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 ". . . opinion in good men is but knowledge in the making." 
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 Abstract 
 
This essay outlines a systematic methodology for imputing policy interests to political actors.  

Underlying interests are equated with "enlightened preferences," which may differ from the 

preferences an actor actually expresses.  Given some measure of "enlightenment," the underlying 

interests of any specific individual are inferred from the observed pattern of expressed preferences 

among actors in similar social locations with varying degrees of enlightenment.  The model is used to 

examine issues of false consciousness, class structure and group identity, representation, and "the 

public interest." 
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Public Opinion and Political Interests1

 

 1:  Imputing Political Interests  

What does it mean to say that some specified policy is "in my interest"?  Can a policy be in my 

interest in spite of my own conviction to the contrary?  Are arguments about what is in my interest 

simply ideological assertions, or can they be bolstered with empirical evidence?  Where might we look 

for relevant evidence about what is in my interest? 

This essay outlines a systematic methodology for imputing specific policy interests to specific 

political actors.  My aim is to remain as faithful as possible to the rich literature surrounding the 

concept of "interests" in traditional political theory, but to emphasize and extend those aspects of the 

literature that provide a basis for formal analysis and for empirical political research. 

Throughout, I adhere to a notion of political interests that has achieved considerable currency 

in the theoretical literature: the notion of interests as "enlightened preferences."2  I offer no specific 

 
     1  This project has deep roots.  In one sense, it takes up where the final page of my Presidential Primaries 
and the Dynamics of Public Choice (Bartels 1988: 310-311) left off.  In a more direct sense, the project was 
conceived, and a preliminary version of the main argument was drafted, in 1987-1988 at the Center for 
Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences; I am grateful to the Center, the National Science Foundation (BNS-
8700864), and the University of Rochester for generous financial support.  Slightly different versions of the 
argument have been presented to the Center's Social and Political Theory seminar, at the 1990 Annual Meeting 
of the Midwest Political Science Association, and to colloquia at Berkeley, UCLA, Stanford, and Michigan; in 
each of these settings it met with equal portions of criticism, incredulity, and encouragement, and I am grateful 
for all three.  I am also grateful to Christopher Achen, Stephen Ansolabehere, William Bluhm, James DeNardo, 
Nelson Polsby, and William Riker for helpful comments on earlier written drafts, and to John Jackson, Gary 
King, Michael MacKuen, Tali Mendelberg, Samuel Popkin, Wendy Schiller, and anonymous referees for 
helpful comments on a piece applying the ideas set out here (Bartels 1996). 
 
     2  It may suffice to mention four analysts who have explicitly suggested definitions similar to this one.  
According to Dahl (1989: 180), "A person's interest or good is whatever that person would choose with fullest 
attainable understanding of the experience resulting from that choice and its most relevant alternatives."  In an 
empirical study of collective decision-making, Mansbridge (1983: 25) defined "interests" as "'enlightened 
preferences' among policy choices, 'enlightened' meaning the preferences that people would have if their 
information were perfect, including the knowledge they would have in retrospect if they had had a chance to live 
out the consequences of each choice before actually making a decision."  In a theoretical essay "On 'Interests' in 
Politics," Connolly (1972: 472) wrote that "Policy x is more in A's interest than policy y if A, were he to 
experience the results of both x and y, would choose x as the result he would rather have for himself."  And in a 
book on The Public Philosophy, Lippmann (1955: 42; quoted by Polsby 1980: 223) defined "the public interest" 
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justification for this definition, except along the lines suggested by Humpty Dumpty.  But I do hope to 

show (even if I must pay the words extra!) that the definition is flexible enough to accommodate the 

actual usage of the term "political interests" by analysts inhabiting a fairly wide range of philosophical, 

scientific, and ideological positions. 

 

1.1:  Existing Strategies for Imputing Political Interests 

Much of the existing literature on political interests takes the form of a polemic debate in which 

each side attributes to the other a canonical position so obviously flawed that any alternative position 

is likely to look attractive by comparison.  As is often the case in such debates, it proves difficult upon 

close inspection to find working scholars seriously defending either canonical position in unadulterated 

form.  Nevertheless, the canonical positions are of sufficient conceptual interest to warrant a brief 

analysis of why each is unworkable.3  In addition to describing each canonical strategy and its closest 

real-world variants, this section surveys some intermediate strategies for imputing interests -- 

intermediate in the sense that they reflect attempts to transcend the pitfalls of both canonical strategies 

by taking an intermediate position with regard to the central inferential issue at stake in the polemic 

debate. 

 

1.1.1:  The Canonical "Subjective" Strategy 

One canonical strategy for imputing interests is often designated as "pluralist" (for example, by 

Balbus 1971), but may be more accurately described as "liberal" or "subjective."  Under this strategy, 

 
as "what men would choose if they saw clearly, thought rationally, acted disinterestedly and benevolently."  In 
the following pages I attempt to show that an even broader range of analysts whose definitions have been 
viewed as inconsistent with these can reasonably be seen as disagreeing not about how to define "interests" at 
this very abstract level, but about how to infer what someone's "enlightened preferences" might actually be in 
some concrete situation. 
 
     3  My distinction between canonical "subjective" and "objective" strategies for imputing interests parallels 
similar distinctions drawn by Mansbridge (1983: 24-25) and Polsby (1980: 221-231).  The subsequent analysis 
will, however, highlight some respects in which the conclusions I draw from the distinction differ from both 
Mansbridge's and Polsby's. 
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the analyst "accepts the choices or other revealed preferences of actors as defining their interests" 

(Polsby 1980: 222). 

In its pure form, which equates interests with preferences as a matter of definition, the 

"subjective" position is rejected even by the most prominent scholars typically identified as "liberals" 

or "pluralists."  Polsby himself declared (1980: 222) that "very substantial objections may be raised" to 

it.  Noting the failure of small businessmen in New Haven to oppose urban renewal projects that 

eventually resulted in the extinction of their businesses, he rejected any definition that equated the 

businessmen's revealed preference for inaction with a genuine political interest as "obviously 

unsatisfactory, and quite contrary to common usage of the concept of 'interest' in ordinary language" 

(Polsby 1980: 226).  And Wolfinger (1971: 1077) conceded that "some examples of false 

consciousness are indisputable," citing as an example "the long period of feeble protest by southern 

Negroes." 

An alternative interpretation of the "subjective" position is that it equates preferences and 

interests not as a matter of definition, but as a matter of operational expedience for the purposes of 

day-to-day political judgment or scientific analysis.  In this interpretation, preferences are accepted as 

reasonable, convenient proxies for interests under "normal" circumstances, even as the door is left 

open in principle for divergences between what people are observed to want and what is in their 

interest.  As Mansbridge (1983: 24-25) described the logic, "one can never know what people would 

want if they had full information . . . we must therefore rely on their actual preferences to define their 

interests." 

This modified interpretation of the "subjective" position as a working hypothesis rather than a 

definition is implicit in the famous liberal slogan that every man is the best judge of his own interests.  

If every man's own interests were equivalent by definition with what he preferred, the issue of 

judgment would never arise.  The slogan only makes sense if we view it as an empirical assertion or as 

a methodological commitment rather than as a matter of definition.  By the same logic, Polsby's (1980: 

226-227) effort to suggest "supplementary axioms" about the empirical world capable of supporting 
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the identification of interests with preferences (instrumental rationality, knowledge of cause and effect 

relationships) only makes sense if the identification itself is interpreted as an empirical and not a 

definitional one. 

Once we modify the pure "subjective" position by supposing that expressed preferences and 

underlying interests are only contingently or approximately identical, we are quickly faced with the 

practical question of whether preferences and interests are sufficiently similar in any concrete case to 

warrant treating the former as direct proxies for the latter.  Obviously, it is impossible to gain any 

leverage on this practical question unless we specify some basis for imputing underlying interests by 

reference to a benchmark other than expressed preferences -- some methodology outside of the 

"subjective" tradition. 

 

1.1.2:  The Canonical "Objective" Strategy 

The second canonical strategy for imputing interests is often designated as "marxist" (for 

example, by Balbus 1971); but in fact it comes in a variety of political colorations.4  The defining 

feature of the strategy is that it is based on the assumption "that interests are 'objective' and can be 

determined independently of an individual's subjective preferences, no matter how enlightened" 

(Mansbridge 1983: 24). 

To its critics, this "objective" position in its canonical form "consists of a substitution of 

analysts' choices for actors' choices" (Polsby 1980: 224).  Thus, it may seem that "analysts who define 

interests in this fashion create for themselves a self-fulfilling universe of data in which the choices 

actors make can be arbitrarily invalidated" (Polsby 1980: 224). 

