other voters are doing. Information about the preferences and votes
of others will help them decide whether there are enough people with the
same concems or preferences to make a critical mass. Learning what gov-
ernment is doing and what government is capable of doing can also affect
the issues a citizen will focus on in an election. Information will affect my
perception of whether a problem is mine alone or common to many;
whether a problem common to many is an individual or a collective prob-
lem; and whether a collective problem is "our" problem or our govern-
ment's problem.

Public choices also differ from some private choices because they involve
the provision of services. A politician is promising to deliver a future prod-
uct about which the voter may have limited understanding, so the vote
involves uncertainty about whether the product can be delivered, and, if
so, whether it will perform as promised. Thus the voter has to assess the
politician's ability to accomplish what he or she promises. Private con-
sumers also face uncertainty in making certain decisions-such as choos-
ing a surgeon to perform a life-threatening operation-but choosing a po-
litical leader can be even more complex. To deliver promised benefits, a
politician must do more than attract enough votes; he or she must attract . r,
the support of other politicians as well. For this reason, voters consider not 'i

only the personal characteristics of their candidate, but also the other pol-
iticians with whom he or she is affiliated.

Every voting theory begins, implicitly or explicitly, from a question
which voters ask as they cast their votes. I suggest that the voter behaves as

if asking, "What have you done for me lately?" What have you done?
stresses feedback from government perforrnance and the need to specify
how that performance affects attitudes and expectati ons. Lately raises the
lssuc of time horizons-how voters can discount older information when
lrresented with new claims.lnfor me, however, there is an inherent ambi-
gulty, a tension that cannot be resolved. Doing some things for the voter
lnclutles dolng the gamc things for cverybody, like reducing pollution. It
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includes doing things for specific groups, like feeding or housing the home-
less. And it involves doing things that protect the voter against future
possibilities,like improving Medicare or supporting research into a cure for
AIDS. This is an unresolvable ambiguity.lnlg52, campaignbuttons said "I
like lke," but at rallies people said "We like Ike." The very ambiguity in the
meaning of for me, however, stresses that political leaders seek to create po-

Jitical identities and to forge links between individual and group concems.

The transformation of "What have you done for me lately?" into "What
have you done for uslately?" is the essence of campaigning. Ttansforming
unstructured and diverse interests into a single coalition, making a single
cleavage dominant, requires the creation of new constituencies and politi-
cal identities. It requires the aggregation of countless .['s into a few we's.

Behind the we's, however, are people who are still reasoning about the
ways in which their lives and govemment policies are related. The single
most important lesson I have learned from campaigning is never to tell
people they are selfish, and never to assume that they aren't.

Communications and Persuasion: The Columbia School

I begin with the original studies of presidential campaigns done at Colum-
bia University's Bureau of Applied Social Research in the l940s.a The

Columbia studies took the social reasoning of voters seriously and focused

on the relation of the campaign to the final vote. These studies also had a
relevant nonnative concem: the manipulative potential of the media. To-

day there is widespread concern about the impact of the newest medium,
television, on the electoral process. People worry that television is leading
to a politics of "spinmasters" and admen who manipulate voters and create

"Teflon" presidents. When the first Columbia study was done, there was

even more reason to be concerned about the power of radio: Hitler had
used it with seeming brilliance to manipulate his countrymen.

The Columbia studies were designed to assess the communication and
persuasion effects of campaigns at a time when these effects were generally

much smaller than today. Today, in an environment of diminished party
loyalty, campaigns and candidates exert a greater influence on voters than
they did in the elections of 1940 and 1948. However, the theoretical in-
sights of the Columbia researchers are still illuminating for the study of
politics in the 1990s. Theirresearch on party identification, misperception,
and interpersonal influence, as well as their insights into campaign dy-

namics, are still the foundation for modern election studies.

The central insight of the Columbia voting studles ls capturcd in one sen-

tence: "The people vote in the same electlon, but not all of them v(rfe on

,n
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#' "5 This statement recognizes the importance of party identification, of
public communication and persuasion, and of the role of issues in elec-
tions. It suggests that voters in any one election are being moved not only
by new issues of which they are aware but also by old issues that have in-
fluenced their party identification. It also stresses that voters are not
tabulae rasae when they are exposed to the media barrages of the cam_
paigns; to the contrary they already have some firm beliefs, so are often not
moved at all by campaign propaganda. Finally, the columbia studies also
showed that the eflect of the mass media on voters is not direct, but medi-
ated by discussion with others.

