
Keith Dowding

Can Populism Be Defended?
William Riker, Gerry Mackie and the
Interpretation of Democracy1

IS DEMOCRACY FLAWED? I AM NOT ASKING IF DEMOCRACY AS PRACTISED

in the UK or USA is flawed, but if the process of democracy itself is
flawed as an institution of governing. Winston Churchill famously
suggested that democracy was the worst form of government apart
from all the rest. Is that really the best we can say for it? In recent
years, largely as a result of the massive and growing body of social
choice literature, democratic procedures have been seen as necessar-
ily defective. It has been argued that the institutions of both repre-
sentative and direct democracy cannot be thought to legitimately
reveal the true interests of voters or citizens. One of the leading
proponents of such a view is William H. Riker.

Riker was an influential political scientist, founder of the ‘Roches-
ter School’, largely though not exclusively composed of academics
trained by him.2 Riker was fascinated by the question of stability. He
thought political science the truly dismal science since it is concerned
with disequilibrium, whereas economics is concerned with equilib-
rium. The Rochester School might be defined by its concentration

1 I would like to thank Yoram Gorlizki, Ken Shepsle, Michael Munger and an
anonymous referee for their comments.

2 A mark of his influence can be seen in the numerous articles on his work, many
since his death in 1993. William C. Mitchell, ‘Virginia, Rochester, and Bloomington:
Twenty-five years of Public Choice and Political Science’, Public Choice, 56 (1988), pp.
101–99; Albert Weale, ‘William Riker and the Theory of Democracy’, Democratization, 2
(1995), pp. 377–95; Bueno de Mesquita and Kenneth Shepsle, William Harrison Riker:
1920–1993, Washington, DC, The National Academy Press, 2001; Iain McLean,
‘William H. Riker and the Invention of Heresthetic(s)’, British Journal of Political Science,
32 (2002), pp. 535–58; Kellie Maske and Garey Durden, ‘The Contributions and
Impact of Professor William H. Riker’, Public Choice, 117 (2003), pp. 191–220; John
Aldrich, ‘William H. Riker’, in Charles K. Rowley and Friedrich Schneider (eds), The
Encyclopedia of Public Choice 1, Dordrecht, Kluwer Academic, 2004, pp. 321–4.
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upon the institutions that form to bring order to the social world, a
social world that would otherwise be in chaos.

Riker popularized the importance of Arrow’s theorem and social
choice theory for the study of elections, electoral systems and the
processes of politics more generally. He examined log-rolling (or
vote-trading), bringing formal analysis to Congressional (and other
legislative) studies, and promoted spatial analysis and simple game
theory. His influence in all fields of political science is enormous.
Indeed, the entire perestroika movement within the American Political
Science Association, challenging the dominance of formal and statis-
tical techniques, might be seen as a backlash against the Rochester
School.3 One aspect of that backlash has been the argument that the
Rochester School, in common with one of the other great public
choice schools – the Virginians – is sceptical of, if not completely
hostile to, the institutions of democracy.

Gerry Mackie’s award-winning book Democracy Defended is a full-
blooded assault on the Rochester School’s ‘irrationalist credo’, most
notably contained in Riker’s Liberalism Against Populism.4 It is a pow-
erful indictment of the manner in which empirical claims, which may
have little foundation, are repeated when they happen to fit a pre-
vailing opinion. It is less convincing on why Riker might be wrong
theoretically. Had Mackie directed his critique to the reasons for the
indefensibility of dictatorship against democracy simply on the basis
of Arrow’s theorem, even under Riker’s particular interpretation,
then his book would have been more powerful still, and a better
defence of democracy.

Why did Riker think that politics was about disequilibrium? His
views derive from results in social choice theory and can be most
easily explained by considering the Condorcet cycle. For certain
consistent and transitive individual preferences, the group prefer-
ence is intransitive. Suppose we have three committee members, 1, 2
and 3, whose preferences over three alternatives, are respectively

3 Though in truth statisticians and formal theorists are often at loggerheads as
much as, if not more than, each is with informal theorists and descriptive historians.

4 Gerry Mackie, Democracy Defended, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2003.
The book was joint winner of the Gladys M. Kammerer Award for the best political
science publication in the field of US National Policy for 2003: see http://www.
apsanet.org/about/awards/citations/kammerer04.cfm. William H. Riker, Liberalism
Against Populism: A Confrontation Between the Theory of Democracy and the Theory of Social
Choice, San Francisco, W. H. Freeman and Co, 1982.
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a � b � c, b � c � a, and c � a � b (where ‘�’ means strictly pre-
ferred to). In a straight majority vote between each pair, a will beat b,
c will defeat a and b will beat c. Each alternative can be beaten by
another. Any preference aggregation mechanism allowing this cycle
to emerge ensures there is no equilibrium. Any mechanism not
allowing it to emerge gives an ‘arbitrary’ result. By ‘arbitrary’ Riker
does not mean random, or even unpredictable, but rather that the
result cannot reflect the ‘true’ structure of the preferences. Under
certain preference profiles different mechanisms give different
results even with the same set of individual preferences. We have no
obvious intuitions as to which mechanisms are the best. Using results
from Arrow and McKelvey-Schofield, Riker thought that this was the
general form of politics.5 Hence all electoral results are arbitrary.