But, as with the canonical "subjective" position, scholars who might be supposed to hold this 

canonical "objective" position have in fact repudiated it, arguing that attributions of interests should be 

based not on an unconstrained, self-fulfilling substitution of analysts' choices for actors' choices, but 

 
     4  As Polsby put it (1980, 223), "authoritarians of any stripe can make use of it with equal facility." 
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on "standards for the justification and criticism of choices other than our own preferences or the 

combined preferences of different individuals" (Unger 1975: 16) -- on a theory of "needs" (Bay 1968) 

or on some other systematic evidence about what actors "would want and prefer, were they able to 

make the choice (Lukes 1974: 34).  Thus, for example, Balbus (1971: 152) argued that "evidence can 

be marshalled to demonstrate that an individual has an interest even if he is not aware of it or even that 

what an individual thinks is in his interest is in fact not in his interest."  And Lukes (1974: 25) claimed 

that the excluded "may not express or even by conscious of their interests, but, as I shall argue, the 

identification of those interests ultimately always rests on empirically supportable and refutable 

hypotheses." 

These arguments point toward a modified "objective" strategy in which empirical evidence of 

one kind or another is used to decide when and how subjects' own conceptions of their political 

interests should be overruled.  Of course, there could be an infinite variety of such strategies, each 

depending on a different sort of empirical evidence used in a different way.  But any such modified 

strategy makes the identification of political interests contingent, in principle, on the results of 

empirical investigation. 

 

1.1.3:  Intermediate Strategies 

At this point we have smoothed away much of the seemingly intractable incompatibility 

between the canonical "subjective" and "objective" positions.  The emphasis on actors' own expressed 

preferences in the "subjective" tradition appears on close inspection to reflect skepticism about the 

methodological possibilities for measuring interests in any other way, plus a conviction that if we 

could measure actors' interests in some satisfactory way they would often turn out to be strongly 

correlated with expressed preferences.  The willingness of those in the "objective" tradition to overrule 

actors' expressed preferences appears to reflect optimism about the methodological possibilities for 

marshalling other kinds of evidence regarding actors' enlightened interests, plus a conviction that the 

divergences that do exist between enlightened and unenlightened preferences are often politically 
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consequential. 

Once we have modified the two canonical positions to this extent, it seems obvious that the 

proof of the pudding will be in the eating.  Any further resolution of the remaining disagreements 

between the two traditions will require evidence, positive or negative, from actual political analyses.  

Can we, in fact, construct a practical method for imputing political interests on the basis of some 

systematic "standards for the justification and criticism of choices," without resorting to the canonical 

subjective strategy of equating actors' interests with their expressed preferences, or to the canonical 

objective strategy of defining actors' interests by analytic fiat? 

Understandably, many practicing analysts have attempted to finesse this formidable 

methodological problem, and those who have tackled it have done so with mixed success.  Jane 

Mansbridge is, perhaps, typical on both counts.  She wrote of her own definition of political interests 

as "enlightened preferences" (1983: 25): 

 
This is not an "operational" definition, for it can never be put into practice.  No one can 
ever have perfect information.  No one can ever live out two or more choices in such a 
way as to experience the full effects of each and then choose between them. 

 

But by the next sentence, this non-operational definition has somehow become operational (1983: 25): 

 
Nevertheless, the exercise of imagining what it would be like to have experienced two 
or more choices suggests the kind of analysis we should conduct in trying to understand 
what someone's interests are.  When I write of the interests of particular groups of 
people in my case studies, I will attempt to perform this mental experiment, taking into 
account not only what the individuals concerned say their preferences are, but also what 
their objective circumstances indicated their enlightened preferences might be. 

 

Mental experiments, however careful or clever, strike me as slender reeds from which to lash 

together a compelling argument about real political interests.  When we consider the "elements of 

conjecture and speculation" (Connolly 1972: 477) involved in imagining counterfactual experiences, 

we may begin to doubt that a mental experiment can really provide "the materials from which 
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comparative judgments can be made about possible interests not actively sustained by prevailing social 

arrangements" (Connolly 1972: 476).  When we recall that even the most inspired speculation about 

counterfactual experiences would leave the question of how to translate those experiences into 

"comparative judgments" about "possible interests" no closer than before to being settled, it begins to 

appear that the mental experimenter is heaping conjecture upon conceptual confusion. 

Unfortunately, alternative strategies that rely more directly upon empirical evidence are thin on 

the ground, and those that do exist seem unhappily fragile.  Sometimes they turn out to require a 

special sort of evidence from "abnormal times" in which "the apparatus of power is removed or 

relaxed" (Lukes 1974: 47) or in which "alternative opportunities for action develop . . . through the 

intervention of third parties or new resources" (Gaventa 1980: 28).  In other cases they require us to 

assume away the ubiquitous tradeoffs of real political life, as when Lukes (1974: 46) reasoned from an 

"interest in not being poisoned" to an interest in governmental regulation of air pollution "(on the 

assumption that such an alternative did not entail increased unemployment)."  Or they may require 

"vicarious and actual immersion in alternative modes of social life," as in a "participant study of 

kibbutzim, various tribal forms, feudal communities, and alternative styles in industrial society" 

(Connolly 1972: 476). 

Each of these approaches may be reasonable under special circumstances; but none amounts to 

a workable general methodology for imputing political interests -- a methodology sufficiently powerful 

and flexible to support empirical analysis across a wide range of political actors, issues, and contexts.  

To propose such a methodology is my aim here. 

 

 1.2:  A Framework for Imputing Interests 

Any analysis of political interests as "enlightened preferences" must be based on some 

systematic methodology for determining what someone's preferences would be if she was 

"enlightened."  In this section I outline a theoretical framework intended to serve as a basis for a 

systematic methodology of the required sort.  The requirements for such a methodology are essentially 
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those spelled out by Polsby (1980: 225, 228): 

 
A definition [of political interests] relying upon "enlightenment" in some form or other 
amounts to an argument that actors would choose differently if they knew what analysts 
knew . . ..  [A]nalysts who define interests in this fashion create for themselves a self-
fulfilling universe of data in which the choices actors make can be arbitrarily 
invalidated.  In principle, this objection might be overcome if analysts were willing to 
commit themselves to criteria less arbitrary than their own unadorned preferences are 
likely to be, so as to help others to distinguish between the valid and invalid choices of 
actors. . . . I think it is desirable to specify criteria having empirical reference, which 
can be shown to be met in any case where observers want to claim that actors are 
behaving against their best interests.  Once this is shown, the discussion of reasons for 
the divergence between analysts' expectations and actors' choices can add up to more 
than the arbitrary substitution of one preference schedule for another. 

 

 

1.2.1:  The Logic of Comparison 

How are we to know what the "enlightened preferences" of any given individual might be?  

And how are we to know when we know?  Any analysis of political interests based upon the notion of 

"enlightened preferences" requires that we produce evidence for a counterfactual claim about how 

people would behave if they were, in fact, different than they are.  Having dismissed mental 

experiments and other special sources of such evidence, we need some more powerful basis for 

supporting such counterfactual claims. 

Wolfinger (1971: 1078) pinpointed a potential source of vulnerability in any such 

counterfactual inference: 

 
We need a theory of political interests and rational behavior that would state when 
various groups and classes of individuals "should" pursue given goals, so that we can 
isolate instances where they had failed to do so and thus identify cases of 
nonparticipation.  Yet there is a flaw in this approach: a group's failure to act could be 
either an example of nonparticipation or evidence that the theory was wrong; there is no 
way to distinguish between the two alternative interpretations. 

 

Is this a fatal flaw?  If it is, the same flaw attaches to Dahl's (1957: 202-203) definition of 
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"power," which provided one of the buttresses for Wolfinger's own argument (1971: 1063).  Dahl 

wrote that "A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something that B would not 

otherwise do."  But in any concrete instance we might argue, following Wolfinger's logic, that B's 

action could be either an example of A's power or evidence that our theory about what B would not 

otherwise do was wrong.  Is there really "no way to distinguish between the two alternative 

interpretations" in cases of this sort? 

In fact, the methodology for making such distinctions is exactly the same comparative 

methodology involved in any sort of causal analysis.  For Dahl's definition of power, it requires that 

we compare B's behavior (or that of other people "like" B) across a range of situations in which the 

stimuli provided by A but other factors influencing behavior are held (actually or statistically) 

constant.  The more we know a priori about which stimuli provided by A are likely to be relevant and 

how, the better able we will be to observe interesting variation and convincingly identify it as "power." 

 The more compelling our causal model of B's behavior, the more confident we can be in our claims 

about what B would not otherwise do.  No measurement of the stimuli provided by A will be entirely 

free of error, and no causal model will be completely compelling; but those imperfections do not imply 

that scientific progress is impossible.5

 
     5  A very interesting treatment of Dahl's concept of "power" based on exactly the logic of causal analysis 
rehearsed here has been provided by Nagel (1975). 

