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Abstract

I discuss two problems in making democracy work: the failure of citi-

zens to recognize that their participation is more beneficial for others, the

wider the circle of others they consider; and the failure to think about

policy choices in a way that is actively open-minded. Teaching people to

avoid these problems might improve the functioning of democratic gov-

ernment.

It is apparent to anyone who follows the news that the idea of democracy is
not on a smooth path to universal success in bringing about the benefits of good
government [1]. The economic successes of some authoritarian countries (such
as China) have led some to think that democracy is unnecessary, when, in fact,
these are probably isolated lucky cases, contradicting the general result (e.g.,
[2]). Many countries seem unable to switch from authoritarian to democratic
system, and this problem is often attributed in part to the necessity of cultural
support for democratic institutions. Even long-standing and stable democracies
seem unable to make democracy work as well as it should, as a result of such
problems as polarization and paralysis. These dysfunctions affect not only the
nations themselves but also the world, present and future, as evidenced by
the world’s failure to deal adequately with the interacting problems of climate
change, migration, population growth, pollution, and conservation of resources
needed for food and water security.

Democracy depends on citizenship. If citizens choose in ways that lead to
these dysfunctions, then, in a simple sense, the citizens are less moral than they
could be. They cause harm. Psychologists since the time of John Dewey have
been interested in the relationship between citizenship and democratic functions.
World War II led to research on authoritarianism, dogmatism, and other traits
that could have led to political support for the Nazis, a research tradition that
social psychologists still pursue (e.g., [3]).

Here I discuss a different tradition, growing out of the field of judgments
and decisions [4], which has identified both pessimistic and optimistic features
of how people think about their roles as citizens. I assume that the most moral
option for a citizen, e.g., in voting, is the one that does the most good for all
people, now and in the future, according to the beliefs of that citizen. This
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model thus specifies what you ought to do, as a citizen, given your own beliefs.
(I discuss the question of “good beliefs” later.) If you believe that more must be
done to reduce global warming, then, other things being equal, you should vote
for (and otherwise advocate) candidates or propositions that are more likely to
do this.

A major type of bias, with respect to this model, is parochialism, a bias
toward an in-group, such as a nation, which is sufficiently extreme so as to favor
policies that could harm outsiders more than they help insiders, so that the net
effect is negative. This conflict does not arise very often; policies that benefit
your nation usually have beneficial side effects for outsiders. But the conflict
arises when cooperative efforts of several nations are required. Perhaps the most
extreme form of this bias (or perhaps a related bias) is acting on the basis of
perceived self-interest alone, as if the in-group consisted of one person.

Of interest is citizens’ understanding of the following key point: political par-
ticipation is cost-ineffective in advancing self-interest or the parochial interest of
a small group, but is cost-effective in advancing the common good. The small in-
fluence that each citizen has over policy outcomes renders political participation
nearly useless as a way of advancing self-interest [5]. But this small influence is
more than compensated by the large number of people potentially affected by
these outcomes, if the citizen has sufficient concern for these others [6] [7]. In
terms of self-interest the expected benefit of a vote is roughly proportional to
1/N , where N is the number of voters. But in a utilitarian calculation, which
assumes some altruism, the benefit of voting must be multiplied by N , assuming
that only voters are affected by the outcome. This multiplication cancels the
dilution caused by increases in N voters. And the total benefit can be orders
of magnitude larger if we consider effects on those who do not vote, such as
children, foreigners, and future people [8]. The larger the circle we consider, the
more the small effect of a vote is magnified, and, therefore, the more worthwhile
it is to use our vote (or other forms of participation) to advance our concerns for
the good of others. Thus, faced with a conflict between self-interest voting and
voting for the general good, the self-interest option is generally inferior to not
voting at all, but, with sufficient altruistic concern for people now and in the
future, the general-good option can be worthwhile. The same argument applies,
less strongly, to the choice of voting parochially vs. for all of humanity.

Recent papers (in order of completion: [9] [10] [11]) described two main
results. One was that people not only showed parochialism in hypothetical
voting decisions but also believed that this was their moral duty. We showed
this, among other ways, in a study of Jewish and Palestinian students in Israel.
The second result grew out of an incidental observation. Many subjects thought
that their moral duty was to vote for their individual self-interest, even when
this conflicted with the interests of their nation, or the world.

Baron argued that both parochialism and self-interest voting are supported
by a näıve theory of democracy, which is that it is a means of self-defense,
either through defense of an in-group or of oneself. This is a misunderstanding,
because individual democratic participation is an inefficient way to achieve this
goal, as just discussed. Those who follow this näıve theory can subvert their
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own goals for advancing the general good, and, by supporting policies that do
not advance the general good, they can subvert the goals of others.

