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Achen and Bartels’ Democracy for Realists is in important ways a restatement of Joseph 

Schumpeter’s infamous thesis that democracy is only, and can only be, the process of 

selecting between rival elites, enthroned through competition for the popular vote. This 

view, however, is expanded and reinforced with extensive social-scientific data, coupled 

with an important further contention: that voters select on the basis of group 

identifications and loyalties. As a result, Achen and Bartels effectively out-Schumpeter 

Schumpeter. The latter thought that voters were at least tolerably good at tracking their 

own interests, albeit only on the few specific issues they actually knew something about 

(namely, ones that related directly to them). Achen and Bartels claim they’re not even any 

good at that. 

The authors’ main targets are two distinct groups of theories about how electoral 

democracy works. The first they call ‘the folk theory of democracy’. This says that 

elections work by voters picking candidates who best uphold or promote their existing 

interests or preferences. Ballots are tallied, and the majority winner gets to implement 

policy, which has a legitimate mandate insofar as it is treated as the prevailing will of the 

people. Yet this, say Achen and Bartels, is codswallop. Using a barrage of data, they show 

that in fact voters are far more likely to adopt a policy position after they know what their 

already-favoured candidate advocates, retrospectively tailoring their views accordingly. 

Or they simply assume that the candidate they are supporting shares their preferences, 



often despite overwhelming evidence that this is not so. And that’s just the voters who 

claim to have views on policy or government performance. On a host of basic issues – the 

size of the national deficit, or a prominent U.S. candidate’s position on abortion – the 

majority of voters are completely ignorant about even the most basic of facts, let alone 

policy stances or track records. On Achen and Bartel’s account, it’s not only a myth to 

think that democracy works by implementing the preferences of voters via a majoritarian 

process. It’s a myth to think that most voters have preferences, if that means any sort of 

stably-aligned, factually-based, explicitly-organized, intelligent opinion regarding political 

reality. 

Achen and Bartels are relatively convincing that the folk theory is common 

currency in lay political culture. Whether rival academic theorists ever upheld it in quite 

the way that they say is, however, open to question. As a claim about empirical reality it 

seems unlikely that anybody even tenuously connected to the facts could have believed it. 

But the point is that the bare facts of empirical reality were never the crucial point, at 

least to many theorists. Achen and Bartels are contemptuous of so-called ‘ideal’ accounts 

of democracy that posit something like the preferences-into-policy-via-ballots model, 

painting belief in such a thing as a simple and naïve category error. But this is to unduly 

underplay the role that some ideal might have in helping us to get clear on what kinds of 

values democracy might uniquely embody – and that might hold even if, in practice, 

democracy is an altogether shoddier affair.  

The ‘folk theory’ may be a bad way to proceed in empirical political science. But 

empirical political science by itself cannot simply knock out the value of non-empirical 

evaluative theorizing, as the authors seem to think. The authors are doubtless right that 

the empirical record shows that attempting to introduce more ‘deliberative’ and ‘direct’ 

democracy into electoral practices (think U.S. presidential primaries, or Californian 

referenda on public services) tends to create less efficiency, and arguably less democracy, 



as powerful elites takeover and manipulate the process. But their too-quick dismissal of 

the role of the ideal matters. For what proponents of more direct democratic methods 

are typically suggesting is not simply that we at present do live under the ‘folk theory’, but 

that we need to create an electorate that more resembles the ideal of participatory equals.  

Such proponents of direct democracy may be misguided about the prospects of this 

working out well (indeed Achen and Bartels give sobering evidence that this is so). But 

the authors overbalance by having a tendency to treat electorates as static monoliths of 

cock-eyed self-interest. In turn, they are too quick to dismiss those who suspect there is – 

or might be – more dynamism in the offing. 