I propose here to apply exactly the same logic to the study of political interests.  My definition 

of interests as "enlightened preferences" suggests that "various groups and classes of individuals 

'should' pursue given goals" when enlightened group members see those goals as reflecting their 

interests.  The logic of comparative analysis requires that we assess the effect of enlightenment on the 

preferences of group members in exactly the way we might assess the effect of A's actions on B's 

behavior in Dahl's conception of power: by comparing the preferences of group members with 

differing degrees of enlightenment, holding (actually or statistically) constant other factors that we 
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expect to influence their preferences. 

As with Dahl's analysis of power, or any other causal analysis, a mismatch between the 

interests thus attributed to a given individual and the individual's own subjective preferences may 

reflect either a fact about the world or a misspecification of the comparison from which the attribution 

is derived.  The later possibility is always present, but need not be paralyzing. 

 

1.2.2:  Interests and "Social Locations"  

The notion that political interests are shaped by economic and social circumstances is central to 

political theories as different in other respects as those of Madison and Marx.  My aim in this section is 

to build upon that idea, not in order to produce a specific theory of the connection between 

circumstances and interests, but in order to produce an abstract framework in which a variety of such 

theories can be expressed and, in principle, tested. 

In order to represent abstractly a variety of possible connections between circumstances and 

interests, we need concrete representations of these basic building blocks.  Here I will represent each 

individual's interest regarding some specific matter of public policy by a scalar variable ηi, and the 

individual's "social location" by a row vector xi.6  It will be helpful to think of individual i's policy 

interest, ηi, as a position on a numerical scale (for example, an optimal tax rate or defense budget); but 

only minor reformulation would be necessary to accommodate policies for which the set of feasible 

alternatives is dichotomous, categorical, or vector-valued.  The vector xi may be thought of as a 

collection of variables representing all of the observable social characteristics of individual i that are 

(potentially) relevant to her policy interest ηi. 

Given these basic building blocks, a convenient and fairly flexible mathematical framework in 

which to represent alternative theories about the connection between social circumstances and political 

 
     6  The term "social location" was used in much this way by Franklin (1985), who used panel data to 
demonstrate the political impact of social location more convincingly than in previous analyses. 
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interests is the linear regression model7

 
[1]   ηi = xi ω + δi , 
 

where ηi is individual i's policy interest, xi is a 1HK vector describing individual i's social 

characteristics, ω is a KH1 vector of constant, unknown parameters relating actors' interests to their 

social characteristics, and δi is a random term reflecting the idiosyncratic component of individual i's 

policy interest, also unobserved but uncorrelated by assumption with the observed social 

characteristics represented in the vector xi. 

The formulation in equation [1] is sufficiently general to accommodate a variety of interesting 

special cases.  One is the case in which the idiosyncratic component δi of any given individual's 

interest is negligible in magnitude; in that case interests are "objective" in the sense of being entirely 

determined by objective (economic and social) circumstances.  Another is the case in which a single 

characteristic (the most familiar example is "class") is supposed to wash out the effects of all other 

characteristics; in that case every element of the parameter vector ω except the one(s) corresponding to 

the dominant characteristic would be equal to zero.8  

The formulation in equation [1] is also consistent with a more pluralistic view of political 

interests in which "a person may be affected in a number of different ways by a certain policy as he is 

impinged upon by it in different roles or capacities" (Barry 1965: 196).  Given such a view, it may be 

useful to "distinguish between a man's interests as a φ (that is, in some particular capacity) and his net 

interest in a policy (that is, how he is affected overall, striking a balance between the pluses and 

minuses incurred in his various capacities)" (Barry 1965: 196).  In the notation of equation [1], Barry's 

 
     7  Readers conversant with the linear regression model will recognize that the formulation proposed here can 
be generalized to allow for non-linear, interactive, context-dependent, or indirect relationships between social 
characteristics and interests, as well as for a variety of other potential complications.  For my purposes here, 
however, the simple version of the model set out in equation [1] will be sufficient. 

     8  In Section 2.2 below I address more fully the representation of "class structure" and "class consciousness" 
within the framework proposed here. 
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"interest as a φ" corresponds to a single term xiφ ωφ in the matrix product xi ω, while his "net interest"  

 corresponds to the overall policy interest ηi. 

 

1.2.3:  Connecting Preferences and Interests 

Equation [1] establishes a theoretical connection between social locations on one hand and 

political interests on the other.  But, taken alone, it provides no leverage on the practical problem of 

how to impute a specific policy interest to any specific individual.  To make such an imputation, we 

would need to know not only the individual's social location (as represented by the vector of social 

characteristics xi), but also the relationship between social locations and policy interests (the 

unobserved parameter vector ω) and individual i's idiosyncratic interest (the unobserved stochastic 

term δi). 

One way out of this impasse is to return to the notion of political interests as "enlightened 

preferences" adopted at the outset of my analysis.  Whatever else it does, this notion suggests that 

preferences and interests should be similar under conditions of "enlightenment."  A simple 

mathematical model of preferences that displays this characteristic is the "weighted average" model  

 

[2]  θi = λi (xi ω + δi) + (1!λi) (xi α + εi) , 
 

where θi is individual i's expressed policy preference; λi is individual i's level of political 

"enlightenment" (with 0 # λi # 1); xi, ω, and δi are as defined in equation [1]; α is a vector of constant 

parameters reflecting the effect of social characteristics on individuals' unenlightened preferences; and 

εi is a stochastic term reflecting the idiosyncratic component of individual i's unenlightened 

preferences, uncorrelated by assumption with her social characteristics and level of enlightenment. 

Equation [2] depicts each actor's expressed policy preference as a weighted average of 

enlightened and unenlightened preferences, with the relative weights depending on the actor's level of 

enlightenment.  This formulation suits the conception adopted here of interests as "enlightened 
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preferences," in the sense that, as individual i's level of "enlightenment" approaches its maximum level 

(λi 6 1), her expressed preference approaches her true interest (θi 6 xi ω + δi = ηi).  At the same time, 

the posited relationship between expressed preferences and true interests provides crucial potential 

leverage for any empirical effort to learn something about the latter by studying the former. 

 

 1.3:  Standards of "Enlightenment"  

Two important assumptions about political enlightenment are implicit in this framework.  The 

first is an empirical assumption about the distribution of enlightenment in functioning societies.  

Unlike Marx or Mannheim, who attributed enlightenment to an essentially homogeneous privileged 

class (the proletariat or the intelligentsia), I assume that enlightenment varies sufficiently among 

individuals within any social group or class for analysts to be able to discern the effect of variations in 

enlightenment on the policy views of group members.  The second assumption is a theoretical one: that 

the most enlightened members of any group are likely to be the best available judges of that group's 

political interests. 

Of course, for these assumptions to be meaningful, and for the framework in which they are 

embedded to be of any real use, it will be necessary to specify more clearly some criterion for 

"enlightenment."  From a formal standpoint any criterion will do, and different analysts will naturally 

have different views about what might constitute an appropriate standard.  These different standards 

will, of course, lead to different conclusions about political interests.  The aim of my analysis is not to 

resolve basic philosophical disputes about what it means to be enlightened, but to establish a 

framework for exploring more systematically than is customary the political implications of such basic 

philosophical convictions.9  For the sake of concreteness I outline here some considerations which 

have figured prominently in the literature on political interests, and which would, I suspect, have some 

place in most analysts' thinking. 

 
     9  Establishing the connection between a philosophy of enlightenment and its implications for judgments 
about political interests might tend to bring political judgments into conformity with philosophical convictions -
- or vice versa. 
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1.3.1:  Information, Cognition, and Culture 

For the earliest analysts of political interests, in the sixteenth century, the concept of an interest 

involved, as Hirschman (1977: 32-33) put it, 

 
an element of reflection and calculation . . .. [T]hey aimed at identifying a 
"sophisticated, rational will, untroubled by passions and momentary impulses," that 
would give clear and sound guidance to the prince. 

 

The "element of reflection and calculation" has carried over into modern conceptions of political 

interests as enlightened preferences, and analysts who have adopted this conception have sometimes 

attempted to specify procedural criteria capable in principle of distinguishing a "sophisticated, rational 

will" from an unsophisticated, irrational one. 

Many of these procedural criteria for enlightenment fall into three general categories: 

informational, cognitive, and cultural.10  Informational criteria recognize that reflection and 

calculation are unlikely to produce correct conclusions unless they are informed by relevant facts.  

Cognitive criteria recognize that reflection and calculation require intellectual skills which 

unsophisticated or irrational people may lack.  Cultural criteria recognize that reflection and 

calculation may be distorted in societies characterized by cultural hegemony, indoctrination, and 

manipulation. 