In beginning with the older columbia studies, I am presenting an alter-
native to the theories and standards developed at the university of
Michigan's survey Research center (sRC), which have dominated the
study of voting since the 1950s. The American voterdeveloped a theoretical
view of party identification and the role of issues in elections which has
been central to voting studies for decades.6 The sRc's quadrennial national
election surveys have made possible numerous important studies, but its
theories about voting and party identification have not held up well.7

Information shortcuts: The contributions of Anthony Downs
The central insight of Anthony Downs's pioneering book, An Economic
Theory of Democracy, is that voters will rely on information shortcuts be-
cause they do not have much incentive to gather information about politics
solely in order to improve their voting choices.s Downs builds on the Co-
lumbia studies'findings that voters lack knowredge about the govemment:
"voters are not always aware of what the government is or courd be doing,
and often they do not know the relationship between government actions
and their own utility incomes." Given the many gaps in voters, information
about government, and their lack of theory-with which to make con_
ncctions between government actions and their benefits, govemments
concerned primarily with gaining as many votes as possible have little
incentive to maximize benefits to voters. "Goverrrment is motivated by
vOters' opinions, not their welfare, since their opinions about their welfare
.rrc what influence Voting.,,e

Somehow, in a manner that I will leave to a sociologist of knowledge to
explain, the word rationar, which conjured up images of sophistication,
tnaterialism, and narrow self-interest, became a fighting word to -urry rrr_tlents of voting who had been raised on social pJychology and sociology.
l'rtlpcrly understoctd, however, the main emphasis of the economic ap-
;rroach ls onftrotce) lnformationi uncertainty, and the way voters link their
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votes with the votes of others and with the output of their government.

When elaborated, it also crosses the divide between the work of scholars

following the economic approach to the study of voting and the work of

scholars of a more psychological bent, and provides a synthesis which is

the ideal starting place for the study of campaigns and political change.

Downs's application of the economics of information to politics comple-

ments the Columbia studies. Indeed, Downs's central insight about infor-

mation shortcuts is a,generalization of the Columbia findings about the

\- roles of party identification and informal opinion leaders. Party identifica-

tion, viewed from the perspective of low-information rationality, is an

informational shortcut or default value, a substitute for more complete in-

formation about parties and candidates. This is a key insight for building a

model of the voter that can be used to study the role of campaigns and is-

sues in presidential elections. Party identification is a standing decision;

even so, it is affected by voters'beliefs about how govemment works, by

the information they obtain in their daily lives and connect with govern-

ment policies, and by the information they absorb simply because it is

interesting or entertaining. ro

I elaborate DownJs ideas about information costs and uncertainty, apply

them to the ways voters evaluate candidates and parties, and also take ac-

count of how voters connect the state of the world with the actions of
goveffrment and the benefits they desire. Downs is an economist, but he is

not assuming that voters care only about money, or only about benefits for

themselves. He assumes only that they base their votes on the benefits they

may receive from government action. As he puts it,

[It isl possible for a citizen to receive utility from events that

are only remotely connected to his own material income. For

example, some citizens would regard their utility incomes as

raised if the govemment increased taxes upon them in order

to distribute free food to starving Chinese. There can be no

simple identification of "acting for one's greatest benefit"
with selfishness in the nalrow sense because self-denying

charity is often a great source of benefits.rr
' Extending Downs, I explore how voters' understanding of government

and candidates helps determine which issues and benefits they will con-

nect with particular offices-which benefits, in other words, are attrib'

utable.It is not the importance of a policy, nor even the extent to which

parties or candidates differ on it, that determines when an issue will be'

come central to voter decision making..What makc an lssue central are the

voters' motivations to gather informatlon rbut lt, the condltlons under
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which they will get that information, and the beliefs by which they connect
the issue to their own lives and to the ofrce for which they are voting. Fur-
ther, by stressing not just the limited information about issues but also the
limited understanding voters have of the way government works, we can
begin to evaluate the effects of television-the prime information medium,
as well as one of the usual suspects in any investigation into the quality of
the electoral process or electoral outcomes in the united states.

The notion of attributable benefits, furthermore, can lead us to a new
understanding of the many ways campaigns inlluence voters. The Colum-
bia studies correctly noted that a campaign can affect the salience of an
issue by increasing its perceived importance to voters. It follows from my
elaborations on the columbia and Downs findings that a campaign can
change the salience of an issue in two other ways: by providing better con-
ttections between an issue and an office, and by increasing the perceived
tlifference between candidates on an issue.