A second point is this: because government can coerce people to cooperate
(behave in ways that benefit everyone rather than the self alone), the cost of
supporting government in doing this, by voting, is much smaller than the cost of
cooperating voluntarily. The cost of government coercion is also low because the
threat of punishment is effective in inducing cooperation. Even if the punish-
ment is costly, it is rarely needed. Because of the efficiency of coercion, people
often vote to give government the power to make them and others do what they
would not do on their own. Voters sometimes rationally vote for tax increases
but almost never donate money to the government. If citizens around the world
understood these arguments, they would still disagree on what constitutes the
common good, but surely some of the current malfunctions of democracy could
be mitigated.

Hauser, Rand et al. [8] used economic game experiments to investigate “Co-
operating with the future.” An important result is that people are more willing
to pay costs to benefit future generations when they vote than when they make
individual decisions. This point is implicit in the argument just summarized,
and it is also found empirically elsewhere (e.g., [12]). Despite the fact that
some people pursue self-interest through voting, others use their vote for the
long-term common good, an optimistic result.

The idea that government is a design to provide for the common good by
solving social dilemmas (or providing public goods) is not widely understood;
some people seem to think that government sanctions are rarely justified, or
that government is a tool to be used for competition between parochial groups.
Yet, in my own research, I have found many people who do think in terms of
what is best for all. The idea that people can “think big” when they engage in
political action is not pie-in-the-sky idealism. Many people already think this
way, often at a world level ([9] [11] [13] [14] [15] [16]; and see [17] and [18] for
discussions of the benefits and limitations of “world citizenship”).

Of course, if all citizens used political action to advance the general good,
they would not always agree on how to do that, so political conflict would
remain, but it could be a different kind of conflict than what exists now.

Still, much of the disagreement is the result of people acting on the basis
of beliefs that are not only incorrect — at least one side must be incorrect in
many disagreements — but also poorly formed. Take, for example, the beliefs of
many who participated in the Nazi holocaust [19]. Although they were repulsed
by what they did, they felt compelled to do it because Germany was alone in
fighting a worldwide Bolshevik/Jewish conspiracy. Current examples of people
doing horrible things that they think are for the greater good are not hard to
find.

Such beliefs may be exacerbated by a failure of “actively open-minded think-
ing” (AOT), a set of dispositions that oppose “myside bias”, the tendency to
think in ways that support current beliefs rather than subject them to appropri-
ate questioning [20] [21] [22] [23] [24] [25]. A general finding is that people who
believe that they should think in a self-critical way tend to do so (e.g., [26]).
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An abbreviated scale of beliefs about whether AOT is good thinking has been
successful in predicting successful forecasts [27], sufficient search behavior in a
perceptual task [28], and utilitarian moral judgment [29]. I found it surprising
that many people got low scores on this scale. I thought that endorsement
of open-mindedness would be seen as socially desirable. Some insight about
one source of the low scores came from the work of Jared Piazza ([30] [31]
[32]), who found that consequentialist and utilitarian judgments were negatively
correlated not only with political conservatism and religiosity but, especially,
with a belief in “divine command theory,” the claim that people are incapable
of understanding or questioning God’s moral pronouncements and should not
try to do so. Baron et al. [29] found that a measure of belief in this theory
was strongly negatively correlated with the self-report AOT scale and with
utilitarian moral judgment. More generally, these results suggest that AOT as
a trait is strongly influenced by culture. Some cultures (or sub-cultures) teach,
from childhood up, that excessive thinking, curiosity, and questioning are wrong
and should be discouraged.

The argument for AOT is simple. Errors of judgment, and poor decisions, are
common. Especially when judgments of different people conflict, as in beliefs
about religion or public policy, at least one of the parties must be incorrect.
How can we protect ourselves against such errors? The answer, the essence of
AOT, was provided by J. S. Mill (e.g., [33] chapter 2, paragraph 7): “The whole
strength and value, then, of human judgment, depending on the one property,
that it can be set right when it is wrong, reliance can be placed on it only when
the means of setting it right are kept constantly at hand.”

AOT answers the question of how we can protect ourselves against danger-
ously false beliefs, like those of the Nazis. It is not a guarantee, but it is all
we can do to protect ourselves against radical action based on false doctrines.
Failure to question false doctrine can thus be seen as a moral failure, for it
leads to behavior that hurts others. This conclusion does not imply that poor
thinking deserves punishment. Rather, support for AOT must come from cul-
tural change, starting with schools. Schools that teach ideology and discourage
questioning, all too common throughout the world, should be replaced.

If the basic ideas here are correct, then they suggest educational approaches
for improving the function of democracies around the world: both instruction in
the analysis of why democracy works and in the importance of AOT for avoiding
error. (Even political campaigns can sometimes promote AOT [34].) Many
of the world’s problems can be traced to the difficulty of getting democratic
procedures to yield outcomes that are desirable even for the voters of a single
nation.
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