The assumption that information and cognitive skills are jointly necessary for people to make 

 
     10  The notion of "enlightenment" is also sometimes supposed to involve a developmental dimension, 
allowing us to discount the preferences of people who are considered on ascriptive grounds to be too immature 
to engage in rational political judgment, even though they may seem to possess the relevant information and 
cognitive skills.  Thompson (1963: 823) cites in this regard Macaulay's claim that "The higher and middling 
orders are the natural representatives of the human race.  Their interests may be opposed, in some things, to that 
of their poorer contemporaries, but it is identical with that of the innumerable generations which are to follow."  
Arguments of this sort have been irretrievably tarnished by their historical application to slaves, women, and 
other groups now viewed as exploited rather than underdeveloped; they are currently reserved almost 
exclusively for application to children, as in Benn's (1960: 130) argument that "When we act in the interests of a 
child, we may not be much concerned with what he wants but rather with educating him to be a person of a 
certain sort." 
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correct judgments about their own interests seems to be widely shared by analysts across the political 

spectrum.  Thus, a radical observer of contemporary society (Mueller 1973: 23) may write that 

 
the recognition of certain needs and their relative importance requires cognitive skills 
and political awareness.  Both tend to be limited for large segments of the population.  
If this lack of skill and awareness is not offset . . . individuals and groups cannot 
recognize what is in their interest and that of the population at large. 

 

At the same time, a self-styled liberal (Pitkin 1967: 162) may argue that 

 
If we are told, "This would be best for X, but he doesn't want it," we assume that there 
must be an explanation.  Perhaps he does not know all the facts; perhaps he is not quite 
right in the head. 

 

Cultural criteria are perhaps more controversial, in part for philosophical reasons (may not 

"cultural hegemony" reflect enlightened agreement about the nature of the good life?) and in part for 

practical reasons (how are we to distinguish "indoctrination and manipulation" from "education and 

persuasion"?).  These complications are addressed somewhat more fully in Section 3 below. 

 

1.3.2:  Natural and Artificial Variation 

Given some agreement about what it means to be "enlightened," the framework proposed in 

Section 1.2 exploits observable variation in enlightenment to assess how the expressed policy 

preferences of relatively unenlightened people differ systematically from the preferences of more 

enlightened people in similar social locations -- and thus, by extension, how they differ from the 

relatively unenlightened people's own policy interests.  Obviously, whether it is really possible to 

make headway along these lines depends in large part upon whether it is really possible to "observe" 

interpersonal variation in enlightenment in any relevant sense. 

To the limited extent that "enlightenment" consists of "information," there is, at least, a good 

deal of observable variation to work with.  Indeed, the most distinguished modern scholar of public 
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opinion (Converse 1990: 373) has written, "The two simplest truths I know about the distribution of 

political information in modern electorates are that the mean is low and the variance high."  To that, 

his successor (Kinder 1996: 23) added, "Real high: some Americans know hardly anything; many 

know a little; and a few, the activists and the elites who live and breathe politics, seem to know 

practically everything."   Moreover, scholars of public opinion (most notably, Zaller 1992) have 

recently devoted a good deal of effort to measuring this variation and tracing its political 

consequences. 

When we move beyond information to consider differences in cognitive skills, political 

interest, or other potential ingredients of "enlightenment," we quickly arrive on shakier ground.  With a 

few notable exceptions (most notably, Luskin 1987), political scientists have made relatively little 

effort to sort out the important conceptual distinctions among these various dimensions of political 

sophistication, or to refine our ability to measure them reliably.  Nevertheless, the fact that here, too, 

there is a good deal of natural variation to be observed in random samples of ordinary citizens suggests 

that when survey researchers develop the will to measure that variation they will probably find the 

way. 

Cultural elements of "enlightenment" will be much harder to gauge with typical opinion 

surveys -- most obviously, because all of the respondents in a given survey are often participants in the 

same political culture.  Whether serious cross-cultural analysis would make it possible to overcome 

this problem -- leaving aside all of the conceptual problems bound up in the question of what it is 

about any given political culture that might make its citizens deserve to be considered more or less 

"enlightened" -- simply remains to be seen. 

So far my discussion has been predicated upon the assumption that the data for an analysis of 

political interests would come from large-scale opinion surveys.  But surveys are not the only -- 

perhaps not even the most obvious -- source of relevant data.  Among the potentially attractive 

alternative approaches is Dahl's (1989: 340) notion of a "minipopulus," and Fishkin's (1991) more 

elaborate and more concrete proposal for "deliberative opinion polls."  Precisely as in the framework I 
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propose here for analyzing political interests, the aim of the "deliberative opinion poll" is, in Fishkin's 

words (1991, 1), to find out "what the public would think, if it had a more adequate chance to think 

about the questions at issue."  However, the idea of the "deliberative opinion poll" is to provide 

information experimentally to a relatively small body of ordinary citizens, allowing them to better 

approximate some relevant ideal of "enlightenment," rather than exploiting natural variation in 

enlightenment within a population. 

A series of "deliberative opinion polls" in Britain and the U.S. have actually brought random 

samples of the general public together for a few days to learn and deliberate about policy issues under 

the guidance of various (usually non-partisan) "experts."  The results are only beginning to be 

subjected to scholarly analysis, and much more experience and analysis will be necessary to assess 

how well the citizens in a "deliberative opinion poll" really come to approximate the relevant ideal of 

"enlightenment."  Nevertheless, the approach is clearly quite promising, and provides an attractive 

complement to the framework proposed here. 

 

 2:  Political Interests in Political Theory  

The model of political interests put forward here is intended both as an empirical tool and as a 

conceptual tool.  Its usefulness as an empirical tool will depend in large part upon the feasibility of 

generating relevant data in interesting research settings.  But even when such data prove elusive, the 

model may still be useful as a conceptual tool for organizing and facilitating thought about interesting 

political issues.  And in any event, the ability of a new model to faithfully express old issues may 

provide a useful test of the model's flexibility and promise, even before there is much to show in the 

way of genuine theoretical progress.  In is in that spirit that I address in this section, with outrageous 

brevity, some of the major theoretical issues in which the notion of "political interests" has 

traditionally been bound up. 

 

 2.1:  False Consciousness 
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The analytic framework outlined in Section 1 has the advantage of providing a concrete, 

quantitative operationalization of the thorny concept of "false consciousness."  The closest previous 

approach to such an operationalization appeared in a footnote written by C. Wright Mills (1946: 521): 

"'False consciousness,' the lack of awareness and identification with one's objective interests, may be 

statistically defined as the deviant cases, that is, those which run counter to the main correlations in a 

table: for example, the rich who vote Socialist, the poor who vote Republican."  Here I follow Mills in 

defining false consciousness as "the lack of awareness and identification with one's objective interest" 

-- that is, as the difference between actual preferences and objective interests otherwise defined.11  But 

Mills' identification of interests with "the main correlations in a table" is vulnerable to the obvious and 

devastating objection raised by Polsby (1980: 227): "Suppose the minority makes a better calculation 

of class interest?"  By adopting as a baseline for evaluation the calculations of the most enlightened 

people in a given social location, rather than the calculations of a mere majority of the people in that 

social location, my own approach is in principle immune to Polsby's objection. 

With political interests imputed as in Section 1 above and false consciousness defined as the 

difference between actual preferences and imputed interests, the elements of false consciousness are 

evident by application of equations [1] and [2].  Mathematically, 

 
[3] θi ! ηi = λi (xi ω + δi) + (1!λi) (xi α + εi) ! (xi ω + δi) 
 
        = (1!λi) (xi [α ! ω] + [εi ! δi]) . 
 

The definition in equation [3] highlights the possibility of distinguishing between two types of 

false consciousness.  The first type, reflected in the product (1!λi) (εi ! δi), is idiosyncratic individual 

error.  The magnitude of this error varies inversely with individual i's level of enlightenment λi, but the 

 
     11  The term "false consciousness" has, of course, been used by a variety of analysts in a variety of ways.  
My emphasis on the difference between subjective preferences and objective interests certainly captures only 
one important aspect of the concept.  A different aspect is highlighted in Elster's (1985: 347) definition of 
"(positive) class consciousness" as "the ability to overcome the free-rider problem in realizing class interests." 
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average value within any distinguishable group (or within the population as a whole) is zero under the 

assumptions set out in connection with equations [1] and [2].  Because idiosyncratic error is, in this 

aggregate sense, self-balancing, it is sometimes considered relatively benign from a political point of 

view. 