My emphasis on voters' incentives for gathering information leads me to
t'onsider not only voters' demand for information but also the supply and
t'ost of that information. Political campaigns and party conventions are
Particularly important sources of relevant information. In using informa-
lirln about candidates and their supporters, voters extrapolate from
1tt'rsonal characteristics to policy preferences, and from campaign perfor-
lllance to governmental competence. They also gather information about
the candidate's place in the party and the credibility of his or her platform
lirlm two other sources: the party convention, and party leaders they have
h'arned about in the past.

Framing and Reasoning: Cognitive psychology

(kttttcmporary research into the psychology of cognition fills the theoreti-
t'irl gaps left by the original Columbia voting studies and Downs's the-
ttrctical reformulation of them. Without cognitive psychology there is no
sdlisfactory way to answer important questions about how people assess
tttcaning and use information. My analysis of campaigns requires an un-
rlerstanding of theSole of symbols and stories; to understand people not as
ttalvc statisticians, but as symbol processors and naive theorists, requires
r'ognitive psychology. cognitive psychology's findings about meaning and
hrlirrmation usage go beyond cues and information shortcuts to describe
ttttltles of reasoning, processing aids, and calculation aids, all of which can
lrc applled to the analysis of reasoning voters'decisions.r2

Uach of the three sources from which I draw provides crucial insights
alrttut lnformatlon and political reasoning. From the Columbia studies, we
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know that people do not absorb all the information to which they are ex-

posed. From Downs, we know that this happens because people do not

have incentives to acquire and absorb much of that information. From cog-

nitive psycholo gy,weknow that people do not use all the information they

have received, and-paradoxically-that people have not received from

outside all the information they use. That is, people take the information

they have received and use previous experience to complete the picture.

To study the cues, or informational shortcuts, that people use in voting is

to study how people supply themselves with information that fills in their

pictures of candidates and governments. Cues enable voters to call on be-

liefs about people and government from which they can generate or recall

scenarios, or "scripts," as they are called in psychology. A little information

can go a long way because people have so many scenarios and ideas that

they can generate from their cues. They can absorb a few cues and then

complete their picture with the help of their "default values."r3

Downs never explicitly considered just how voters combine new and old

information, or how recent events affect their ongoing assessment of par-

ties, but his work generally leads to what can be called neo-Bayesian

assumptions. In Bayesian statistical analysis, decisions are based not solely

on old information or solely on new information, but on a weighted com-

bination of the two, with the weights assigned to reflect the quantity of

each type. The cognitive literature, in contrast, shows that there are in-

stanccs when a small amount of new information is given more weight

than a largc amount of equivalent old information, as well as cases when a

snrall amount of old information is given more weight than a large amount

of cquivalcnt new inf<lrmation.
Onc rcason that people do not behave like naive statisticians is that data

presented in an emotionally compelling way may be given greater consid-

eration and more weight than data that is statistically more valid, but

emotionally neutral. This is not a new insighU as Bertrand Russell noted in
Ig2Z , "popular induction depends upon the emotional interest of the in-

stances, not upon their number."ra The ramifications of this insight for

decision making are only now being fully explored by psychologists. Cam-

paign analysis must begin to explain what kinds of data are compelling to

voters and how they combine old and new data.r5 This means, in particu-

lar, learning why some forms of information are more easily used than

others, and why not all information is necessarily informative:

Some kinds of information that the scientist regards as high-
ly pertinent and logically compelling are habitually ignored

by people. Other kinds of information, logically much weak-
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er, trigger strong inferences and action tendencies. We can
think of no more useful activity for psychologists who study
information processing than to discover what information
their subjects regard as information worthy of processing.16

There is another reason why people do not act like crude statisticians:
they cannot easily integrate all their political information about parties or
candidates into a single yardstick, or "prior," as a statistician would call
such a measure. In particular, they do not always integrate personal and
political data about candidates.

The cognitive literature also leads researchers beyond:information short-
cuts to the calculation shortcuts people use when choosing one favorite
from an array of candidates. Since people cannot easily integrate all their
information, their choices are context-sensitive: "Preferences are not sim-
ply read off from some master list; they are actually constructed in the
clicitation process. Furthermore, choice is contingent or context sen-
sitive. . . . An adequate account of choice, therefore, requires a psycholog-
ical analysis of the elicitation process and its effect on the observed
rcsponse."rT

Plan of the Book

The next five chapters cover the essential theoretical issues that must be
addressed in order to understand campaigns from the perspective of the
voter.