Liberalism Against Populism is largely about the normative implica-
tions of these results. Broadly speaking, Riker thought they mean that
the populist justification for democracy is wrong, and we need a
liberal defence (precisely what populism and liberalism mean here
will be considered below).6 He also thought it meant that sometimes
‘heresthetic politicians’ come on to the scene and transform the
direction of state policy and political alliances by cleverly manipulat-
ing the multi-dimensionality of issue space. That is, they create coa-
litions by bringing new issues to the forefront of the political battle,
breaking up the old coalitions in the process. The Rochester School
accepts Riker’s normative argument – though it is not their pro-
gramme. Their programme is the comparative analysis of institutions
and of the differences institutions make to the nature of public
policy. The common line is that institutions develop in order to bring

5 Kenneth J. Arrow, Social Choice and Individual Values, New Haven, CT, Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1951/1963; Richard D. McKelvey, ‘Intransitivies in Multi-dimensional
Voting Models and Some Implications for Agenda Control’, Journal of Economic Theory,
12 (1976), pp. 472–82; Richard D. McKelvey, ‘General Conditions for Global Instran-
sitivities in Formal Voting Models’, Econometrica, 47 (1979), pp. 1084–111; Norman
Schofield, ‘Instability of Simple Dynamic Games’, Review of Economic Studies, 45 (1978),
pp. 575–94. Because of this Riker thought that politics was truly the ‘dismal science’.
Economics is about stability, politics about instability.

6 It is worth noting that Mackie equates democracy with populism, and suggests
Riker’s liberal democracy is really plebiscitarianism, i.e. dictatorship in which regular
plebiscites are held. Mackie’s democracy is somewhat wider, I think, than the populism
Riker attacks; and the liberal democracy I defend is somewhat broader than plebisci-
tarianism. Though to the extent that the liberal democracy I defend resembles democ-
racy in the UK, plebiscitarianism might be a good description.
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stability to what would otherwise be chaos.7 In fact, some within this
tradition have argued that Riker misinterprets some of the ‘chaos’
results,8 leading him to exaggerate the amount of instability. Either
way, however, the emphasis is upon institutional analysis, sometimes
punctuated by examining special ‘heresthetic’ politicians.

The main target of Mackie’s attack is Riker’s normative defence of
a liberal interpretation of democracy. Riker makes a distinction
between populism and liberalism. The distinction is based on how we
can interpret the aggregation of preferences and hence the meaning
of electoral outcomes. In fact, however, we can find at least three
separate understandings of populism in Liberalism Against Populism.
Riker first suggests that populism is the idea that democracy should
embody the general will:

The way to discover the general will, which is the objectively correct common
interest of the incorporated citizens, is to compute it by consulting the
citizens. The computation will be accurate if each citizen, when giving an
opinion or a vote, considers and chooses only the common interest, not a
personal or private interest.9

This definition suggests that there are objectively right answers and
objectively correct ways of finding them.10 If there is a right answer,
and individuals consider the evidence objectively (and indepen-
dently), then the general will may indeed be represented by the
majority. Modern defenders of this type of populism call it
‘epistemic’ democracy.11 In fact Riker does not really attack this type
of populism at all, for he immediately shifts attention away from an

7 This was seminally argued by Riker’s student Kenneth Shepsle, ‘Institutional
Arrangements and Equilibrium in Multidimensional Voting Models’, American Journal
of Political Science, 23 (1979), pp. 27–59.

8 David Austen-Smith and Jeffrey S. Banks, Positive Political Theory I, Ann Arbor,
University of Michigan Press, 1999, agree with Riker that these results support the view
that we cannot view collective decision-making mechanisms as populist, but point out
‘they are not results on individual behavior or the aggregation of such behavior, they are
facts about the formal properties of preference aggregation rules on given sets of
profiles’, p. 184. See also Norman Schofield, ‘Rational Political Economy’, Critical
Review, 9 (1995), pp. 189–211.

9 Riker, Liberalism Against Populism, p. 11.
10 Bernard Grofman and Scott L. Feld, ‘Rousseau’s General Will: A Condorcetian

Perspective’, American Political Science Review, 82 (1988), pp. 567–76.
11 Joshua Cohen, ‘An Epistemic Conception of Democracy’, Ethics, 97 (1986), pp.

26–38; David Estlund, ‘Making Truth Safe for Democracy’, in David Copp, Jean
Hampton and John E. Roemer (eds), The Idea of Democracy, Cambridge, Cambridge
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epistemic ‘objective’ version of voting to a ‘liberal’ preference-based
notion where the electorate votes according to their preferences. We
should note in passing that ‘preferences’ in this liberal interpretation
do not necessarily entail self-interested preferences. A voter’s prefer-
ence might be their judgement about what is best for society as a
whole, rather than what is best for them personally. Nevertheless, it is
preferences that determine the way people vote, not judgements
about the truth of a proposition. Perhaps Riker cannot envisage
politics in its ‘epistemic’ form, and hence switches to a more liberal
interpretation of voting when constructing populism.