The second type of false consciousness discernable in equation [3] is neither idiosyncratic nor 

self-balancing in the aggregate, but related to social locations in a way that produces systematic 

divergences between the expressed preferences and enlightened interests of entire social groups.  This 

systematic false consciousness depends upon the product of two analytically distinct components.  The 

first, (1!λi), reflects individual deficits in political enlightenment; the second, (xi [α ! ω]), reflects 

what might be termed the "potential false consciousness" associated with a given individual's social 

location.  The direction and extent of this potential false consciousness presumably depend in turn on 

structural political factors, including the availability and control of channels of communication, the 

nature and degree of social organization, and the strategic choices of political elites. 

It follows from equation [3] that there are two distinct strategies for reducing (or increasing!) 

existing levels of false consciousness.  One is to alter prevailing levels of political enlightenment; the 

other is to alter features of the prevailing social and political system that produce divergences between 

underlying interests and expressed preferences among imperfectly enlightened people in given social 

locations.  Either of these approaches could conceivably succeed in isolation as strategies for 

eliminating false consciousness (since driving either (1!λi) or (xi [α ! ω] + [εi ! δi]) to zero will drive 

their product to zero); but away from this limit the impact of changes in either component of false 

consciousness depends on the level of the other component.  Thus, we should expect to find that 

observed political strategies (whether of mobilization or obfuscation) -- and the effects of the political 

activity predicated on those strategies -- vary in a predictable way with existing political 

circumstances. 

 

 2.2:  Class Structure and Class Consciousness 
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"The history of all hitherto existing society," Marx and Engels wrote in The Communist 

Manifesto, "is the history of class struggle."  Ever since, theorists have wrestled with the possibilities 

and limitations of class as an explanatory construct in social and political analysis.  Challenges to the 

Marxist conception of class fall into two distinguishable -- though not entirely distinct -- categories.  

Those in the first category emphasize the incompleteness of class as a basis for understanding the 

political and social world, while those in the second category emphasize the seeming mismatch 

between the specific class structure posited by Marx and the actual class structure of modern industrial 

societies. 

Challenges of both these sorts often founder on the fact that an orthodox Marxist confronted 

with the apparent importance of race, nationality, religion, or "new" forms of class in determining 

political behavior may "try to explain the persistence of cultural divisions by the absence of some of 

the conditions for class consciousness" (Elster 1985: 393).  Such an explanation seems to me to 

involve a specific argument about divergences between the expressed preferences and underlying 

interests of those who are supposed to lack class consciousness. 

If "class consciousness" and "underlying interests" are themselves inherently unobservable (or 

only observable in a way that make the argument tautologous), then there is little more to be said either 

for or against the Marxist view.  Only if observable divergences between preferences and interests can 

be systematically related to observable class structures is real theoretical progress possible.  As 

Przeworski (1985: 65-66) put it, criticizing the scholasticism of much Marxist writing on the question 

of class structure, "On paper one can put people in any boxes one wishes, but in political practice one 

encounters real people, with their interests and a consciousness of these interests."  The model set out 

here makes it possible in principle to find out to what extent the interests of real people are, in fact, 

class interests, and to what extent their consciousness is, in fact, class consciousness. 

Within the framework proposed in Section 1, the absence of class consciousness hypothesized 

in the Marxist argument would be marked by the appearance (perhaps across a range of political 

issues) of a specific pattern of parameter values associated with the variables measuring class location. 
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 Those variables would have smaller effects on unenlightened preferences than on enlightened 

interests, so that class location would only emerge as an important determinant of expressed 

preferences (or of actual political behavior) among relatively enlightened ("class conscious") class 

members.  Construed in this way, the absence of class consciousness is a special case of the 

phenomenon of false consciousness described in Section 2.1 -- special because the divergence between 

expressed preferences and underlying interests is associated with class rather than with some other 

social characteristic, and because the effect of class on unenlightened preferences is not only different 

from, but (more specifically) smaller in magnitude than, the corresponding effect on enlightened 

interests.12

The question of class consciousness in this relatively narrow sense can be thought of as one 

element in a broader Marxist theory of class structure.  What is distinctive and powerful about that 

broader theory is the claim that political interests, rightly understood, are class interests.  In effect, 

enlightened class consciousness becomes in the broader theory not only necessary but sufficient to 

produce a direct correspondence between preferences and interests.  Put another way, the claim is that 

Marx's notion of class structure is sufficient to account for real political interests, though perhaps 

insufficient to account for some observable political behavior due to the persistence of false 

consciousness of the sort met in Section 2.1.  Thus, in a properly specified version of the model 

outlined here, a relatively simple categorization based on Marx's own understanding of class structure 

should be sufficient to characterize each individual's political interests.13  Extraneous social 

characteristics would have associated ω parameters equal to zero, and the idiosyncratic terms δi would 

be negligible in magnitude. 

Challenges to the classical Marxist view can be characterized in terms of the alterations they 

 
     12  If the effect of class location on unenlightened preferences was actually greater than the corresponding 
effect on enlightened interests, it would make little sense to speak of an "absence of class consciousness"; class 
consciousness would be present but "false" in the sense set out in Section 4.1. 

     13  Of course, there would still be some room for disagreement about the proper interpretation of Marx's own 
precepts regarding class structure.  Some sense of the ambiguities is provided by Elster (1985: Section 6.1). 
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suggest in this simple specification.  If real political interests are based on an array of social 

characteristics crosscutting those related to class, then measures of "social location" reflecting these 

characteristics will have associated ω parameters significantly different from zero.  If newer or more 

refined notions of class structure are appropriate, then adding them to the analysis will improve our 

ability to account for underlying interests.14

Thus, an empirical analysis based on the framework proposed here could undercut the broad 

version of the classical Marxist theory by demonstrating that specific, identifiable factors other than 

those relating to class structure in the orthodox sense produce systematic differences not only in 

observed preferences, but also in underlying interests.15  By the same token, such an analysis could 

provide evidence in support of the Marxist position by demonstrating that "the persistence of cultural 

divisions" at the level of observed preferences disguises a pattern of underlying political interests in 

which an orthodox notion of class plays the central role. 

 

 2.3:  Representation 

Theories of political representation entail theories of political interests -- in their claims about 

what should be represented, in their claims about who should be represented, and in their claims about 

who should be represented by whom. 

The classic issue posed by Pitkin (1967: Chapter 7) as "The Mandate-Independence 

 
     14  More radically, if political interests are not usefully thought of as socially determined in any sense, then 
no matrix of social locations -- narrow or broad, unrefined or refined -- will successfully account for underlying 
interests.  All of the relevant ω parameters will be approximately zero, and the variation in interests inferred 
from a model like the one in equation [1] will be overwhelmingly attributable to the idiosyncratic components δi. 
 But here, more directly than elsewhere, casual tests may be misleading due to the fact that policy preferences 
will usually be measured with substantial error. 

     15  A modified version of the Marxist position might hold up even against this sort of evidence.  I have in 
mind the position outlined by Elster (1985: 393-394), which recognizes "the pervasive presence throughout 
history of social conflicts that cannot be reduced to class struggle," but discounts the significance of these 
conflicts in the long run: "They may be crucially important for the individuals living during these periods, yet in 
the end irrelevant for the development of the productive forces and the ultimate advent of the classless society." 
 Elster claimed that even this more modest version of the Marxist position lacks "argument or evidence," and 
concluded that "the centrality of class in social conflict cannot be upheld." 
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Controversy" is essentially a confrontation between the view that representatives should represent 

constituents' expressed preferences and the (potentially) contrary view that representatives should 

represent constituents' "genuine" or "enlightened" interests.  Formulas attempting to mitigate the 

potential for conflict between these alternative views "rest on a fundamental assumption about human 

beings and human action . . . that normally a man's wishes and what is good for him will coincide.  

Thus if a representative in fact succeeds in doing what is good for his constituents, normally he should 

not then find himself in conflict with their wishes" (Pitkin 1967: 156).  But if that assumption is ever to 

be put to the test, it must be on the basis of some theory of political interests capable in principle of 

distinguishing between what constituents want and what is good for them -- between their preferences 

and their interests. 

If preferences and interests do sometimes diverge, and if we decide that interests rather than 

preferences are what representatives should represent, then empirical assertions (or assumptions) about 

patterns of interests and enlightenment have significant implications for the appropriate structuring of 

representative institutions.  Rogowski (1981: 401-402) provided three illuminating examples. 