Chapter 2 outlines the process of acquiring information-how voters
bccome informed through daily-life experiences and their monitoring of
lltc news. Voters obtain a good deal of information during their daily lives
which they connect to government policies, whether correctly or not; meat
,rrd gas shortages change opinions about presidents as surely as "Commu-
Itist gains" once did. Senior citizens whose only livelihood is Social
Sccurity pay close attention to debates on this issue-not in order to be
bctter citizens, but because they need to know how to budget their money,
attd sometimes to decide whether they can afford to eat three meals a day
or two. The use ofthis information depends upon reasoning about govem-
nlcnt, incorporates campaign information, and is not reflexive.

Chapter 3 examines the information shortcuts that voters use when they
Itave llttle information about, or an incomplete understanding bf, the polit-
lcal choices before them-an examination that involves reevaluating the
cotlcept of party identification and identifying the shortcuts voters use to
ettsess candldates. These shortcuts include assessing a candidate's policy
rtands liom hls demographic characteristics; using overall estimates of a
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candidate's competence and of his integrity or sincerity; and judging politi-

cal integrity from personal morality. These shortcuts also incorporate

information from political campaigns, while at the same time limiting the

extent to which campaigns can manipulate voters'

Chapter 4 describes how voters process information about candidates,

and go beyond their information, when they form images of their candi-

dacies. By understanding how voters incorporate information, and by

understanding how they combine new and old information, we see how

campaigns can affect which information will actually be used. The chapter

also describes how voters use calculation shortcuts and how they compare

and choose among candidates.

Chapter 5 elaborates the concept of attributable benefits, and then shows

that voters' ideas about government can affect politicians' actions and the

issues they choose to emphasize in campaigns, and can also help determine

which issues will matter whether the politicians mention them or not.

ln chaptcr 6 I turn to the formation of new constituencies in presidential

primarics and examine the contrast between the theories I develop here

and thegries about primary voting which have emphasized the role of mo-

mentum ttr "bandwagon" effects.

Chapters 7, 8, and 9 examine three presidential primary campaigns in

which hitherto unknown candidates suddenly emerged to challenge for, or

cvcn to win, their party's nomination for president: Jimmy Carter in the

Democratic primaries of 197 6; George Bush in the Republican primaries of

l9g0; and Gary Hart in the Democratic primaries of l984.Ironically, it is by

analyzing the campaigns of these once-unknown candidates that I can

,rroti eflectively demonstrate the value of the theory I am developing, for

the analysis enables me to show politics and political reasoning at work in

precisely the place where other theories would least expect it'

I realize that, because all three case studies involve primary campaigns,

some people may draw the inference that the theory I am developing is

only for primaries. I emphasize that I am doing case studies of primaries

because primaries are more difficult for voters and have been harder to ex-

plain for scholars. In primaries, voters face a multitude of candidates, with

iess prior information about candidates than they have in general elec-

tions; they also receive less exposure to campaign information, and have

no party cues to guide them. Therefore, primaries place greater demands

on the voters to quickly absorb information and to reason with incomplete

information. I believe, to paraphrase Sinatra, that if a theory can make it

there, it can make it anywhere. Most of the examples in chapters 2 through
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5 are taken from general elections, which is where I have had most of my
practical campaign experience.

In an age when voting is increasingly centered on candidates, political
primaries are part of the process of renewing and updating party identifica-
lion.rs Primary candidates create and mobilize constituencies within
parties, and they respond to public beliefs about the past performance of
the party and the perceived relevance of its approach to government. Thus
in analyzing primaries I can demonstrate the many forms of information
about their political parties that voters gather, as well as the forms of feed-
back from government perforrnance that shape their ideas about parties.

