The Debates Surrounding Social Choice

The question of how multiple, competing, goals can be reconciled is the found
tion of a branch of political science termed “social choice theory” or “collecti e
choice theory,” the s‘tt‘xdy of which can be traced to the writings of a collectil(:,s
of French mathematicians and philosophers of the late eighteenth century, most
nota.bly Jean-Charles de Borda and the Marquis de Condorcet Condoyr,cet i
particular was focused on the search for truth in public discours;: and his mosll
v:/ell-known thoughts on politics are found in his Essai sur l’a’pplication d
Panalyse a l'a probabilite des decisions rendues a la pluralite des voix (“Ess: v
on the Apphcatior} of Mathematics to the Theory of Decision-Making”) Instsl:i)s’
work he proved his fa_mous jury theorem, which says that if a group is cl;oosin y
between two :alternatxves (e.8., acquit or convict) and if each individual memb ;
of 'tl'le group is more likely than not to reach a correct decision, then the role>r
f]b]l.lty that a majority of the members of the group reach the éorrect de(l:)isi )
is hngher than the pro'bability that any individual reaches the correct decisig:
and increases as the size of the group increases. This is a positive result, as it
shows that a simple majority vote does well at producing a correct out,c
when there are two alternatives and many voters.* o
However, Condorcet also realized that group choices frequently involve
more than two alternatives, and he sought a similar result for these case
In pla).'mg vath possible distributions of voter preferences, Condorcet, in | )
essay, xdeptlﬁed whatis now a well-known conundrum.? C(;rzdorcet’s pa’rado]jcS
or more simply, the paradox of voting famously illustrates a problem stemmir;g,

Condorcet w. i i i
o Cducagiilsf(;:igcp:ly committed to liberal causes, including universal suffrage and universal
oth men and women (along with subsidies to agricultural families whose

children attended public school i
o dtene: p ols and could no longer provide farm labor). See Block (1998),

* Block (1998), pp. 1004-1006.
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from majority rule in which pairwise voting over three or more alternatives can
lead to intransitive (or cyclic) outcomes. The paradox goes as follows: suppose
there are three individuals (Persons 1, 2, and 3), and suppose there are three
alternatives to be voted upon (A, B, and C). Finally, suppose that Persons 1,
2, and 3 have the following preferences over the alternatives:

Person | Preferences

A=, B>, C
B>,C>, A
C>, A>, B

WP -

As we discuss in more detail later in the chapter, the notation A >, B means
that Person r prefers A to B. With this in hand, now suppose that the above
individuals are asked to cast pairwise votes over the three alternatives. Then,
by the votes of Persons 1 and 3, a majority vote between A and B would yield
A as the winner, the votes of Persons 1 and 2 would give B a majority over C,
and the votes of Persons 2 and 3 would yield C as the winner between A and
C. Thus, majority voting in this case produces a cycle by deeming alternative A
superior to alternative B, alternative B superior to alternative C, and alternative
C superior to alternative A. Put another way, no alternative can be deemed
“best” in terms of satisfying a majority of voters. Situations like this in which
the majority preference relation is cyclic on a set of three alternatives is often
referred to as a Condorcet cycle. Conversely, an alternative that is majority
preferred to every other alternative is referred to as a Condorcet winner.

Condorcet’s work on voting procedures had little influence on his contempo-
raries but was later rediscovered by Duncan Black in a series of essays written in
the 1940s and culminating in his book Theory of Committees and Elections.*
This work is considered to be the beginning of modern social choice theory.’ In
the 1950s economist Kenneth Arrow independently rediscovered the ideas of
Condorcet while working on his text Social Choice and Individual Values. This
book, published in 1951 and for which Arrow received the Nobel Memorial
Prize in Economic Sciences in 1972, presents Arrow’s seminal “impossibil-
ity theorem.” Put succinctly, Arrows impossibility theorem demonstrates that
when voters have three or more options to choose from, then any voting sys-
tem that meets certain minimal conditions of fairness and sensibility will fail to
produce “rational” outcomes in some situations. More specifically, if the sys-
tem satisfies the fairness conditions, it must necessarily succumb to instances
in which it deems an alternative A weakly superior to an alternative B, that

3 More strongly, the three alternatives are essentially indistinguishable from each other: they are
identical in every way except for identitics of the voters that support them. This example arguably
represents the foundation of social choice because of its special combination of simplicity and
intractability.

4 Riker (1982), p. 2. Note that some people, including Charles Dodgson, rediscovered the work

in the nineteenth century.

