Thoughts

Are Smarter Voters
Better Voters?

Michael Hannon exploves the troubling possibility that smarter,
better informed voters, might be irrationally partisan

A healthy democracy requires knowledge-
able citizens. When voters make poor deci-
sions out of ignorance, they harm the com-
mon good. For example, false beliefs about
the dangers of Covid-19 may undermine
policies that would save lives. For this rea-
son, the ideal of an informed citizen holds a
cherished place in our system of values.

But are knowledgeable citizens better
for democracy?

Consider the following fact: the most
politically knowledgeable people also tend
to be extremely partisan. For example, the
strongest supporters of the Republican par-
ty tend to know more about politics than
individuals with weak political ties. Like-
wise for Democrats. Now, this fact alone
is not very surprising. The more we care
about something, the more inclined we
are to learn about it. Coffee lovers tend to
know more about coffee; motorbike enthu-
siasts know more about motorbikes; and the
biggest sports fans often acquire extensive
knowledge of their favourite teams. Politics
is no different. The biggest political “fans”
tend to consume the most information
about politics.

The problem, however, is that the most
politically partisan people are also the most

likely to have their thinking corrupted by
politics. Party loyalty operates as a kind of
perceptual screen through which we filter
information. This leads citizens to reason in
corrupted, biased ways.

The ideal of an

informed citizen holds
a cherished place in
our system of values

A vast amount of work in psychology in-
dicates that we all frequently interpret and
filter evidence in ways that fit with our an-
tecedent worldview. We tend to seek out,
uncritically accept, and better remember
evidence that is favourable to our view;
whereas we tend to avoid, forget, and be
more critical of counterevidence. However,
our reasoning is especially prone to error or
bias when it comes to beliefs that matter to
us. For politically partisan individuals, this
will include their political beliefs. When we
strongly identify with a political team, our
political beliefs become partly constitutive
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of our identity. As a result, we are motivat-
ed to protect ourselves from threats to these
beliefs. When information threatens our
values or identity, we deploy our intellectual
artillery to destroy it.

This is how knowledge, like power, cor-
rupts partisan minds. The more you know
about a topic, the more “ammunition” you
have at your disposal to find reasons to re-
ject facts, figures, and arguments that con-
flict with your preferred views. As Benjamin
Franklin once said, “A learned blockhead is
a greater blockhead than an ignorant one”.

This goes against a simple, intuitive,
widely held theory about politics, which
we might call the “Ignorance Hypothesis”.
According to this hypothesis, democracy
is dysfunctional, in part, because citizens
are uninformed about political issues. The
cause of bad policies and bitter political
battles, according to this view, is too little
information. But the Ignorance Hypothesis
is not just false; it’s backwards. Psychologi-
cal research shows that the more informa-
tion partisans get, the more dogmatic they
become and the deeper their disagreements
grow. An alternative hypothesis, which I
call the “Weaponised Knowledge Hypoth-
esis”, says that the more knowledgeable one
is about politics, the more stubborn one
becomes about politically charged topics.
If this alternative hypothesis is true, then
a smarter, better educated citizenry would
not necessarily diminish polarisation, lead
to better policy decisions, or improve de-
mocracy. Indeed, it may just exacerbate po-
litical problems.

This creates a conundrum. It is wide-
ly thought that a robust democracy needs
knowledgeable citizens. Yet the most
knowledgeable and passionate voters are the
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most closed-minded and dogmatic. We thus
face an uncomfortable trade-off: do we want
ignorant voters or informed dogmatists?

It is not just knowledge that gives par-
tisans more “ammunition” to reject unfa-
vourable facts and arguments. Our critical
reasoning abilities are often hijacked in the
service of identity-constitutive beliefs. As
Tali Sharot writes, “If you perceive your-
self as highly analytic—someone who has
a strong ability to make use of quantitative
data and a good reasoning capacity—brace
yourself. People with stronger analytic abil-
ities are more likely to twist data at will than
people with low reasoning ability.”

