Vote for Democracy, Not Policy – 
Recovering Our Loss of Grip on Democratic Society

Walking to the voting booth one day when I was a boy on a certain national election day, my grandfather insisted that when people vote, they should not vote for their own perceived self-interest, but according to their best judgment of what is best for their country. As I was mulling these words while waiting for my grandfather to return from casting his vote, I heard an elderly woman shout out to a friend when asked how she voted: “I voted my pocketbook”. Since then, the shocking contrast between those opinions, delivered to a young mind just old enough to ponder them seriously, has etched into my thoughts indelibly an awareness that political thought embodies and enables two opposite mandates: that of sanctified self-interest, and that of optimizing the public good. The latter, represented by my grandfather’s admonition, is also virtually synonymous with Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s notion of the will of the people, which is expressed not by any single person following the advice of my grandfather, but by everyone following the advice of my grandfather. Note an easy thing to hope for, much less expect; but nonetheless a good point of departure for anyone wanting to get closer to comprehending the truth of the matter: what ought we be voting for when we vote?  Ot better: what ought we be trying to accomplish by voting? 

According to Rousseau, true democracy arises within an organization to the extent that its membership actively participates in its decision-making, and that this alone legitimizes governance. 

I am fairly sure my grandfather, who only had five years of schooling, never read Rousseau. Nonetheless, his philosophical bent caused him to stumble onto other classical philosophical themes, such as Pascal’s Wager and the Socratic concept of the onus of punishment to help and not harm. In this case, he was homing in on a distributive version of Rousseau’s notion of collective democratic action. 

As noble as his message sounded to me, over the years I have struggled to comprehend the logistics of it: how does everyone voting according to what they conceive to be best for the whole result in what is actually best for the whole? What if the masses, even in all innocence, are wildly in error on what is best? Or, more probably, what if even the innocent opinions of the masses are so scattered that they collectively cancel one another out?

The assumption of innocence is important here for understanding the proper sense of Rousseau’s notion of the will of the people, which is an ideal in that can only be defined and accessed in all innocence. In fact, we will never have a perfectly innocent electorate, although we all recognize it as our duty to pursue it. Some votes, alas, will be cast by dishonest voters guilty of voting according to bad intentions. Shame on them (or us); nonetheless it remains that just as we all must strive to do our best in all other matters, so, too, when voting. Rousseau argued that to the extent we all participate honestly, we achieve true democracy, and that this is an optimal result. 

Along with many, I have been inspired by Rousseau’s thoughts on this topic, and, especially given that precocious boost by my grandfather, felt and still feel he was onto something. This, despite the fact that in no single voting outcome or even finite time frame does there appear to be a justification that everyone voting honestly for the good of the whole will produce the optimal voting outcome for the whole. 
But if we examine the matter according to a less definite time frame, as it were from an infinite perspective, we can see that perhaps the optimal result of voting in this manner according to the will of the people as described above, we see that what may emerge from such a tradition maintained over the course of time is a self-correcting process of social decision-making. 

That is, democracy, in so far as we can genuinely achieve it, is a self-correcting process. To argue 
That since we cannot genuinely achieve it, we should not pursue it as an ideal is a fallacy on its face, since its pursuit, albeit imperfect, gives us progress, albeit imperfect, toward self-correcting policy. 

Let’s go back and examine what honest voting is and what it is not. 

First off, I argue that “voting my pocketbook” is a dishonest vote, whether I hide it or vaunt it. To be sure, there are some who may think that voting one’s self-interest is fine, whether only some do it or everyone does it. Perhaps it conjures in the minds of some the logic of the free market, in which everyone, participating to maximize self-interest, by some invisible hand creates an optimal economic outcome. The Austrian School of Economics come close to arguing this way about politics; let it become a branch of the economy and may the most dominant coalition of self-interest impulses prevail. But the Austrian School’s blind spot was that they only envisioned a threat to democracy from the public sector, while ignoring the equal private sector peril of plutocracy. Thus, they sought to restrain only unguarded power in the public sector, while leaving unguarded power in the private sector unattended to. 

In fact, the logic of the private sector that permits optimal economic results to be derived from economic pursuit of self-interest was never seriously promoted as a bare phenomenon of nature;
To do so would be advocacy of the black market. In fact, this logic was construed as a private sector game played according to rules well-monitored and enforced to assure or at least optimize the probably of an optimal result. The only credible study of this topic must ignore the twentieth-century, Ayn Randian depictions of capitalism as social Darwinism, which never amounted to more than sheer narcissistic fantasy, and return to the more coherent and credible thoughts of Adam Smith the Ethicist, whose vision of capitalism, far from being elitist, was democratic. Whether Smith’s vision is faulty in that regard is to be argued, but his intent was clear; see especially his criticism of colonialism. 

So, it seems for the invisible hand of Adam Smith to have any chance at all requires its being couched in a rigorously democratic public sector; that is to say, a public sector not beholden to unguarded power of any private or partial concern, either from within the public sector itself or from the wealth of the private sector.  

And that, from another perspective, is just what democracy is: a culture of leadership unbeholden
by unguarded power of any private or partial concern. This is what makes self-interested voting dishonest; instead of being pursuant to the good of the whole, it divides the whole into would-be contenders for non-democratic power. Only when no coalition of self-interest manages to arise to bully the others and force its way to authoritarian control do we manage to have vigorous political competition; but unfortunately, even that competition is vicious, leading toward further and further divisions in the electorate.

Such is the legacy of selfish voting, which is dishonest in spite of all attempts by various factions to sanctify it: it can never lead to democracy or even encourage it but only lead away from it.   

My grandfather’s teaching, then, holds up as the only honest method; the only method that encourages democracy. For although we all, in voting according to our best judgment of what is best for the whole, may widely disagree on which policies will lead us there, we are formally united by the common goal of our striving: what is best for the whole. As long as we maintain this tradition, the processes of government will be self-correcting, since, seeing ourselves to have the same goal, we will be more willing to compromise in our judgments of what the best means to that goal are. In honest voting, the focus is always on the common goal that unites us; this is our democratic unity. This is the common compass by reference to which democratic processes are self-correcting. If we instead focus on policy differences at the expense of our democratic unity, we will fall back into the dishonesty of political selfishness, which can only lead to tyranny. 

