Block (1998), p. 984; Black (1958) and Riker (1982}, footnote 13, pp. 1~2.
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abstract limit case” that “does not describe the real world,”* and some have
gone so far as to claim that

[o]riginating in profound misconceptions about the structure of public values, the
nature of democratic politics, and the concept of rationality itself, social choice
theory only muddies cfforts to think clearly about democracy.'*

Taken as a whole, while few authors dispute that results such as Arrow’s
Theorem provide some insight into what voting systems are (and are not) capa-
ble of accomplishing, the real-world relevance of these results is less well under-
stood and accordingly more contested. The remainder of this chapter presents
a brief and semitechnical introduction to two of the most well-known impos-
sibility theorems: Arrow’s theorem and the Gibbard-Satterthwaite Theorem.
We then describe Riker’s view of the impossibility theorems, as his interpreta-
tion is regarded by many to motivate the role of these theorems in mainstream
political science. Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion of the various
criticisms that have been leveled at Riker’s arguments and at the impossibility
results themselves. We set up these debates as a prelude to the chapters that
follow, in which we hope to convince the reader that both Riker and his critics
are wrong. Specifically, we will demonstrate that the social choice results are of
real-world relevance and that the aggregation problem — the dilemma of com-
paring and reconciling competing interests and goals — is simultaneously the
defining problem of political science and the logical foundation for democratic

governance.

2.1 THE ARROW AND GIBBARD-SATTERTHWAITE

THEOREMS

Arrow’s Theorem and the Gibbard-Satterthwaite Theorem are two impossibil-
ity results that are commonly interpreted as applying to systems of voting (or,
slightly more generally, methods of preference aggregation). We will argue later
that such an interpretation is narrower than necessary, but this interpretation
suffices for the purposes of describing the results. Adopting this interpretation
for the time being also facilitates our discussion of existing debates about the
results and their relevance to democratic politics.

The Arrow and Gibbard-Satterthwaite Theorems each take a minimal set
of normatively appealing criteria and then formally demonstrate that these
criteria are internally inconsistent. That is, each of the results implies that it
is impossible for any voting system to simultaneously satisfy the given set of
criteria. Despite this commonality, the theorems otherwise appear at first to be
quite different. For example, Arrow’s Theorem concerns the ability of a voting

11 Mackie (2003), p. 156.
12 pildes and Anderson (1990), p. 2213.
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rocedure are ¢ i i
Sve . tlo pr_oduce outcomes that are collectively “rational,” where collec-
rationality is d.escrlbed in terms of a procedure satisfying various common
s:elmse-typelpropfer.tles. The Gibbard-Satterthwaite Theorem, on the other hand,
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:13/ vtoters or ;0 not reward insincere voting behavior. Despite their differences,
¢ e two results are mnthen.mtlcally similar, and it has been demonstrated that
he two results can be derived from a more general “metatheorem” on social
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¥ Reny (2001) and Eliaz (2004).
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PREFERENCE AGGREGATION RULLS. A preference aggregation rule takes a
preference profile p as an input and generates a collective preference relation,
>, over all alternatives. An arbitrary preference aggregation rule is denoted by
f, so that f(p) => describes the “group’s preferences” over the alternatives
when the individual preferences are as described by p.

While we use the term “collective preference” to refer to >, it is important
to note that > need not be transitive. As mentioned earlier in our discussion
of Condorcet’s seminal contributions, the paradox of voting is based on a
preference aggregation method (pairwise majority voting) that can generate
cyclic collective preferences. A preference aggregation rule that always returns
a transitive collective preference relation is commonly referred to as a social
welfare function. An example of a preference aggregation rule f thatis also a
social welfare function is the method of Borda count.

The Borda count method, which we will denote by fp, or >p, works as
follows. For each individual preference relation >, each alternative x receives
the number of points equal to the mumber of alternatives ranked below x
in >;. The collective preference is then given by the ordering of the alternatives
in terms of these points: an alternative x is weakly collectively preferred to
another alternative y given a profile p if and only if x receives at least as many
points as y does at p.

For example, consider the preference profile p described in Equation 2.1. As
there are three alternatives under consideration, Borda count works as follows:
an alternative that a voter ranks first receives two points, an alternative he
ranks second receives one point, and an alternative he ranks third receives zero
points. The social ranking is then the sum of these scores across individuals.
Thus, given the p in Equation 2.1, x receives two total points (two from Voter
1 and zero from Voter 2), y receives three total points (one from Voter 1 and
two from Voter 2), and z receives one total point (from Voter 2). It follows
that Borda count ranks the alternatives y >p x >p 2.

