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The application of economic 
methods to the study of 
political processes.
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The Economic Analysis of Government
- Voters and politicians pursue their own goals, under 

conditions of uncertainty

- Information is a costly resource.

- Giving rise to three critical elements of political life:
(1) Persuasion,
(2) Ideology,
(3) Rational Ignorance

Rational Ignorance
- The time and effort required to 

make an informed choice is high.

- The likelihood that your vote will 
make a difference is very low.

- It is rarely rational for a voter to 
invest the time and effort 
required to make an informed 
choice.
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American Philosopher

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KAG37Kw1-aw


Features Of Political Disagreements
Three Main Features of Political Disagreement:

(1) They are widespread,

(2) They are strong,

(3) They are persistent.
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Isn’t this unusual?!

Four Hypotheses
Huemer considers four explanations for why political 
disagreements have these features.

He rejects the first three,
and accepts the fourth.

Four Hypotheses
(A)The Miscalculation Theory

(B)The Ignorance Theory

(C) The Divergent-Values Theory

(D)The Irrationality Theory



Four Hypotheses
(A)The Miscalculation Theory

(B)The Ignorance Theory

(C) The Divergent-Values Theory

(D)The Irrationality Theory

Group Activity:
In your group, (i) explain the theory,
(ii) find Huemer’s reasons for rejecting, (iii) evaluate his reasons.

The 
Miscalculation 
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The Irrationality Theory
First, recall the the Theory of Rational Ignorance.

Q1. Who is your congressperson?

Q2.What was the last vote taken in Congress?

Why is it Rational to be Ignorant?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9nDwFBWk0ZA


Why is it Rational to be Ignorant?

You bear all of the costs without (necessarily) receiving the benefits.

Rational Irrationality
The Theory of Rational Irrationality
People often choose (rationally) to adopt irrational beliefs.

Why?

Because the costs of holding rational beliefs exceed their benefits.
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Rational Irrationality
The Theory of Rational Irrationality
It is instrumentally rational to be epistemically irrational.



Rational Irrationality
(1) People have non-epistemic belief preferences (“biases”)

There are things people want to believe for reasons that are 
independent of their truth, or how well-supported they are by the 
evidence.

(2) People can exercise some control over their beliefs.
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b. Beliefs as self-image construction
c. Beliefs as tools of social bonding
d. Coherence bias

Rational Irrationality
(1) People have non-epistemic belief preferences (“biases”)

There are things people want to believe for reasons that are 
independent of their truth, or how well-supported they are by the 
evidence.

(2) People can exercise some control over their beliefs.
a. Biased weighting of evidence
b. Selective attention and energy
c. Selection of evidence sources
d. Subjective, speculative, and anecdotal arguments

What Can Be 
Done?
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