First, "equality of information, of expertise, and of regard for the public interest among all the 

members would imply that the society would be best 'represented' by itself or by strictly instructed 

delegates or a random sample . . ..  Thus 'representatives,' in the usual sense, would be opposed."  In 

this view, which Rogowski (1981: 401) referred to as "antirepresentation," λi is constant across 

individuals, so that the relative weight of enlightened and unenlightened considerations is also 

constant, vitiating the advantage that might otherwise be inherent in any system of representation as 

trusteeship.16

Second, if "the ideal individual preferences [enlightened interests] of all members of a society 

 
     16  In the framework presented here, strictly speaking, Rogowski's premise leads to his conclusion only if we 
add the auxiliary assumption that individuals do not differ with respect to what I have called "potential false 
consciousness."  Otherwise we could imagine a representative who was no more enlightened than anyone else, 
but whose social circumstances somehow rendered her relatively immune to false consciousness, so that her 
preferences reflected like-minded constituents' genuine interests more accurately than they could themselves.  
This might be one reasonable interpretation of Mannheim's faith in the "intelligentsia." 
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on any given issue will be identical," so that anyone "who was sufficiently well informed and educated 

. . . would reach the same decision on every public question," then "whatever person or group is ablest, 

best informed, and most selfless will necessarily be the best representative, entirely without regard to 

heir having been chosen by, or their being accountable to, the larger society."  In this view, which 

Rogowski (1981: 401) called "monolithic representation," ηi in equation [1] is constant across 

individuals, so that any given individual's genuine interests will be represented best by whichever 

individual is most enlightened.17

Third, in "a society composed of mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive groups such that, on 

every issue, the ideal preferences [enlightened interests] of any two members of the same group will be 

identical . . . Bristol could indeed choose for Birmingham, and for every other 'centre of the trading 

interest'," so long as each group received the correct number of representatives and the chosen 

representatives were "the ablest, most perceptive, and most disinterested member(s) of the group."  In 

this view, which Rogowski (1981: 402) referred to as "virtual representation," the identity of political 

interests ηi among members of each group would facilitate some system of "interest representation" 

along the lines implied by Burke and elaborated by G. D. H. Cole.18

Empirical assertions (or assumptions) about patterns of interests and enlightenment play a 

significant role not only in broad theories of representation of the sort outlined by Rogowski, but also 

in more concrete debates about representation of specific political groups.  Thus, Sapiro (1981: 703) 

 
     17  As in the case of "antirepresentation," a rigorous demonstration of this proposition within the framework 
I have presented would require an appropriate auxiliary assumption about patterns of "potential false 
consciousness."  In particular, "monolithic representation" would be maximized not by choosing the individual 
with the smallest value of (1!λi), but the individual with the smallest value of (1!λi) (xi [α ! ω] + [εi ! δi]). 

     18  Cole's version of interest representation, as summarized by Pennock (1979: 353), was based on a slightly 
more modest premise than that formalized by Rogowski: "While no one else has the same constellation of 
interests I have, I share an interest in, say, the teaching profession, and in higher education, with many others.  
These interests, while not identical, are sufficiently alike to admit of representation by a single representative or 
group of representatives."  Cole's notion of interest representation, like Burke's notion of virtual representation, 
begs the practical question of whether a legislature made up of people representing distinct, identifiable interest 
groups would function effectively.  Pennock (1979: 354) himself argued that in such a system, "Interests -- or at 
least desires -- would be aggregated, and solidified, in such a way that their reconciliation would be difficult, if 
not impossible." 
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began an analysis of "the problem of political representation of women" by asking "whether women as 

a group have unique politically relevant characteristics, whether they have special interests to which a 

representative could or should respond."  Citing data on economic activity, the division of labor within 

the family, and other indicators, Sapiro concluded that "women do have a distinct position and a shared 

set of problems that characterize a special interest (1981: 703).  But she added that women "differ 

widely in their ideologies, or their understanding of the nature and sources of women's problems, as 

well as their solutions (1981: 710). 

The framework proposed here provides a new way of analyzing the distinctive political 

interests of women.  It does not require a priori decisions about whether women are a politically 

relevant group, about the range of policy issues distinctively relevant to women, or about the "correct" 

solutions to women's distinctive problems.  Nor does it require "that women are conscious of these 

differences, that they define themselves as having special interests requiring representation, or that 

men and women as groups now disagree on policy issues on which women might have a special 

interest" (Sapiro 1981: 704).  For all of these reasons it may facilitate further exploration of the various 

empirical assertions underpinning analyses of women's interests, and, by extension, of women's 

representation. 

If we decide that women do have "special interests to which a representative . . . should 

respond," does it follow that that representative should be a woman?  Concerns about the number of 

women in public office seem to stem in large part from "the assumption that women in power would be 

more responsive to women's interests then men would be" (Sapiro 1981: 710).  But this assumption 

will only hold if women in public office have expressed preferences which reflect more accurately 

than those of their male counterparts the underlying interests of women, and if they are more likely 

than their male counterparts to act on those interests.  Each of these empirical assertions seems 

plausible, but neither is self-evident in a worlds where political recruitment and office-holding are 

shaped by social and political constraints that may significantly bias the representation of political 



 
 26

                    

interests.19

 

 2.4:  A Public Interest?  

One well-established body of thought about "the public interest" holds that, in fact, there is no 

such thing.  There are individual interests, and for certain purposes some suitably defined summary of 

these individual interests may be politically relevant.  For example, given a collection of individual 

interests represented by points along a well-defined policy dimension, we might say that the median of 

these individual positions is the "collectively preferred" policy.  But to treat that median position as a 

genuine collective attribute would be to commit a serious conceptual error.20

A competing body of thought holds that "the public interest" is a coherent collective attribute 

emerging from the communal values and shared circumstances of a functioning society.  This sort of 

public interest is typically identified, as by Pennock (1979: 189-190), "not with any summation of 

private interests nor even with personal interests that include the interests of others because of one's 

sympathy or identification with those others, but rather with objects of interest that each person shares 

with all other members of the state."  Political theories based on this communal notion of the public 

interest often make the concept an important bridge between the empirical and normative spheres of 

discourse, arguing that it enables us "to deny the contrast of description and evaluation by taking the 

 
     19  For example, Sapiro's (1981: 711) review of the empirical literature on women in politics suggested to her 
that "few women seek political offices with the intention of representing women's interests," that "a woman's 
desire to represent women, if voiced, would be a drawback in campaign politics," and that there is "little 
evidence of differences" between male and female representatives on "general policy questions." 

     20  The most familiar (and notorious) example of this sort of conceptual error involves the aggregation of 
individual preferences into a "collective preference"; the incoherence of the resulting collective preferences 
within the standard framework of classical liberal theory was demonstrated by Arrow (1951). 
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ends men share in their groups as indications of the good or right" (Unger 1975: 103). 

My own theoretical preference is for a notion of "the public interest" in which the existence of 

such an interest is neither affirmed nor denied a priori, but left to depend upon the nature of the 

specific issue at stake and upon the characteristics and functioning of the polity which is supposed to 

have or not have that interest.  An agnostic position of exactly this sort emerges from the methodology 

I have developed for imputing individual political interests.  The relevant question, it seems to me, is 

whether specified interests are in fact widely shared by the various members of a political community. 

 Once we strip away the accretion of individual and collective errors which I have referred to as "false 

consciousness," do the underlying interests of different individuals and social groups tend empirically 

to converge on some single policy position?  If they do, it seems sensible to think and talk about that 

policy as representing "the public interest."  If they do not, talk about "the public interest" can only 

refer to an arithmetic invention or to a utopian vision. 

The sort of "public interest" I have in mind, if it exists, is more than "a coincidence of 

individual preferences, . . . a precarious alliance of ends that simply reveals the subjective preferences 

of the allies" (Unger 1975: 102).  It is coincidental and precarious in the sense of being empirically 

contingent; things might always turn out otherwise.  But because it marks a coincidence of interests 

rather than a coincidence of preferences, it inhabits the same gray area between subjectivity and 

objectivity inhabited by interests themselves.  As Pennock (1979: 413-414) wrote of a related notion, it 

 
is objective in the sense that different individuals will tend, other things being equal, to 
evaluate it in the same way.  It is objective, that is to say, in the sense of being, at least 
imperfectly, intersubjective.  Of course great disagreements will arise from differences 
in information, in calculation of consequences, in the assessment of needs and other 
interests, and from differing values and ideals. 

 

Such disagreements appear to be an immutable feature of political life.  But whether they reflect 

"mere" differences in enlightenment -- "in information, in calculation of consequences, in the 

assessment of needs and other interests" -- or more fundamental differences in underlying interests 
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arising "from differing values and ideals" is an open question that seems well worth pursuing. 

 

 2.5:  Collective Enlightenment? 

Most ordinary citizens are notoriously uninformed about politics.  As Schumpeter (1942) 

pointed out more than fifty years ago, that fact should not really be surprising, given the negligible 

responsiveness of political events to any single citizen's information-gathering efforts.  Nevertheless, 

survey researchers raised on the classical ideal of informed citizenship have seemed shocked by the 

political ignorance of the general public, and pressed to account for the survival of democracy in spite 

of that ignorance on the basis of inertia (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954), elite influence 

(McClosky 1964), or the fragmented sophistication of "issue publics" (Converse 1964). 