Within the liberal interpretation of voting Riker distinguishes two
types of populism, which I shall call the strong and the weak forms. If
the epistemic conception is the objective representation of objective
interests, the strong form is the objective representation of the sub-
jective interests (or preferences) of people, with the weak form being
‘a’ representation of those preferences. Riker attacked the strong
form by arguing that the populist ideal of respresenting the ‘will’ of
the people, now translated into the correct ‘representation’ of the
preferences of the people, is impossible. He took this as a direct
consequence of Arrow’s general possibility theorem, which shows
that any way of aggregating votes that satisfies three axioms must be
dictatorial. The implication that may be taken from Arrow’s theorem
is that any non-dictatorial social decision function determines the
result of any vote as much as the voters’ preferences do. Another way
of putting this point is to say that there is no social welfare function
that is the unique aggregation of the preferences of the people, and
so there is no unique social decision function which can represent
them. The populist ideal of the general will, at least under the liberal
interpretation of voting based on preferences, is impossible.

However, Riker did not leave the matter there. Once he had shown
that populism under the strong interpretation was impossible, he
further criticizes the weak version. For he imagined that a populist
might recognize the truth of this implication from Arrow, yet suggest
that some ways of aggregating preferences are superior to others.
So one populist might think that we should use some Condorcet-
ian social decision mechanism, another might prefer a different

University Press, 1993, pp. 71–100; Christian List and Robert E. Goodin, ‘Epistemic
Democracy: Generalizing the Condorcet Jury Theorem’, Journal of Political Philosophy, 9
(2001), pp. 277–306.
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mechanism such as the Borda count. Either way, the result can be
considered the representation of the common will. The two different
rules will not always pick the same winner, but each populist can
claim that, given the rules we have adopted, we can consider the
winner to be the general will.

Riker argued that this weakened version of populism is still impos-
sible in the sense that we cannot think that the results of any given
vote necessarily reflect the ‘true’ or ‘sincere’ preferences of the elec-
torate. He said that, since all social decision functions are manipu-
lable, we can never know whether any actual vote truly represents
what, under sincere voting, the winner would be. Manipulation here
means one or both of two things. First, manipulation may occur
through agenda-setting. Second, it may occur through strategic
voting. Put these together and we have the ‘irrationalist’ claims about
the ‘meaninglessness’ of democracy that Mackie quotes at the
opening of his book.12 Democracy is ‘meaningless’ since we cannot
claim that the result reflects the ‘will of the people’ (1) because there
is no such thing (via Arrow), and (2) because we cannot tell if the
result was manipulated. And Riker claims that manipulation is ubiq-
uitous. Gerry Mackie defends the populist interpretation of democ-
racy against both claims. But before we get to Mackie’s arguments, we
should briefly consider Riker’s defence of democracy, under the
‘liberal’ interpretation of voting.

Riker defends a liberal conception of democracy. His liberal con-
ception is no more than that the electorate can ‘throw the rascals
out’.13 Any representative who does badly – however that is thought of
by the electorate – can be removed from office. We do not need to
think that what the representative does on behalf of his constituents
actually ‘represents’ anything resembling their ‘common’ or majority
view. However, if the representative is inefficient or corrupt he is more
likely to be removed from office. He should realize this, and so this
fact acts as a check upon his activity. That is all that is required in
liberal democracy. So, in the liberal view, the central point of voting
is not to produce a specific outcome representing the will of the
people but ‘merely’ to keep a check on rulers, which helps to protect

12 Mackie, Democracy Defended, pp. 10–15.
13 Riker also makes the distinction between liberal and populist democracy in

terms of the former being about choosing representatives, the latter policies, Liberalism
Against Populism, p. xi.
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the liberty of subjects. Riker distinguishes two possible dangers to
liberty: oppression and inefficiency. The threat of being removed
from office prevents infringements on subjects’ liberty and will make
politicians more efficient.14

One obvious criticism of this liberal defence is that if electoral
outcomes are as ‘arbritrary’ as the Rochester School sometimes main-
tains, then a representative need not worry about trying to keep the
public happy, since he might be thrown out no matter what he does.15

But, remember, ‘arbitrary’ does not mean random. It means the
result does not necessarily reflect the sincere preferences of the
electorate. Riker admits that good (non-oppressive and efficient)
politicians may be thrown out in favour of bad ones. But all he needs
to argue is that in order to give incentives for politicians to be good
there needs to be a positive correlation between how relatively good
they are and the probability of their being ejected. After all, if there
are shifting coalitions, or cycling majorities, then one needs to target
some voters, though not all. It is certainly true that the representative
might also decide to please no one at all, and take bribes from the
very beginning. The voters may decide to punish such a corrupt
politician, although they cannot be sure that the challenger might
not also be corrupt. However, we can expect voters to be able to
distinguish good from bad politicians, and anticipate that corrupt
politicians will try to behave like good ones in order to be re-elected.16

Here, perhaps, the electoral system (in its broadest meaning, includ-
ing informational channels as well as voting rules) will affect how
good politicians are. Some systems may have a stronger correlation
between bad politicians and punishment than others.17

14 See John A. Ferejohn, ‘Incumbent Performance and Electoral Control’, Public
Choice, 50 (1986), pp. 5–25 for a Rikerian argument about accountability.

15 Mackie Democracy Defended, pp. 411–17.
16 See Robert Barro, ‘The Control of Politicians: An Economic Model’, Public

Choice, 14 (1973), pp. 19–42; and Timothy Besley and Stephen Coate, ‘An Economic
Model of Representative Democracy’, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 112 (1997), pp.
85–114, for such considerations.