Preference aggregation rules are appealing because what they produce — a
collective preference relation — allows a collective comparison of any pair of
alternatives. This is useful if one believes that preference aggregation involves
contingencies; in some cases the group may be forced to rank alternatives before
knowing which of the alternatives will actually be feasible. Put another way,
the notion of collective preference facilitates an analogy between individual and
collective choice and, accordingly, collective and individual rationality. From a
practical standpoint, however, true preference aggregation is often unnecessary
or inefficient. That is, while there are strong theoretical arguments in favor of
representing group decision making as a preference aggregation rule, it is rare
that preference aggregation rules are needed or applied. Rather, many collective
decision-making procedures return simply a final choice. Choice rules bear a
greater verisimilitude to such institutions, and we now turn to these.

CHOICE FUNCTIONS. While a preference aggregation rule f takes a pref-
erence profile p and produces a collective preference ordering over the entire
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collection of alternatives under consideration, a choice function takes a prefer-
ence profile and returns a single alternative as the final collective choice. Thus
Whl.le prefer.ence aggregation rules are admittedly a scholarly abstraction a,
choice function is similar to an electoral rule: individuals submit their pr’ef-
erences and the choice function identifies the winner. We denote an arbitrary
choxce funct'ion by F, so that the final choice when the preference profile is
given by p is denoted by F(p) € X. We can also think of Borda count as a
choice functlpn, denoted by Fj. In this case, our function would return the
fllternatlve with the highest Borda score, breaking a tie by some arbitrary rule
if need be.’s Referring again to the profile p described in Equation 2.1, the
Borda count as a choice function would simply select alternative y: ’

Fy(p) = y.

S:l;(;;;fi:i;];(:l:;e furr:)cdtlons fq}nd preferel}ce aggregation rules are distinguished
the individuals a)r,ep reSL:lce. decause choice rules return a single alternative and
choice function ha\I/)e o me t:j) have Qreferences over the set of alternatives,
choice mechantume o ielcli'u'sj ex.tenswgly to consider the effect of collective
naling their preferenns I{WWI ual incentives wh‘en voting and otherwise sig-
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uni;]uely to;rj:kedozltlrlnsuch 3fc it is also not the case that x > v, then y is the
that agareparion rule HOsvnt ) '];(,o) anfi a natural “collective choice” given
are tied as best. of if. flo) iever, 1{ flp) is such that two or more alternatives
rule cannot pro’duce ) Coﬁec:icyc }l‘C .and t.here is no best, then the aggregation
the;lfllective deCiSion-making;:o:é;e_ without more structure being placed on
tion ;ftﬁg(‘i’r);(\)}vf‘g;:eﬁal? lchaptifs 5 s'md 6 provides an answer to the ques-
preference relation intg . ‘_3)’1(0r legl.tlmatel.y”) translate a cyclic collective
out the next few e, SlILg e Folle?tlve choice. As we will discuss through-
about the political relivaf; t 1sf 51tuat1(,)n characterizes the heart of the debate
of social chorce in pennct <é3 Ol.Arrow s Theorem in particular and the theory
o lmambiguously&discerr; yc ]llC covllectlve.preference is potentially insufficient
resentation of A “collcr a C(‘)l le’.f:tlve chonc'e and to construct a coherent rep-
of “pure 1 colle ve will.” By bridging this divide between the output

ggregation” (of preferences or other criteria) and the selection of a

s o .
How one breaks ties in choice functions can hav
ual and collective behavior. However,
to our purposes in this book.

ant € very important consequences for both individ-
these issues, and tie breaking in general, are not relevant
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final choice, our theory provides a reconciliation of the inputs of the aggrega-
tion problem and the instrumental requirement that one policy ultimately be
chosen.

Given the centrality of the problem of cyclic collective preferences, a natu-
ral next question is why one would adopt a preference aggregation rule that
might ever produce such a thing. That is, are there reasons that one might
choose an aggregation method that might not yield an unambiguous “best”
outcome? Arrow’s Theorem provides an affirmative answer to this question.
In a nutshell, any minimally democratic aggregation procedure must encounter
some situations in which it fails to produce a coherent (or, perhaps, “well-
ordered”) collective preference. In the following section, we turn to a more
precise definition and discussion of how the theorems of Arrow and Gibbard-
Satterthwaite characterize minimally democratic preference aggregation rules
and choice functions, respectively. Before this, however, we briefly discuss the
question of what preference aggregation rules and choice functions must take
as “inputs.” In social choice terms, this issue is described as the domain of the

aggregation rule or choice function.

Preference Domains

Recall that preference aggregation rules and choice functions are each presumed
to take preference profiles as their inputs. The only distinction between the two
concepts is what they produce upon receiving a preference profile.® The set of
preference profiles for which a preference aggregation rule or choice function
(or more simply, a “rule”) is defined is referred to as the rule’s domain.