Historical observation of the sometimes ghastly behavior of mass publics has suggested that the 

effects of individual ignorance are, if anything, magnified by the process of aggregating individual 

preferences into collective preferences.  At the same time, formal analysis of liberal theory in the 

abstract by Arrow (1951) and many others has emphasized the logical pitfalls of preference 

aggregation even in the absence of individual ignorance.  These two very different streams of political 

research have produced curiously parallel indictments of the process of collective choice, as suggested 

by the titles Moral Man and Immoral Society (Niebuhr 1932) and Rational Man and Irrational 

Society? (Barry and Hardin 1982). 

On the other hand, an important thread in the recent literature on public opinion has applied the 

argument of Condorcet's (1785) jury theorem to suggest that mass publics -- or, more particularly, 

mass electorates -- may actually be a good deal less uninformed or irrational than their individual 

members.  Through sheer statistical aggregation, the argument goes, a great deal of individual error 

and misinformation may simply cancel out, leaving collective choices about where they would be if 

each individual's expressed preference matched her enlightened interest -- as long as that error and 

misinformation is unsystematic (or, as a statistician would say, "unbiased").21  Converse (1990), Page 

 
     21  The process of aggregation can even work efficiently if individual judgments are biased, if those biases 
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and Shapiro (1992), and others in what Luskin (1996) has aptly called the "extenuationist" school have 

invoked Condorcet's logic to argue that aggregate election outcomes may be markedly more informed 

or enlightened than the individual votes that go to make them up. 

One problem with this general line of argument is that it is often quite unclear what counts, or 

should count, as an "error."  Given its roots in liberal political theory, modern public opinion research 

has for the most part eschewed the notion -- still natural to Condorcet (and in the modern literatures on 

pooled judgments in medicine, business, and other fields untainted by democratic prejudices) -- of a 

"correct" vote or policy position.  Thus, scholars like Page and Shapiro have gauged the "rationality" 

or "irrationality" of public opinion on quite vague grounds, leaving a good deal of uncertainty 

regarding the conceptual bases of their empirical conclusions.  By contrast, the model proposed here 

provides a straightforward way to define individual deviations from "enlightened interests." 

 
tend to cancel out across the population (for example, if the richer half of the population tends to be "too 
conservative" and the poorer half tends to be "too liberal" or vice versa).  Obviously, however, aggregation does 
not produce the same happy consequences if individual biases do not cancel out across the population; in that 
case the cancelling out of random errors across individuals cannot affect the residual of systematic error 
common to individuals. 
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What is more, the model proposed here also provides a straightforward framework for 

exploring the collective implications of individual deviations from "enlightened interests."  Do 

individual "errors" really cancel out in mass electorates?  There is no particular reason to suppose that 

they do; and political scientists applying Condorcet's argument have assumed rather than demonstrated 

that they do.  By contrast, given some measure of information or "enlightenment," the model of 

preferences posited in equation [2] makes it possible actually to estimate divergences between 

expressed preferences and enlightened interests, and to examine the extent to which these divergences 

actually do cancel out in real political collectivities.22

 

 3:  Pitfalls and Limitations  

It would be fruitless to pretend that the foregoing pages resolve the many conceptual and 

theoretical problems bound up in the notion of political interests.  Rather than whistling past the 

graveyard, this concluding section is devoted to pointing out some of the more daunting tombstones.  

My hope is that the impressive magnitude of the remaining difficulties will encourage the impression 

that the analysis to this point must at least have cleared away some underbrush. 

 

 3.1:  Contingent Interests 

Hochschild (1981) began a study of "American beliefs about distributive justice" by 

documenting what she considered a remarkably low level of support in public opinion polls for 

policies of income redistribution.  "The surveys," she wrote (1981: 17), "confirm our political and 

historical knowledge that most people with incomes below the mean do not believe in policies that 

appear, at first blush, to be in their self-interest." 

 
     22  Elsewhere (Bartels 1996) I have estimated the extent of individual and collective deviations from "fully 
informed" voting behavior in the six most recent U.S. presidential elections using essentially the same 
theoretical framework proposed here. 
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Whether this discrepancy between presumed self-interest and apparent preference is an actual 

instance of systematic false consciousness is by no means clear.  It may be; or it may reflect a broad 

recognition of the importance of striking a "pragmatic . . . balance between competing claims" of 

equality and efficiency in a market economy (Hochschild 1981: 173-176).  Indeed, members of the 

working class may be especially sensitive to the role of income inequality in bolstering work 

incentives and promoting aggregate economic growth in capitalist economies. 

What is required here, as always, is some care in the interpretation of evidence.  A survey 

question about income maintenance policy is not, on its face, an invitation to reinvent human beings or 

the economic system in which they function.  If we ask people about specific issues of public policy, 

we must presume that they will express their opinions about those specific issues in the context of an 

existing pattern of broader political and social circumstances.  To conclude from their responses that 

some particular policy is in their interest given these existing circumstances cannot be taken to imply 

that it would be in their interest under every conceivable set of circumstances. 

More careful, probing efforts might generate data in which people did treat as problematic 

those broader political and social circumstances that we typically take for granted in actual policy 

debates.  The preferences (and, indirectly, the interests) thus elicited would be correspondingly less 

contingent upon existing contexts and shared assumptions.  How far it might be possible to go in this 

direction is unclear; but it does seem clear that any loosening of the constraint of existing 

circumstances is likely to produce imputed interests that are more speculative -- in both the positive 

and negative senses of that word.  I am tempted to conclude with Connolly (1972: 475) that, especially 

"with regard to the broadest and most fundamental questions about interests, the conclusions we reach 

will rest on an assessment of indirect evidence and will have a more or less precarious status." 

 

 3.2:  "Enlightenment," Hegemony, and Indoctrination 

The methodology proposed in Section 1 for imputing political interests is predicated on the 

very slippery concept of "enlightenment."  The practical difficulties involved in establishing who is 
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"enlightened" and who is not are obviously more than sufficient to ensure that imputing genuine 

interests to real political actors will never be "as easy as reading a gas meter" (Polsby 1980: 222). 

The specific measures of "enlightenment" used in any empirical analysis will be open to a host 

of criticisms -- criticisms to which the only available response is that they may provide reasonable 

starting points given the limitations of existing data.  My concern in this section is less with the 

inadequacies of specific operationalizations of the notion of "enlightenment" than with the potential for 

further progress implied in the phrase "reasonable starting points."  Are we ever likely to get beyond 

these starting points?  What are the inherent limitations of the approach?  And in view of those 

limitations, is the game worth the candle? 

Some limitations are inherent in the comparative basis of the methodology proposed here.  

Systematic comparison requires a large number of cases, and the depth of any data-gathering effort is, 

in practice, limited by its breadth.23  But even within the limits imposed by mass opinion surveys, it 

would be possible to elicit a considerable amount of evidence bearing on respondents' "information" 

and "cognitive skills."  This is especially true if we attempt to tap information and cognitive skills 

relevant to a specific policy issue.  Whether people know relevant facts, whether they are familiar with 

the arguments on various sides of an issue, whether they show some facility in weighing competing 

considerations and forming consistent judgments -- these are things that surveys could reasonably hope 

to measure. 

The situation is more problematic in the case of "cultural" conditions of enlightenment.  

Contemporary political theorists as diverse as Rawls (1971) and Habermas (1979) have gone to great 

lengths to imagine ideal societies purged of the effects of hegemony and manipulation.  But most have 

been remarkably vague about whether such societies could actually exist, or about how we would 

 
     23  This tradeoff was nicely captured by Dahl (1956: 66): "What kinds of activity shall we take as indices of 
preference?  At one extreme we could rely on some overt act of choosing, such as casting a ballot or making a 
statement.  At the other extreme, through deep and careful probing we could search for psychological evidence.  
If the first is often naive, the second is impossible on a sufficient scale.  In practice most of us adopt a middle 
course . . .." 
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know one if we saw it. 

It should not be surprising that the same problems arise in more systematic empirical research.  

Consider Jackson's (1983: 346) effort to assess the underlying demand for environmental spending 

using survey data.  Should greater support for environmental spending among the highly educated be 

taken as indicative of a broader public interest?  On one hand, 

 
People with more education may be better able to comprehend the complicated linkages 
between environmental quality and the aesthetic, health, and other intangible benefits, 
and be able to make more accurate predictions about the state of the world after 
effective environmental clean-up. 

 

But on the other hand, "More highly educated people also may have been better socialized to give the 

'right' answer to an environmental question in 1969." 

Problems of this sort can be mitigated, to some degree, by sensitivity at the measurement stage. 