17 Mackie assumes that any such correlation supports a ‘populist’ interpretation. I
am not sure why. He seems to think that populism and liberalism are different methods
of voting. But clearly they are not. They are simply different interpretations of the same
methods. Thus his example (pp. 412–14) of the different machines to check the
veracity of coins versus slugs is otiose.
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Mackie makes much of what appears to be straightforward falla-
cious reasoning in Riker. Because sometimes we cannot be sure that
a result is not manipulated we cannot ever be sure a result is not
manipulated. Consider this statement: because I am not sure what my
wife just said, I can never be sure what she has just said. Not an
inference one is likely to get away with in the long run. At times Riker
does make inferences that seem to derive from this fallacious reason-
ing. However, I will argue that his major claim does not have this
character.

Mackie is not satisfied with the liberal defence of democracy. He
wants populism, so takes on not just Riker but Arrow too. First let us
consider Mackie’s defence of the ‘true’ representation of prefer-
ences. Recall that Arrow’s theorem suggests that no social decision
mechanism truly represents the common will because, given the
possibility of any profile of preferences, different mechanisms may
produce different results.18 Since there is no way of measuring what
the ‘correct’ result is without using a social decision mechanism, we
cannot test the different mechanisms against one another to see
which is the best representation. All we can have are other criteria to
choose between them.

Arrow’s theorem was developed using four axioms that are often
defended as being intuitively reasonable. Universal domain (U) says
that any preference profile is allowable. The Pareto prinicple (P) says
that if everyone prefers x to y, then any method of group decision
must rank x above y. Non-dictatorship (D) says that there should not
be one person who decides the result. Each seems intuitively com-
pelling, though we may note in passing that condition U may seem
reasonable as a theoretical condition, but ordinarily we might think
that there are good reasons why people tend to order preferences in
similar ways. If that is generally true, then the results of Arrow’s
theorem may not be so troubling as Riker claims.19 The Indepen-
dence of Irrelevant Alternatives (IIA) is less intuitively compelling,
and, like Mackie, we shall spend some time on it. Arrow’s theorem
shows that the other three conditions are only mutually compatible if
condition D is broken.

18 Though note the theorem is not about social choice mechanisms. Rather it
suggests that, in general, any ordinal social utility function cannot be defined.

19 Mackie has a chapter devoted to this point. It is well known in the literature.
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Mackie’s tactics are to suggest that there is no warrant for claiming
that a reasonable decision mechanism should not break condition
IIA. He argues that intuitive defences of the independence condition
in fact misunderstand what it means in Arrow’s theorem. Mackie then
proceeds to argue that even under those misunderstandings there is
nothing wrong in breaking independence, and certainly when under-
stood correctly there is nothing wrong in breaking IIA. In fact in the
literature there are numerous conditions known as ‘the indepen-
dence condition’. Mackie considers two of them: IIA(A) where ‘(A)’
stands for ‘Arrow’, and IIA(RM) where ‘(RM)’ stands for ‘Radner
and Marshak’.20 He argues that the latter, also better known as ‘con-
traction consistency’, is the version of the independence condition
that social choice writers generally defend as being ‘intuitively
obvious’. Mackie states that Arrow requires condition IIA(A) to prove
his theorem, and he suggests that this condition is not intuitively
obvious, if only for the fact that so many clever people once confused
it with IIA(RM). He also quotes Barry and Hardin, ‘Nobody has any
immediate views about the desirability of, say, the independence of
irrelevant alternatives, and we should refuse to be bullied by a priori
argument to the effect that we would be “irrational” not to accept
it’.21

Whilst the issue, at some level, is about rationality, I do not think
it is about whether or not we find some particular example intuitively
compelling. I think contraction consistency is required as a condition
of rationality in order to be able to interpret someone’s actions.22

Predictability is a condition of interpretation.23 Only by assuming that
people are rational – that is, predictable in the sense of IIA(RM) – are
we in a position to discover what their reasons are when they appear
to be breaking the axiom. We need to assume contraction consistency
in order to be able to work out what someone is doing. Any apparent

20 He follows J. Ray, ‘Independence of Irrelevant Alternatives’, Econometrica, 41
(1973), pp. 987–91.

21 Brian Barry and Russell Hardin (eds), Rational Man Irrational Society? An Intro-
duction and Sourcebook, Beverly Hills, Sage, 1982, p. 266.

22 Keith Dowding, ‘Revealed Preference and External Reference’, Rationality and
Society, 14 (2002), pp. 259–84. For more general arguments about the relationship of
formal decision theory and interpretation see the essays collected in Donald Davidson,
Problems of Rationality, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2004.

23 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Oxford, Blackwell, 1953, sec-
tions 243–315.
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violation can only be interpreted by showing in what sense it is not a
violation.24 And the reason why it is not a violation would normally be
that one of the alternatives has taken on a new meaning for the
individual. We must discover that meaning, but we can only realize
that it has a new meaning (and hence interpret their actions) by
assuming that they are (contraction) consistent. Mackie has such an
example of why ‘contraction consistency’ is not irrational.