The three primaries analyzed here demonstrate just how sensitive voters
arc to the direction their party is taking, and how their views of their party
rtrc aflected by its past perforrnance. In other words, these three primaries
exhibit the kinds of feedback about parties that voters receive, and show
Itrlw voters translate this feedback into preferences. These fights over the
tlircction a party should take-including arguments about whether the
lr.rrty's traditional ways are adequate both to win the presidency and to
rlt'al with the future problems of the country-show just how policy-
oricnted party identification can be.

lndeed, these three case studies, taken together, show the tremendous
t'ltatrges in political thinking which have occurred in this country since the
f 
()(r0s. The Democratic primary of 1976 demonstrates how conflicts over

titcc, Vietnam, and the role of unions, among otherissues, eroded the cred-
llrllity of the party's Washington elite and left its best-known represen-
lallvcs unable to compete against outsiders likeJimmy Carter, George Wal-
litt't', and Jerry Brown. carter's emergence, furthermore, prefigured the
t'lllcrgence of the religious fundamentalist movement in this country and
llre inability of traditional Democratic leaders to compete against Re-
;rtrhlicans for the presidency. The fights between Mondale, Hart, and
,lat'kstln in 1984 were in fact clear continuations of the same unresolved
lrnlllcs tretween black, blue-collar, and educated Democrats overthe role of
governmcnt and the direction the party should take.-l'he 

1980 fights,in the Republican party between Bush supporters and
llragan supporters were a continuation of the l976fights between Reagan
attrl ltord supporters over the direction of the Republican party and
wltether it should repudiate the moderation of the Nixon years. The l9g0
hallles, and thc Republican repudiation of the ERA that year, were part of
lltt'r'ontlnulng battle <lver abortion policy, which was already creating a
"gt'nrler gap" between parties.
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20 Chapter One

Recent studies of primaries have focused on the role of momentum, and
the ways in which lesser-known candidates could win primaries because

of "bandwagorr" effects-where people are directly inlluenced to vote for
a candidate by that candidate's earlier victories. By demonstrating that
there are clear issue effects even when the least-known candidates first be-
come known, I support my argument that there is a substantive basis for
voting decisions.

The claim of political savants and insiders that the right commercials and
the right consultants can win any election, particularly any primary is fed
by the self-serving myth that certain "magic moments" on television have
turned elections around. I will show that there is no evidence at all for the
supposed eflects of many of these "magic moments," and that the dramatic
effects of many others occurred only because they symbolized changes of
opinion that had been developing for some time and which had far more
complex causes. I object to media critics who simply infer from commer-
cials and speeches that voters were manipulated.

I also object to studies of primaries which suggest that when large num-
bers of voters suddenly shift their support to new candidates, they are
simply jumping on a bandwagon. These jumps to new candidates are in
fact attempts to change the direction of the party, or to protest against the
established order, and they reflect information that voters use about the
issue differences between the new and the old candidates.

I challenge the related fantasies of Democrats who believe that campaign
faux pas explain the Republicans' near-monopoly on the White House.
Democrats do not lose the presidency because Republicans have better
admen. They lose because they have less popular policies on the issues that
voters connect to the presidency, notably inflation, national defense, and
the role of government in society. Nor do Democrats lose because a contro-
versial candidate (like Jesse Jackson) is visible in their primaries; they lose

because they do not have convincing responses to such a candidate that
they can give in both primary and general elections.

I also challenge the terms of the traditional assessment of voter informa-
tion. It is certainly true that most citizens do not know many of the basic
facts about their govemment, but assessing voters by civics exams misses

the many things that voters doknow, and the many ways in which they can
do without the facts that the civics tradition assumes they should know.
Further, the focus on voters'lack of textbook information about many po-
litical issues underestimates just how much lnformation they pick up
during campaigns and from conventions. Thls mlslnformatkln approach is
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a red herring. It focuses on what voters don't know instead of on what they
do know, who they take their cues from, and how they read candidates.

I also challenge the idea that voter self-interest is either entirely selfish or
simplistic. voters do care about their economic weil-bein g, ofct,r.se, but
they also care about the welfare of others, and when they reason about
economic benefits and economic performance, they do not make simplistic
connections between their bank balances and the performance of the
government.

By bringing the economics of information and the recent developments
in cognitive science to bear on the nonnative agenda of the Columbia stud-
ies, I hope to prompt a rethinking of the role of democratic citizenship. I
believe my theory redeems the voter from some of the blame heaped upon
him or her by contemporary criticism of the electoral process. My theory
also addresses "loopholes" in voter reasoning that candidates canexploit.
However, Ihope to show that, in the mixture of trivial and profound issues
that will always be found in campaigns, there is more meaning to voting,
and less manipulation of voters, than either media-centered analyses or
the traditional civics-information focus wourd have us believe