Our reasoning is
especially prone
to error ov bias when
it comes to beliefs that
matter to us

This is vividly illustrated by an ingenious
experiment by Yale law professor Dan Ka-
han, which was called the most depressing
brain study ever. In this experiment, people
were presented with numerical data about
the effectiveness of a skin cream for treating
a rash. To arrive at the correct answer about
the skin cream’ effectiveness required some
mathematical ability. Predictably, people
who were better at math were more likely
to get the answer correct. This is not sur-
prising. What is surprising, however, is what
happened when people were presented with
a politicised version of the same problem.
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When the exact same numbers were present-
ed as being about the effectiveness of gun
control laws in decreasing crime, people’s
general math aptitude was no longer the best
predictor of whether they would answer cor-
rectly. Instead, Liberals tended to solve the
problem correctly when the numbers indi-
cated that gun laws were effective (a com-
mon view amongst Liberals), but they tend-
ed to answer incorrectly when the numbers
showed the opposite. The performance of
Conservatives was a mirror image: they did
well when the numbers supported their prior
beliefs and badly when the numbers didn’t.
Most disturbingly, however, is that the
better people were at math, the worse they
did when the numbers didn’t support their
prior convictions. This provides evidence
that people with sophisticated reasoning
skills will use them to wriggle their way
out of evidence that disconfirms their po-
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litical convictions.

This illustrates how intellectually cor-
rupting politics can be. If knowledge is what
gives partisans more ‘ammunition’ to de-
stroy threatening information, then intelli-
gence is the ‘weapon’. The more cognitive
firepower at one’s disposal, the more one is
able to twist data and arguments to fit the
conclusions they want. This debunks the
idea that motivated reasoning is a trait of less
intelligent people. It also supports Hume’s
claim that reason is a slave to the passions.

If all this is correct, it throws into doubt
some “epistocratic” solutions to voter igno-
rance. In Against Democracy, Jason Brennan
argues that ignorant voters tend to harm
their fellow citizens by exercising political
power in incompetent ways. Instead of pro-
viding equal political power to each citizen,
Brennan says we should restrict political
power to the more knowledgeable. This
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could be done through voter competence
exams, by giving extra votes to the better
educated, or by some other means of estab-
lishing competence.

However, we risk enhancing the politi-
cal power of the very people who are mostly
likely to be biased, dogmatic, and polarised
if we distribute political power on the ba-
sis of knowledge. This is because there is a
strong link between political knowledge and
ideological dogmatism. Thus, it is not ob-
vious that individuals with more knowledge
are sufficiently equipped to avoid making
errors as damaging as those with less knowl-
edge. Indeed, an epistocracy may end up
empowering to the very people that Bren-
nan calls “hooligans”.

If more knowledgeable voters will not
necessarily make better political decisions,
who will?> I suggest we expand our focus be-
yond voter knowledge to examine the some-
what neglected epistemic virtue of objectivity.

The term “objectivity” can be traced
back to Walter Lippmann, a Pulitzer
Prize-winning journalist and influential
critic of media and democracy. In the early
1900s, Lippmann criticized the abundance
of biased news reportage and called for im-
partiality in the gathering and reporting
of news. In 1919, he co-authored a high-
ly critical account of how the New York
Times coverage of the Russian Revolution
was distorted by cultural bias. Lippmann
wrote, “In the large, the news about Russia
is a case of seeing not what was, but what
men wished to see”. Unfortunately, Lip-
pmann’s call for objectivity has been fre-
quently interpreted as a need for “balanced
reporting”, which gives rise to the problem
of false equivalencies (where two or more
sides are presented as equally reasonable).

While balanced reporting is one way to
fend off partisan attacks, it is not what Lip-
pmann meant by “objectivity”.

In his New York Times article, Lip-
pmann encouraged each individual journal-
ist “to remain clear and free of his irratio-
nal, his unexamined, his unacknowledged
prejudgements in observing, understanding,
and presenting the news”. Lippmann’s fo-
cus was on finding ways to help journalists
defeat the distortions of their own biases.
Following Lippmann, we can think of “ob-
jectivity” as “free of cognitive bias”.

The more
information partisans
get, the more
dogmatic they becomne
and the deeper their
disagreements grow

A lack of objectivity distorts judgement.
It leads us to process political information
in biased ways, rather than in dispassionate,
rational ways. The less objective one is, the
more difficult is it to properly evaluate the
evidence. The more objective one is, the
less one’s pre-existing beliefs will colour
one’s interpretation of the facts. Objectivity
is what enables us to believe, think, and do
what we ought to believe, think, or do, giv-
en the information and evidence we have.

Objectivity has a crucial role to play in
our new age of partisanship and polarisa-
tion. While many political theorists have
worried about the extent and depth of po-
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litical ignorance, recent work in political
psychology indicates that knowledge with-
out objectivity may be unhelpful - indeed,
it may be harmful to democracy. Politics
is in desperate need of the type of citizens
who are open-minded, sensitive to the evi-
dence, intellectually humble, and capable of
explaining contrary points of view in a way
that the people holding those views would
find satisfactory.