His example (from Arrow) is someone who orders three states of
the world: Cold War � Hot War � Disarmament. He says, ‘She least
prefers Disarmament as that would amount to surrender to the
enemy, but also thinks Cold War is better than Hot War because there
are fewer casualties in Cold War’.25 We now contract the set of three
alternatives to two. She still prefers Cold War to Hot War, when faced
with just these two alternatives; however, she prefers Disarmament to
Cold War when faced just with these. She seems to break contraction
consistency. But Mackie says her choice is perfectly rational. ‘If Hot
War were off the menu of choice, if Hot War were no longer possible,
then the peace of Disarmament would be preferable to the tension of
Cold War and would not require surrender to the enemy’.26 Quite.
‘Cold War’ does not mean the same when the menu is contracted.
Without the threat of Hot War, disarming does not mean ‘surrender
to the enemy’. We rationalize her preferences, we explain them, we
make sense of them, by showing they do not break contraction consistency.
They do not, since ‘Disarmament’ in the set {Cold War, Disarma-
ment} does not mean the same as ‘Disarmament’ in the set {Hot War,
Cold War, Disarmament}; hence the first is not a subset of the second.
Without the justification provided by Mackie for her orderings we
would be puzzled about her preferences and neither she nor we
would have any way of predicting her actions.27 Contraction

24 That is, any rational choice interpretation. We might interpret the action under
non-choice conditions – the person was hypnotized, or was affected by drugs, or
something. There might also be predictable inconsistencies in behaviour, but these are
also rationalizable under certain conditions. For example, through framing effects, or
by known inconsistences in human probabilistic thinking.

25 Mackie, Democracy Defended, p. 133.
26 Ibid., p. 132.
27 If her preference profile was cyclical and there is no explanation of that cycle

(on Tuesdays and Wednesdays she prefers a to b to c, on Saturdays and Sundays she
prefers b to c to a, and the rest of the week she prefers c to a to b) then no one, herself
included, can predict (or explain) why she chose any one alternative at any one time.
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consistency, an axiom of rational choice, forces us to examine appa-
rantly inconsistent preferences in order to explain why they are not
inconsistent. The axioms of rational choice allow us to examine
actions, and to explain them rationally.28

Arrow’s theorem does not rely on contraction consistency,
however, but on the stronger condition IIA(A). Mackie’s swipe at
IIA(RM) is a mere aside used to attack the early justifications of
Arrow’s theorem. Once people realize that Arrow requires IIA(RM),
Mackie suggests they should revise their views. But rather what
happens is ‘a new attempt to justify the newly understood IIA(A). The
conclusion is driving the premises, the tail is wagging the dog.’29

IIA(A) is based upon binary comparisons so if alternative x is pre-
ferred to y, then x is preferred to y when the ordering is xyz, xzy or zxy.
Mackie’s attempt at showing that violating IIA(A) is ‘substantially
rational’ involves a collective, rather than an individual choice. This
is not insignificant. Rational choice requires that individuals follow
the axioms of rational choice in order to be predictable.30 It also
predicts that collectives will not always follow the axioms and hence

All we can do is redescribe in terms of the preference ordering revealed by the
prediction given the day of the week. If this prediction is purely based on past
behaviour, then we have a behaviourist rather than a rational explanation. (If she
prefers a on a Sunday, even when she thinks it is a Tuesday, then we might surmise her
preferences are outside any conscious decision process. If she prefers b on a Sunday
when she thinks it is a Tuesday, we might try to find what leads her conscious mind to
choose in that manner, even though she cannot explain it.)

28 Note this has nothing to do with people ‘changing their minds’. People may
change their minds. She might order the preferences ‘Cold War � Hot War �

Disarmament’ one day, and then ‘Disarmament � Cold War � Hot War’ another day.
But if she did, we would be entitled to ask why she changed her mind. We can explain
people changing their mind by new information, which again changes how they view
the alternatives. The meaning of the alternatives changes for them. We might find, for
example, that she now believes that even with the threat of Hot War, disarmament does
not entail surrendering to the enemy. She may now believe that they would disarm too.
This too does not break contraction consistency.

29 Mackie, Democracy Defended, p. 130.
30 We might note in passing, that other axioms of rational choice inconsistent with

the standard axioms might be generated. They will remain ‘rational’ as long as they
allow predictability. In the presence of risk individuals often display acylicity inconsis-
tency. But how risk is framed can lead us to understand the ‘decision heuristics’ that
can predict such inconsistency. Again it is the predictability that is driving the analysis,
not some intuitive notion of ‘substantive rationality’.
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often be unpredictable.31 But Mackie uses the example normatively.
We are faced with a claimed violation of IIA(A) and then invited to
think that the violation is, normatively speaking, OK. In other words,
Mackie wants to suggest that it is not intuitively compelling that the
winner in a binary comparison of two alternatives should not be
reversed when the two alternatives are joined by others. The example
is illustrated in Table 1.

Imagine a reception with nine people, five from the Business
School and four from the Law School. The caterer will only provide
one type of beverage, so the organizer arranges a poll of those
attending to decide which one to choose. The results of the poll are
given in the first two columns of Table 1 (for the moment ignore the
last column). Beer is chosen since that is preferred by five (of the
Business School) to four (lawyers) for coffee. Now, however, the Law
School drops out and the Theology School replaces them. Beer is still
preferred by five to four over coffee, so the organizer sticks with beer.
The theologians are furious. Beer is their least preferred option,
since all are teetotal. Mackie says, ‘The organizer looks only at the
relevant alternatives, coffee and beer: by pairwise comparisons
nothing has changed, beer is still the choice by majority rule.’33 Beer

31 The upshot of Mackie’s argument is that neither individuals nor collectivities
follow the axioms of rational choice but are predictable. This is somewhat strange. One
criticism of Arrow is that his result is obvious. There is no reason why we should think
a collective should be rational, and IIA(A) is simply an attempt to force individual
rationality into a collective framework. But one can hardly simultaneously claim that
Arrow’s theorem is both obvious and wrong.