Achen and Bartels’ second main target is the theory that voters act 

‘retrospectively’ at election times: judging incumbents on past performances, and 

rewarding or punishing accordingly, thereby projecting past experiences onto future 

expectations. This is more or less what Schumpeter thought was going on, and that 

democracy’s great advantage was that it kicked out underperformers and rascals. But 

Achen and Bartels claim that voters are actually terrible at making accurate retrospective 

judgments about government policy, as well as at inferring future performance 

probabilities based on available evidence. Two of their findings are striking. First, that 

events entirely outside government control can have an enormous impact on electoral 

performance. For example, in the 1912 US presidential election, Woodrow Wilson 

suffered a massive 10 percentage point drop on the Jersey Shore due to a spate of shark 

attacks, something he could have done nothing about. More generally, and consistently 

throughout the twentieth century, whether the preceding year had been too wet or too 

dry was one of the strongest and most consistent predictors of how incumbents would 

perform amongst rural American voters. In other words: it doesn’t matter what 

governments do, they’ll get claimed for the bad things and (albeit less consistently) 

credited with the good things – even if they played no meaningful causal role. 



The second striking finding is that one of the most decisive factors in whether 

incumbents receive re-election is if individuals personally became better off in the six 

months prior to a vote. Not so much ‘it’s the economy, stupid’, just ‘how’s my back-

pocket?’ Yet incumbents are often not responsible for the short-term income 

fluctuations voters experience in the run-up to elections. So even if electorates are trying 

to reward or punish government via retrospective voting (which, it would seem, many 

aren’t even doing anyway), they frequently just get it wrong.  

Again, much of what Achen and Bartels says is convincing. But they risk over-

cooking the thesis if we are supposed to infer a wholesale abandonment of retrospective 

voting theory. It may be true that individually voters are bad at tracking what is and is 

not an incumbent’s fault. But if they get it wrong individually, they also surely also 

sometimes get it right en masse. This is a feature, not a bug: democracy is geared to get it 

right like this, even if imperfectly and in a roundabout way. Whereas a stopped clock tells 

the right time twice a day by accident, democracy stumbles its way to the right outcomes 

imperfectly, but purposefully. Although some good incumbents may be unfairly pilloried, 

and some bad ones undeservedly rewarded, overall the system is structured so as to 

promote the general interests of the ruled. Governments may get blamed when they 

don’t deserve it. But chances are, in the long run, they will get blamed when they do 

deserve it. And then the rascals get thrown out. The real world manifestation is 

imperfect, but the idealized modeling isn’t as catastrophically redundant as the authors 

imply. The data may all be exactly as Achen and Bartels present it, but the final 

interpretation has to take a more comprehensive view, because democracy is best 

assessed in the round, not case-by-case. 

There is a risk here that we tip over from scepticism about rose-tinted theories of 

elections, into cynicism about democracy as a form of government. Such cynicism risks 

being deepened by the 51 snappy essays constituting More Sex, Lies, and the Ballot Box. 



Each penned by a separate expert on some feature of the electoral process and made 

accessible to lay readers, these punchy entries are often highly informative, as well as 

interesting. Many also seem grist to the Achen and Bartels mill: election campaigns make 

little difference to final results; time of year has a big impact on turnout (winter is bad); 

voters are inconsistent between what they claim they want and their support of policies 

needed to deliver; that in one US poll 82% of Democrats thought Jesus would support 

tighter gun control laws, versus 67% of Republicans being sure that he wouldn’t. And so 

on. 

More Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box, like its predecessor volume, does not set out to 

be depressing. But it risks having that effect. Achen and Bartels are, by contrast, 

forthright in describing their results in such terms. But from there, it’s easy to slide into 

cynicism. That the electorate (including, as Achen and Bartels emphasize, supposed 

experts) are partisan and irrational, that it’s still the economy stupid, and hence 

democracy is, if not a sham, then so shoddy as to be suspect. 

Actually, Achen and Bartels are clear to stipulate that they do not think that 

democracy is a sham, or even suspect. Only that we should see it for what it is, heroically 

endorsing it, warts and all. This is, again, Schumpeter-redux. It is also subtly wrong. The 

image of the heroic theorist climbing down from the cleanliness of the ideal into the dirt 

of the real only works if we cling onto the folk theory assumption that what would be 

most favourable is indeed a world of virtuous civic participants, meaning that the grubby 

one of irrational and selfish messiness that we actually have is necessarily a lamentable 

second best. But that’s like being an atheist who judges everything by the standard of 

what God would have commanded, were He real. It is true that in the case of democracy, 

the virtues of the system lie not at all in the virtues of the citizenry. A genuinely realist 

proponent of democracy, however, does not lament, but celebrates, that fact.   

 


