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Bryan Caplan : The Myth of the Rational Voter: Why Democracies Choose Bad Policies  before purchasing it in 
order to gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and all praised The Myth of the Rational Voter: Why 
Democracies Choose Bad Policies: 

1 of 1 people found the following review helpful. Excellent analysis that translates well to the Trump eraBy Robert 
WilcoxIt drags a bit at times, like in the section documenting and commenting on survey results, but overall it's an 
excellent analysis. The book effectively debunks the common assumption that people vote rationally and align their 
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vote with their own personal interests, and explains why this actually makes sense given individual incentives and 
rewards for voting.The book was written long before the era of Donald Trump, but it is striking how much of the 
analysis can be applied to explain his electoral success.0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. Intellectually 
stimulating but psychologically depressing. I guess we must just bear with foolishness.By Bayard B.I have never been 
a believer that complex economic issues can be solved by the majority vote of an ignorant and irrational electorate. 
Sadly, this book does not give me much hope that the situation can be improved. It's an excellent discussion of the 
issue but with few recommendations for solving the problem. Maybe there simply is no solution and we just have to 
bear with foolishness.0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. SolidBy Kindle CustomerAn essential for 
those who are learning behavioral economics. Must be read in line with Dan Ariely, Steven Pinker and Robert 
Edgerton. Altoufh the wording was a little hard and the author struggled to give the main ideas its still a solid book. 
Read this and it will help you get red pilled

The greatest obstacle to sound economic policy is not entrenched special interests or rampant lobbying, but the popular 
misconceptions, irrational beliefs, and personal biases held by ordinary voters. This is economist Bryan Caplan's 
sobering assessment in this provocative and eye-opening book. Caplan argues that voters continually elect politicians 
who either share their biases or else pretend to, resulting in bad policies winning again and again by popular demand. 
Boldly calling into question our most basic assumptions about American politics, Caplan contends that democracy 
fails precisely because it does what voters want. Through an analysis of Americans' voting behavior and opinions on a 
range of economic issues, he makes the convincing case that noneconomists suffer from four prevailing biases: they 
underestimate the wisdom of the market mechanism, distrust foreigners, undervalue the benefits of conserving labor, 
and pessimistically believe the economy is going from bad to worse. Caplan lays out several bold ways to make 
democratic government work better--for example, urging economic educators to focus on correcting popular 
misconceptions and recommending that democracies do less and let markets take up the slack. The Myth of the 
Rational Voter takes an unflinching look at how people who vote under the influence of false beliefs ultimately end up 
with government that delivers lousy results. With the upcoming presidential election season drawing nearer, this 
thought-provoking book is sure to spark a long-overdue reappraisal of our elective system.

From Publishers WeeklyCaplan, an associate professor of economics, believes that empirical proof of voter 
irrationality is the key to a realistic picture of democracy and, thus, how to approach and improve it. Focusing on how 
voters are systematically mistaken in their grasp of economics-according to Caplan, the No. 1 area of concern among 
voters in most election years-he effectively refutes the "miracle" of aggregation, showing that an uninformed populace 
will often vote against measures that benefit the majority. Drawing extensively from the Survey of Americans and 
Economists on the Economy, Caplan discusses how rational consumers often make irrational voters, why it's in 
politicians' interest to foment that irrationality, what economists make of the (non) existence of systematic bias and 
how social science's "misguided insistence that every model be a 'story without fools,' " has led them to miss the 
crucial questions in politics, "where folly is central." Readers unfamiliar with economic theory and its attendant jargon 
may find themselves occasionally (but only momentarily) lost; otherwise the text is highly readable and Caplan's 
arguments are impressively original, shedding new light on an age-old political economy conundrum. Copyright copy; 
Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved. The best political book this year. 
(Nicholas D. Kristof New York Times )Caplan thinks that democracy as it is now practiced cannot be salvaged, and 
his position is based on a simple observation: 'Democracy is a commons, not a market.' (Louis Menand The New 
Yorker )One of the two or three best books on public choice in the last twenty years. (Tyler Cowen Marginal 
Revolution )Like a few recent best sellers--Freakonomics, The Tipping Point, The Wisdom of Crowds--The Myth of 
the Rational Voter unwraps economic theories and applies them to everyday life. Mr. Caplan's thesis, though, lacks 
any semblance of a compliment: The 'unwisdom of crowds' is closer to his point. He believes that the American public 
is biased against sensible, empirically proved economic policies about which nearly all economists agree. Voters, he 
says, are not just ignorant in the sense of having insufficient information. They actually hold wrong-headed and 
damaging beliefs about how the economy works. (Daniel Casse The Wall Street Journal )The Myth of the Rational 
Voter usefully extends the discussion [about democracy] by linking it with 'public choice' theory. . . . Public choice 
theory faces a dilemma. A rational and self-interested person has no incentive to study political issues, as the chances 
of his or her determining the outcome are negligible. This has become known as 'rational ignorance'. Caplan maintains 
that the reality is much worse. He shows that voters are not just ignorant but systematically biased in favor of mistaken 
views. (Samuel Brittan Financial Times )Caplan is right to detect a stubborn irrationality in ordinary voters and he 
correctly points out to his rational choice colleagues that their models are hopelessly unrealistic. (Martin Leet 
Australian of Public Affairs )Caplan argues convincingly that irrational behaviour is pervasive among many of us 
today....Caplan's point, however, is that most voters are irrational. And that is worse than being ignorant....Their 
irrationality comes with a host of misconceptions that drive policy choices. (Fazil Mihlar The Vancouver Sun )This 
engaging and provocative volume describes why democracy gives us far less than its promise. Countering existing 