32 Modified from Mackie, Democracy Defended, p. 134.
33 Ibid., p. 133.

Table 132

The Condorcet Winner and the Borda Rule

Business School (5) Law School (4) Theology School (4) Borda Score

Beer Coffee Coffee 5
Coffee Beer Water 4
Water Water Tea 3
Tea Tea Milk 2
Milk Milk Pop 1
Pop Pop Beer 0
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is the Condorcet winner – it beats all other altenatives in pairwise
comparisons – whether we consider the Law or Theology School. But
under the Borda rule – which assigns a score to each ranking (0 to the
lowest, 1 to the second lowest and so on – see the fourth column in
Table 1), beer is the winner when the Business and Law Schools vote,
but coffee the winner when Theology replaces Law.34 The Borda rule
can take account of the fact that the Theology School put beer last.
Condorcet cannot.

Here we enter a debate. Should we take into account the intensity
of preferences? And if so, how do we measure them? Let us add four
other alternatives (wine, gin, whisky and vodka) to get Table 2
(excluding the Law School). Ignore for the moment the third
column. The Business School all appreciate the extra alcoholic
drinks (though not as much as beer), but the theologians do not
(indeed they are all worse than beer). We find that even under Borda
beer wins, with 61 points ((5 ¥ 9) + (4 ¥ 4)), while coffee scores 56
((5 ¥ 4) + (4 ¥ 9)). Should this Borda count result satisfy the theolo-
gians? No, they will be just as as angry, since they will still have
nothing to drink at the reception. The reason, of course, is that the
Borda count does not really measure intensity of preference. It is
simply an ordinal measure where distance between alternatives
depends as much upon the number of alternatives as any ‘intensity’
of preference we have between them. For the theologians all the

34 The scores are coffee 40 ((5 ¥ 4) + (4 ¥ 5)) and beer 25 ((5 ¥ 5) + 0) with Busi-
ness scores first, Law then Theology given second.

Table 2
Adding Alternatives and Strategic Voting

Business School (5) Theology School (4) Theology School (4) Borda Score
Sincere Sincere Strategic

Beer Coffee Coffee 9
Wine Water Water 8
Gin Tea Tea 7
Whisky Milk Milk 6
Vodka Pop Pop 5
Coffee Beer Vodka 4
Water Wine Whisky 3
Tea Gin Gin 2
Milk Whisky Wine 1
Pop Vodka Beer 0
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alcoholic drinks are on a par with each other. Beer may be slightly
more amenable since it is less alcoholic, but unless needs must (there
is no clean water and no non-alcoholic drinks on the desert island)
they could not contemplate drinking it.

I take this to be the implication that Riker wanted to draw from
Arrow’s theorem with regard to the general will. There is no repre-
sentation of the general will through ordinal measures of preference.
We may have measures, but it is not obvious that any one is preferable
to the others. If it were obvious, then one could argue that one
method of voting is superior. But one cannot. Borda may be superior
to other rules for all sorts of reasons, but it is not obviously better, and
one reason for that is that it breaks IIA(A).35 It may not be intuitively
obvious that independence is ‘substantially rational’, but it does
seem obvious that there are contradictory intuitions regarding the
examples in Tables 1 and 2. Even if you thought that the theologians’
wishes should take precedence over those of the Business School, it
could not be because the ‘general will’ should triumph and the Borda
count correctly represents it. Even adding the alternatives in Table 2
our intuition that the theologians’ wishes should be respected is
equally strong. Any ordinal characterization will fail to capture such
‘urgent’ preferences. And that is one reason why liberals often think
that such preferences should be taken out of ordinary democratic
procedures and set aside for special constitutional consideration.36 It
is not lack of correspondence with the general will that leads to our
sympathy with the theologians, it is our view that the fact they will not
drink alcohol should be given greater weight than allowed in any
system of voting that gives each voter equal weighting. The only way
to protect the theologians is to give them special rights because we
respect their special wishes with regard to drinking alcohol. At least
that is the liberal way.37

35 The example breaks IIA(A) since adding the irrelevant alcoholic beverages has
changed the winner from coffee to beer. (They are irrelevant because they do not win.)

36 Of course, judgements must still be made, and social choice problems may
emerge in the voting of judges in constitutional courts. However, constitutionalists
hope that laws and previous judgements will lead to judicial preferences lining up in
single dimensions reducing the scope of such problems.

37 Our intuitions here are not simply by strength of preference anyway. The five
members of the Business School may be alcoholics whose cravings for alcohol exceed
the displeasure of the teetotal theologians at having nothing to drink. However, we are
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Mackie’s objection cannot simply be that ordinal rankings lose
information on intensity of preference. We all know that. He makes
the somewhat dubious claim that the Borda rule is ‘more cardinal’
than, say a plurality rule, or the Condorcet method. I am not sure
something can be more or less cardinal. Either it is cardinal or it is
not. It is true that any preference rule carries more information than
any plurality rule, but both the Condorcet and Borda rules are pref-
erences rules. They just carry different information.