A rule that is capable of considering (i.e., defined for) all possible preference
profiles is said to satisfy unrestricted domain. In other words, as long as a choice
function always returns a choice (or, respectively, a preference aggregation rule
always returns a collective preference relation), it satisfies unrestricted domain.
Of course, requiring that a rule satisfy unrestricted domain does not imply
that every preference profile is possible. Accordingly, unrestricted domain is in
reality simply a technical condition that is satisfied by any well-defined rule.

Some scholars have argued in both substantive and normative terms that
unrestricted domain concerns whether the rule can (or should) restrict the pref-
erences that individuals may have.'” These arguments, it should be noted, are
completely beside the point. Preference aggregation rules and choice functions
are necessarily abstract constructions and to assert that a real-world instanti-
ation of such a rule does not satisfy unrestricted domain is either inaccurate

EN

It is important to note again at this point that we are using the term “preference” here simply for
the purposes of illustration. One of our main points is that the social choice results we discuss
apply to any aggregation problem, regardless of the substantive nature or context of the inputs.
17 Or, perhaps, whether a rule can or should restrict the preferences that individual may claim to
have. We return to this point, and the previous arguments we allude to here, in Section 3.2.
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or an assert.ion that there is some situation in which the rule “does noth-
ing. Deff.:rfm'g discussion of the possible inaccuracy of this statement for the
moment, it is important to consider how nonsensical “doing nothing” is in this
context. It is impossible for the output of a real-world rule to “not be defined.”
Tllere is always something that happens after a real-world rule is given a set (.)f
inputs (e.g., a preference profile). Generally, the phrase “do nothing” is used to
describe what happens when the rule makes no change to the prevailing policy.
Regardless, §ome.policy will indeed prevail after the rule reccives its inputs
Whate\{er this policy is defines the rule. In short, unrestricted domain is trul q
regularnty condition for the purposes of analysis. g
dor[r\lzi:]ni(c);u;ar([:l); tfl:iin:)df,fzrs ﬂll] ixplanation for the debates about unrestricted
Hone ooeprserns :m ;Vq oxlm ande l)etwcen'the()ry and empirics. As men-
noned © imp]’y al]yrhin"yqflou (l the assumption of unrestricted domain be
rule I cuenich o[,sew,’i; dout the presumed fr‘equency or possibility of the
s empiriea eooonit gﬁevery preference profile as an input. However, this
Section g therh o0 misglsltd::s(: foir.emost. As we discuss in more detail in
one gets from restricting the set (z)‘;];)lrlgf;:r;jlb(‘)}lt fofi']CtlY lhow‘ e dhterer
Even more important, these argu he 1“' most always. for g e e
that aggreation o o,lit‘ y guments have almost always ignored the fact
rcfores Ultimatzl tllca ullstltutlons frequently involves inputs other than
Dot 2bos who 1y,ru110ug },f;he question at hand in such empirical debates
o e imerpreted‘in \ e satlsfes unrestricted dgmain. Rather, these debates
Sbout satataeiir e i erlTs of the deg.ree to which one should be concerned
other democratic criteria, to which we now turn.

Arrow’s Theorem

Arr i ;

rule():vh(l)i}Icsi :Ziii?;r]_sll:ltphl: axioms that he argues any reasonable aggregation
each other, that n(; o Cmn Provles that these axioms are incompatible with
result implics that a8 1 simultaneously satisfy all four.™ In so doing, his
or for whar purposey—( I{];]{,l:e;gay(;n rule —regardless of what is being aggregated
and more specifie way evesr \’/dlo ate at .le:.:st (.)ne.of thes.e axioms. Put another
adminictiarie o judi,cia] il}; ]emocratlc institution, be it electoral, legislative,
We noo deﬁné s fcmract.er, violates at least one of these axioms.
irrelevant altermoriyns trrllese_ rour axioms ~ Pareto efficiency, independence of

a » transitivity, and no dictator — in turn.

Pareto Efficiency

We begin with i
memsg; - Jvhe (])Eser\ll(athn that perhaps one of the least demanding require-
p would seek to impose on its voting system is that a group decision

8
Itshould be noted that Arrow’s original theorem (
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ad Of l’PZl i SCrl I common vers 1
l 0 ondmon dCSCI‘led bCl() . llC more ¢ ersior

of the theorem presented here
of the theorem I | ented llLFL (Arrow, 1963) replaces those axioms with Pareto efficiency and
: nger result, because it uses weaker conditions

Arrow, 195 1) used the axioms of monotonicity
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be minimally responsive to the preferences of the members of that group. Arrow
captures the notion of minimal responsiveness with the condition of Pareto effi-
ciency. An aggregation rule f is Pareto efficient if whenever every individual i
strictly prefers x to v, then our aggregation rule f generates a collective ranking
of the alternatives that ranks x strictly higher than y. This condition rules out
aggregation rules that, for example, always rank x >, regardless of the group
members’ x, y preferences.