I do not pretend it will be easy to cul-
tivate objectivity. In some studies, despite
efforts to promote the even-handed treat-
ment of policy arguments, we still find ev-
idence of politically motivated reasoning,
with substantial polarisation as a result. It is
incredibly difficult for people to put aside
their prior feelings and prejudices when
evaluating evidence, even when they are
instructed repeatedly to “set their feelings
aside,” to “rate the arguments fairly,” and to
be as “objective as possible”.

All this has an ironic and unfortunate
upshot: the people who are the most capable
of political objectivity are also the least like-
ly to participate in politics. Thus, the very
people we need to improve democracy are
those who lack the motivation to be politi-
cally engaged.

The reason for this, as discussed above,
is that partisanship, political engagement,
and ideological dogmatism are intimately
connected. The more politically partisan
one is, the more likely one is to participate
in politics. But, as Brennan says, “political
participation tends to corrupt rather than
improve our intellectual and moral char-
acter”. We exhibit especially bad epistemic
behaviour when we participate in politics.
We display high levels of bias, are unable
to control our preconceptions, and are least
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motivated to be objective. This is because
open-mindedness and objectivity are in-
credibly difficult when self-interest, social
identity, and strong emotions make us want
to reach certain conclusions. Objectivity
becomes more elusive the more politically
partisan we become.

Objectivity has
a crucial vole to play
in our new age of
partisanship
and polarisation

It seems that objectivity may reside more
in ignorance and apathy than in knowledge
and democratic citizenship. If this is true,
then we have been looking for rational cit-
izenship in the wrong place. The theory of
motivated reasoning predicts less bias (more
objectivity) for individuals who are unin-
formed and politically apathetic, since they
lack the motivation and ability to engage in
identity protective cognition. Admittedly,
this may be a sort of “dysfunctional objec-
tivity”. But it may be the only sort of objec-
tivity that we humans, crafted from crooked
timber, can achieve.

We therefore face what might be an in-
escapable dilemma. The more motivated we
are to play the role of a democratic citizen,
the less we are cognitively capable of meet-
ing the intellectual requirements of rational
behaviour. In contrast, the more cognitively
able we are at fulfilling the intellectual re-
quirements of responsible citizenship, the
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less motivationally capable we are at fulfill-
ing this role.

The ideal democratic citizen seems to
reside in an elusive space. To be objective,
they must be apathetic enough about pol-
itics to circumvent ideologically motivated
reasoning; yet they must also be sufficiently
knowledgeable about politics and willing to
participate. And yet by engaging in poli-
tics, they run the risk of letting it corrupt
them. To cite Brennan once more, “Most
common forms of political engagement are
more likely to corrupt and stultify than to
ennoble and educate people.”

We are therefore left with another un-
comfortable trade-off: the most promising
way to promote objectivity is by reducing
the strength of partisan identity; but by re-
ducing the strength of partisan identity, peo-
ple will lose the motivation to learn about
politics and be active democratic citizens.

This is an utterly depressing thought.
Let me try to conclude on a more optimis-
tic note.

It might be true that relatively informed
partisans tend to use their knowledge in bi-
ased ways that lead to polarisation; however,
it is possible that the very well informed are
more capable of objective thought. Achen and
Bartels provide some evidence for this idea.
They find that “the pull of objective reality
begins to become apparent among respon-
dents near the top of the distribution of polit-
ical information... among the best-informed
10 or 20% of the public.” In other words,
while increasing levels of political knowledge
tends to widen the gap between political op-
ponents, there is a point at the very top end
of the information scale when partisanship no
longer dominates our thinking.

This suggests that increases in political
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information do, for the most part, deepen
polarisation and promote dogmatism, but
only up to a point. Among those at the very
top end of the political knowledge scale, the
weight of reality breaks through their parti-
san perceptual screen. As a result, the “infor-
mational elite” may be at least somewhat less
dogmatic and polarized than the rest of us.

This may provide us with some hope for
the ideal of the enlightened citizen, but it
comes with two significant risks. First, in-
creases in political knowledge will still fos-
ter polarisation and dogmatism in citizens
unless they reach the level of the informa-
tional elite. Moreover, it is highly unlikely
that most citizens will achieve this level of
competence, as the literature on political ig-
norance makes clear. Second, the claim that
objectivity can be found in a small group of
“informationally elite” citizens may make
a very restrictive form of epistocracy more
attractive. For example, it suggests that we
should be governed by a council of experts
or the most knowledgeable citizens. If so,
this threatens our hope for an informed
democratic citizenry. I doubt many of us are
willing to accept this trade-off.

Michael Hannon is associate professor of philoso-

phy at the University of Nottinghans.
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