Nevertheless, Mackie is certainly right that there are good reasons
for preferring one method over another, and he does produce some
persuasive arguments for the Borda rule.38 But then Riker’s second
objection kicks in: manipulation. Manipulation, recall, comes in two
forms: agenda-setting and strategic voting. In the examples in
Tables 1 and 2, the reception organizer or caterer could be the
agenda setter. Say it was the turn of the Business and Theology
Schools to go to the reception. The organizer might have known that
the theologians would not want alcohol, but he wants alcohol served
(he has a preference for any kind of alcoholic drink). Vice-
Chancellor Mackie has already decreed that democratic votes using
the Borda rule must be followed for all university decision-making. So
the organizer persuades the caterer to offer the longer list of bever-
ages, with numerous alcoholic drinks, believing that the organized
drunks of the Business School will ensure they rank order alcoholic
drinks to ensure their favoured one is chosen.

If the theologians realize what the organizer is up to they can
respond. They can manipulate by strategic voting, and reverse the
order of their preferences for alcoholic drinks as represented
in column 3 of Table 2. Under the Borda rule coffee now wins

more likely to respect the teetotallers than the alcoholics in a conflict of this nature. In
other words, in this example moral considerations other than simple preferences of
the voters enter into our intuitions about the fairness of the outcomes.

38 My own view is that different decision mechanisms are appropriate in different
circumstances, notably the size and heterogeniety of the electorate. Defenders of the
Borda count argue that on average it performs well using a wide range of indicators
relative to most well-known alternatives. Donald Saari is one of the best-known and best
defenders of the Borda count, see for example Donald G. Saari, ‘Mathematical Struc-
ture of Voting Paradoxes I: Pairwise Vote’, Economic Theory, 15 (2000), pp. 1–53 and
‘Mathematical Structure of Voting Paradoxes II: Positional Voting’, Economic Theory, 15
(2000), pp. 55–101.
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again.39 Agenda-setting manipulation can be countered by strategic
voting. All systems are manipulable (apart from lotteries, where you
vote your preference on a ballot and then the ballot is chosen ran-
domly), but defenders of Condorcet argue that Borda is easier to
manipulate than some other systems. And Mackie is troubled by
manipulation. A large part of his book (eight out of 18 chapters) is
devoted to arguing that manipulation rarely occurs in real politics, so
we need not be as concerned about its evil possibilities as most social
choice writers proclaim.

The Rochester School claims that manipulation is ubiquitous.
Critics claim that the Rochester School, surveying nearly 3,000 years
of political activity, has only managed to come up with a dozen or so
examples of agenda manipulation. With careful scholarship and a
fine eye for detail, Mackie examines all these cases and for each
argues that either the alleged manipulation did not take place or
the evidence for it is exceedingly weak. This is undoubtedly the
finest part of the book, using careful scholarship, detailed study,
demonstrating deep knowledge of the literature and written with wit
and elegance. Mackie’s case is that manipulation through agenda-
setting is unknown. He does not deny that it may be attempted. But
he argues that it has never been shown to have succeeded. Profes-
sional politicians are simply too canny to have the wool pulled over
their eyes. He is also sanguine about any future attempts to show
examples of agenda manipulation. His argument is not that agenda
manipulation could never occur; he might even be prepared to
concede that it has. But it is not ubiquitous. This is his strongest
argument.

One of Riker’s claims is that populism is ‘meaningless’. We cannot
tell what people really think from the result of a vote. Voting does not
reveal preferences. At one level this argument is ridiculous. Mackie
argues that the attempt to prove manipulation occurs through
agenda-setting is inconsistent with the claim that we cannot tell what
people’s preferences are, since manipulation requires the agenda
setter to have a good idea of the distribution of preferences. If

39 The scores are coffee = 56 (20 + 36), beer = 45 (45 + 0), wine = 44 (40 + 4), gin
43 (35 + 8), whisky 42 (30 + 12) and vodka = 41 (25 + 16) (the Business School score
first, Theology second). All other alternatives are ordered the same by both schools
and are beaten by coffee.
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successful agenda-setting is rare, then, while we should be on the
look-out for it, we need not be too anxious about its presence.40

Even though agenda-setting manipulation might be rare, strategic
voting might be ubiquitous. It might be argued that the incidence of
tactical voting in elections is quite low – let us guess 5–10 per cent at
most. How important it has been over the years is open to question.
But here we must return to Arrow’s theorem. Surely we all vote
tactically nearly, if not every time we vote. Tactical voting is voting for
a candidate whom one thinks stands the best chance of winning, over
those one most prefers. We virtually always vote for a candidate on
the ballot paper. But how often do ballot papers contain the names of
the person we would most prefer? Writing in names is allowed on
some ballots. It is not on others. Either way, writing a name in is
unlikely to get that person elected. So we vote tactically.