theories of rationally ignorant voters, Caplan argues persuasively that voters are irrational, registering systematically 
biased beliefs--and consequently votes--against markets and other sound economy policy metrics...[T]his is a 
compelling book, offering readers a well-written and well-argued competing theory for why democracy fails and why 
we should limit what is done through the political process. (M. Steckbeck Choice )[Caplan] argues that voters' own 
irrational biases, rather than flaws in the democratic process, compel voters to support policies that are not in their 
interest. While one may quibble with his specifics, the overall argument is convincing and applicable across a variety 
of fields...Forces the reader to take a second look at our nation's unshakable faith in the wisdom of the electorate. (Pio 
Szamel Harvard Political )A brilliant and disturbing analysis of decision making by electorates that--[Caplan] 
documents--are perversely ignorant and woefully misinformed. (Neil Reynolds The Globe and Mail )From the Back 
Cover "Caplan offers readers a delightful mixture of economics, political science, psychology, philosophy, and history 
to resolve a puzzle that, at one time or another, has intrigued every student of public policy."--N. Gregory Mankiw, 
Harvard University, former chairman of the President's Council of Economic Advisers "Why democracies so often 
make a hash out of economic policy is one of the great questions of political economy. Bryan Caplan suggests some 
provocative, and highly original, answers. This book may make you smile or it may make you scowl, but it will 
definitely not make you bored."--Alan S. Blinder, Princeton University "The Myth of the Rational Voter discredits the 
fashionable view that democratic politics necessarily prevents socially harmful policies. Voters lack incentives to 
become well informed about political controversies, Bryan Caplan shows, and their policy choices tend to be based on 
deeply, persistently, and systematically mistaken models of reality. Caplan's findings lead inexorably to the conclusion 
that democratic governance can be improved only through reforms based on realistic assumptions about human 
cognition. Anyone concerned about political efficiency should read this elegant book carefully."--Timur Kuran, author 
of Islam and Mammon "Bryan Caplan blends economics, political science, and psychology in an arresting and 
informative polemic that is witty, crisp, cogent, provocative, and timely. You may or may not agree with his 
assessment of our democracy, but you will be entertained, challenged, and perhaps angered, but also enlightened."--
Scott Keeter, Pew Research Center "The argument Caplan offers is basically right and is extremely important. I 
suspect this book will stir up a certain amount of controversy. The argument challenges conventional public choice in 
that it radically undermines the notion of substantively rational voting. At the same time, it is in the same skeptical 
tradition as public-choice orthodoxy, challenging the claims of democratic enthusiasts. It is a book that deserves to be 
taken very seriously."--Geoffrey Brennan, coauthor of The Economy of Esteem "Poorly informed voters are a big 
problem in democracy, and Caplan makes the interesting argument that this is not necessarily a problem that can be 
easily fixed--it may be fundamental to the system. Caplan thinks that voting itself is the problem."--Andrew Gelman, 
Columbia University 