 If schools are (potentially) indoctrinating institutions, it seems prudent to try to measure 

enlightenment by some criterion other than formal education.  If major channels of political 

communication are (arguably) under authoritarian control, it may be necessary to probe for exposure to 

alternative sources of information.  And so on. 

For many purposes, the usefulness of survey data will be limited by the fact that all the survey 

respondents are, essentially, enmeshed in the same political culture.  In those cases it may be necessary 

to think in broader comparative terms, attempting to establish some criteria for assessing relative levels 

of hegemony and manipulation across a range of existing societies.  Cross-cultural analysis introduces 

additional complications, but may at least provide some variation in structural features of the political 

environment, and thus some analytic leverage for estimating the effects of those structural features. 

Comparative analysis may also provide considerable leverage when conducted across a range 

of policy issues.  The hypothesis of cultural hegemony may be consistent with the particular pattern of 

results produced by an empirical analysis in a single policy area; but additional analyses in other issue 

areas might produce patterns inconsistent with that hypothesis.  For example, a pattern of results in 
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which "enlightenment" tended to increase, rather than decrease, the distance between the positions of 

distinct social groups would be difficult to square with the argument that "enlightenment" was really 

serving as a measure of indoctrination into a hegemonic political culture.  No one such result would 

necessarily be decisive, but a series of empirical results requiring increasingly elaborate and ad hoc 

explanations would cast doubt on this, as on any, hypothesis. 

 

 3.3:  Facts and Values 

Modern analysts typically assert that "the notion of 'interests' is an irreducibly evaluative 

notion" (Lukes 1974: 34).  Indeed, as Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca (1969: 425) have pointed out, 

distinctions like the one between preferences on one hand and interests on the other are common 

rhetorical devices "used to assert that there is a rule, that the rule exists despite observations that 

appear to contradict it, and that what stands outside the rule either cannot be taken into consideration 

or, if taken into account, must be treated with reservation." 

Given this modern view, it is ironic that the first self-conscious analyses of political interests, 

by Machiavelli and his successors in the second half of the sixteenth century, were apparently thought 

of by their creators as being distinctive primarily for their empirical focus -- indeed, as representing "a 

declaration of independence from the moralizing precepts and rules that had been the mainstay of pre-

Machiavellian political philosophy" (Hirschman 1977: 33).  Much of the tortuousness of the 

subsequent literature on political interests reflects the inherent difficulty of developing and employing 

"an irreducibly evaluative notion" while steering clear of mere "moralizing precepts and rules." 

The notion of political interests developed here is, obviously, both a normative and an 

empirical one.  Its normative content is contained primarily in the specification of a criterion for 

"political enlightenment."  But given such a criterion, the methodology makes it possible to impute 

interests to people on the basis of empirical data.  The world of political interests is thus opened up for 

empirical analysis, but that empirical analysis can never be divorced from the specific concrete 

normative understanding upon which it is predicated.  To that extent I break with analysts of political 
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interests who "have tried to limit themselves to lines of argument permitted by a positivist disjuncture 

between explanatory inquiry and moral commitment" (Connolly 1972: 460). 

It may seem at first blush that such a strange hybrid must be fatally vulnerable to the criticism, 

expressed by Wolfinger (1971: 1078), that any empirical analysis of interests based on normative 

assumptions 

 
would be satisfactory only to those people who shared the ideological perspective from 
which the attribution of interests was made.  This conclusion . . . should give pause to 
those among us who prefer an empirical political science in which the acceptability of a 
scholar's findings is not determined by the political preferences of his readers. 

 

This criticism seems to me to be just, but not fatal.  It applies no more forcefully to findings based 

upon contested normative assumptions than to those based upon contested conceptual or empirical 

assumptions; and certainly not even the strictest positivist would argue that science can proceed 

without assumptions, or that disagreement about the appropriateness of any given set of assumptions 

makes scientific progress impossible.  In any case, there may be powerful normative assumptions that 

are shared by so wide a range of scholars (and readers) that Wolfinger's criticism is essentially moot. 

In Section 1.3 I defined "enlightenment" in abstract procedural terms which I hoped might be 

relatively uncontested.  Alas, some readers have criticized exactly this aspect of my analysis, arguing 

that an appropriate operationalization of the concept of "enlightenment" would rely less heavily than I 

have upon procedural criteria ("information" or "cognitive skills") and more heavily on substantive 

criteria ("correct world view").  The latter emphasis is by no means inconsistent with the framework I 

have set out.  Anyone willing to posit a specific substantive criterion of enlightenment could use the 

logic outlined in Section 1 to explore the implications of that criterion for specific judgments about 

political interests.24  That is part of the benefit I hope to have gained by formulating the logic at so 

 
     24  Of course, there is no point in defining a concrete "correct world view" so specifically that it directly 
entails a particular policy position.  In that case any analysis would be fruitlessly circular, since every 
individual's political interest is really being stipulated a priori. 
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general a level.  However, my own preference has been to begin with a notion of enlightenment that 

might seem relevant to analysts with a wider variety of political and philosophical predispositions. 

Other readers have expressed a more basic distaste for any analysis predicated upon the notion 

that people are systematically mistaken about their own political interests.  Personally, I find such 

mistakes no more distasteful -- and considerably less surprising -- than mistakes on a spelling or 

algebra exam.  Granted, a political issue is very different from a problem on an algebra exam.  But 

most of the differences should lead us to expect more efficient performance in the classroom than in 

the political arena.  Political judgments require instrumental and moral judgments of staggering 

complexity.  The learning process is complicated by the fact that political circumstances are subject to 

constant change.  And the sorts of incentive mechanisms that operate in the classroom are almost 

wholly lacking in most political contexts.25  For political theory to ignore these facts, treating people 

who cannot reliably balance their checkbooks like so many Aristotles, seems perverse. 

Of course, this line of argument itself raises a significant moral dilemma.  Does the empirical 

assertion that people make mistakes about what is in their interest imply as a political imperative that 

we should attempt to overturn their judgments or impose upon them policies which reflect their "true 

interests"?  Certainly the main stream of liberal democratic ideology has embraced the opposite view.  

As Pennock (1979: 187) put it, 

 
while recognizing that the individual is not always the best judge of his own interests, 
we tend to act as though he were, and to do so because we think it is the best policy.  
We believe we must put up with some loss of welfare from ignorance, stupidity, and 

 
     25  Economists sometimes argue that inefficient behavior in a market economy is extinguished by 
competitive forces of one kind or another.  This argument makes a good deal of sense when applied to firms, but 
none at all when applied to consumers.  Even if "inefficient" consumers could somehow be driven out of the 
market, where would they go?  Individual political actors are certainly more like consumers than like firms in 
this respect. 
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short-sightedness as the price for allowing the individual the opportunity to make his 
own choices, both as a weapon with which to protect himself against exploitation by 
those who are smarter and better informed and also as a symbol of his dignity and as an 
instrument for his development as a responsible person. 

 

Nevertheless, any serious empirical analysis of political interests seems at least to risk the 

possibility of undermining the rational pretensions of this tenet of liberal democratic faith.  It is 

revealing that Pennock himself (1979: 187) continued, "It would be a mistake to push this argument 

too far," but felt no compulsion even to raise the obvious question: how far is too far?  How much 

ignorance, stupidity, and short-sightedness should we be willing to put up with in return for 

opportunity and dignity?  If we believe that this sort of calculation of costs and benefits underlies our 

belief in the most fundamental democratic values, can we choose to remain willfully ignorant about the 

nature and magnitude of the price we pay? 

In any case, it is worth bearing in mind that people do attribute interests to each other -- 

sensibly or not, with or without empirical warrant.  Those attributions of interests do have political 

consequences, even in polities peopled by "individualists and democrats and relativists . . . not quite 

content to tell a man what is in his interest without any regard to his wishes" (Pitkin 1967: 159).  Thus, 

it behooves us to be as clear as possible about what those assertions are supposed to mean, and about 

how we might support them. 

Obviously, as Connolly (1972: 477) has argued, 

 
Clarity about what "interest" means does not ensure that disputes about what is in our 
interests can be neatly resolved.  But it does help to sharpen the issues implicated in 
these disputes and to point towards kinds of evidence most fruitfully pertinent to the 
core issues. 

 

Whether those "core issues" are themselves amenable to rigorous political analysis is, of course, 

another matter.  "To promise more," Connolly continued (1972: 477), 

 
to offer to "translate" these issues into a series of neat hypotheses amenable to precise 
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and impersonal test, is inevitably to corrupt the enterprise undertaken.  The outcome, as 
suggested by past performance, would join surface precision with profound obscurity. 

 

Perhaps.  But if that is the case, the profound obscurity was probably there all along. 
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