Is this argument absurd? When considering the alternatives we
must consider only those that are truly alternatives. But Arrow’s
theorem assumes the condition of universal domain (U) that states
that any preference ordering is allowed. We know one way to reduce
its impact is to reduce the scope of U. One can always avoid voting
paradoxes by restricting the field to just two candidates. Restricting
candidates to those who happen to want to stand, or have a party to
back them, or the money to run themselves is another way of restrict-
ing the alternatives. Of course the incidence of cycles is reduced by
restricting candidates to those on the ballot. But is this not Riker’s
point? Voting does not reveal the general will, but rather allows voters
to reject candidates. And that is all we can expect it to do. According
to Riker (and not challenged by Mackie) the general will is the
sincere preferences of the electorate, and those surely are given by
their complete orderings of ‘all social states’ in the nature of Arrow’s
theorem. So Riker is correct: voting does not reveal our true prefer-
ences over all possible candidates (or ways of deciding an issue). But

40 One example of agenda manipulation that Mackie does not discuss is Plott and
Levine’s discussion of their manipulation of a flying club’s decision over which plane
to buy: Charles Plott and Michael Levine, ‘A Model of Agenda Influence on Commit-
tee Decisions’, American Economic Review, 68 (1978), pp. 146–60; see also Riker, Liber-
alism Against Populism, p. 175. Mackie disregards this example on the grounds he finds
it distasteful. That is hardly a good enough reason particularly since (1) it is clearly a
good example of agenda manipulation, and (2) it surely reveals how important asym-
metric information is to successful manipulation. That latter point is surely one worth
emphasizing in a book defending democracy.
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is this a Pyrrhic victory? If the result is used to proclaim the splendour
of the market in relation to democracy, it most certainly is.

One of the normative claims of much of public choice theory –
from the Virginia School more than the Rochester School, it must be
said – is that the market is superior to democracy. The market is said
to be efficient and it reveals the public’s preferences for private
goods, whereas democratic procedures are inefficient and, on Riker’s
argument at least, do not reveal the preferences of the electorate. But
is this claim mere ideology? Why does voting get the bad press and
the market such good press? Can we not apply Arrow’s theorem to
both?

On one interpretation Arrow’s theorem is inapplicable to market
processes since they are not designed to reveal collective preferences.
We can easily see that few of us would choose the back-of-the-hand
market outcomes we see all around us ‘depressions, speculative
bubbles, involuntary unemployment, useless consumerism. . . . Dot-
com entrepreneurs who waste other people’s money are paid a thou-
sand times what teachers or nurses are paid for taking care of human
beings’.41 But the market does not reveal our preferences for social
states any more than do electoral processes. It only reveals our pref-
erences given the constraints under which we buy and sell. If I buy a
pint of beer rather than a bottle of champagne, does this reveal that
I prefer beer to champagne? No. It shows I prefer beer to cham-
pagne, given my budget constraints. It reveals my preferences given
the products on offer, and given my resources (which are measured
relative to others’ resources). Similarly, voting reveals my preferences
for the alternatives on offer given the constraints under which I vote.
These include what candidates are standing for what policies, and the
way I think others are going to vote. We operate strategically in
markets, just as we do in elections.

Riker did not express what he meant by populism or liberalism
very clearly. Given the title of his book, and the general thrust of the
argument, that is a serious problem. But I take his underlying argu-
ment to be that we cannot expect democracy to reveal what the
public ‘truly’ wants. As long as there is some correlation between
getting rid of bad candidates and keeping good ones, then any
democratic process is better than none. That is the liberal justifica-
tion for democracy. In his final chapter Riker makes some claims that

41 Mackie, Democracy Defended, p. 437.
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go well beyond what he has argued. Riker suggests the most liberal
and best institutions are those contained in the US Constitution – but
no one outside the United States takes that seriously. He suggests that
the UK is the most populist of democracies. Why he says that is not
clear, unless it is the fact that the British parliament is sovereign and
so can override judicial decisions with new laws. Whilst Riker does
draw some strange conclusions from his analysis, the analysis of
democracy itself is well founded.

The real problem these days is not populist justifications of democ-
racy, but populist justifications of the market. With complete infor-
mation we can always try to counter any manipulation of decision
rules with counter-manipulation. Without complete information,
manipulation might bring advantage to some and loss to others;
similarly in markets. There is a lot of manipulation in the market. If
you put your house on the market at £320,000, but are prepared to
accept £280,000 and I am prepared to pay £300,000 to buy it, offer
you £260,000 and we finally agree a price of £290,000, then there has
been manipulation. You tried to manipulate by setting a price higher
than you were prepared to sell. And I offered a price lower than I was
prepared to pay. What we revealed was what we were prepared to
agree to under the bargaining constraints we were under. Now what
I have described might be a ‘fair’ bargain. Given we agreed it, then,
in some sense, it is an efficient one. But not all bargains are fair, and
not all are efficient. If manipulation of this sort is OK in the liberal
market, what’s wrong with it under liberal democracy? In other
words, our interpretation of democratic results needs to take into
account the conditions under which choice is made. Similarly for the
market. How we interpret social outcomes must take into account
the constraints under which people operate. We need to take into
account the information that people have, the incentives of business
to act monopolistically, the regulation of markets created under the
political constraints under which regulations are created, and the
choices each of us make given the choices others are making.

I will give the last words to Gerry Mackie. He asks: why does current
ideology present the results of democratic procedures pessimistically
but the results of market procedures optimistically? Why does Riker
think politics is about disequilibrium and economics about equilib-
rium? Arrow’s first fundamental theorem of welfare economics is
often used to promote the idea that the market is efficient and fair.
But why not phrase it pessimistically?
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We could observe that not all agents are price-takers, there are monopolists.
We could observe that not all agents are selfish, that some care about what
happens to others, or observe that there are many other externalities. We
could observe that it is the rule and not the exception for agents to have
asymmetric information about goods and prices. We could observe any of
these facts about the actual economy, and then go on to state that high
economic theory proves that, given a number of innocuous conditions, there
is no competitive equilibrium in the economy.42

42 Ibid., p. 436.
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