Independence of Irvelevant Alternatives

The second condition Arrow required of an aggregation method is that it should
not consider “irrelevant” alternatives when generating a ranking between two
other alternatives. Specifically, the group members’ preferences between alter-
natives ¢ and d should not affect how the group decides between two different
alternatives, a and b. This property is captured by Arrow’s second condition,
which is termed independence of irrelevant alternatives.

An aggregation rule f is independent of irrelevant alternatives (I1A) if for
any two different profiles, p and p" in which each individual’s x, y ranking
under p agrees with their x, y ranking under p’,* then the collective ranking of
x and y ranking generated by f(p) should agree with the collective ranking of x
and y ranking generated by f(p’). In other words, if something alters people’s
preferences only about alternatives other than x and y, the collective ranking
of x and y should remain the same.

As we discuss in more detail in Section 3.3, HA is the most conceptually
difficult of Arrow’s conditions. This difficulty largely stems from the fact that
it is a condition that applies across different preference profiles. For example,
Pareto efficiency and transitivity are intraprofile conditions; it is possible to
determine a violation of either of these axioms by considering a single prefer-
ence profile. This is not the case with IIA-to determine that an aggregation rule
violates TIA requires that one compare the output of the rule for at least two
different preference profiles.*

While 1A is an abstract condition, an equivalent formulation is this: if
any one individual’s ranking of a particular alternative under consideration
(call it z) changes, then this change alone should not affect how the group
decides between two other alternatives, x and . It is important to pause for a
moment and consider this reformulation. If an aggregation method f violates
I1A, then there is a pair of preference profiles, p and p’ that (1) differ only
with respect to the preferences of one individual, (2) do not differ at all with
respect to any person’s ranking of two alternatives x and y, and (3) at these two
profiles f generates different collective rankings for x and y. Thus, it should
be clear that violating IIA opens up the possibility for strategic manipulation

19 That is, for each individual i, x >; y if and only if x =] .
20 This interprofile characteristic is shared by the no dictator axiom discussed later. However,
no dictator is quite transparent in both its implications and, relatedly, which aggregation rules

violate it.
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of the aggregation process: a single individual may in some cases have the
opportunity to alter the ranking of two alternatives simply by misrepresenting
his or her preferences about some other alternative. This possibility is at the
hemjt of the Gibbard-Satterthwaite Theorem, which we discuss later in this
section. For now, though, consider the following example to make the concept
behind IIA more concrete. In so doing, we will also illustrate how and why the
Borc‘ia count procedure violates 1A,
Consider the following two profiles, p and P

x>
/)=< 1Y > 2 v X> 2>y
Y>22>,x p= YL X >, 2 (:’--?-)
As discus i o e
to proﬁlesedceallrl,l?r-’ Blor(L1 count (denoted again by fp, or > p), when applied
s collectively ranks y above both x and z and ranks x above z:

Y »p x »p z
Meanwhile, at o’
» at p'y Borda count ranks x above y and z and ranks y above z:
4 ’
X >y >p R

because at thi 1 i

oo it ¢ §5:<)hle x receives three combined points, y receives two, and 2

e .the € now thaF if we look solely at the two individuals® rankings

o, b()tljlj) ' S(e{ t\:vo profiles look identical: voter 1 prefers x to y (x >, y)

Howeyer fllo(;)l; gé) > and Voter 2 prefers y to x (y >, x) under both p and p'.

> IB nerates y >p x, and o ate ‘ . i
Borda count violates [IA.*! , file) generates x > y. Accordingly,
The fact that Bord: i o

more s Cr.(t).rda count V|ol.ates ITA is in a sense the basis of some of the

itiques of the axiom as a desideratum of aggregation methods,

and we discuss thi i
and we disc ‘sth.ls debgte in much greater detail in Section 3.3. Now, however,
to the third axiom, transitivity,

Transitivity

Arrow’s thi iti itivi
agg(r)g;asti:)l:rr(l12(21)(;;1:;;;ttmnsztzvtty, .f()cuses on the ability of a preference
i thors To n o o discu‘sszjn unll.amblguous winner, or collection of winners,
cules and choice furae S meaf:er wl.1en comparing preference aggﬁregation
ing % n 3, 3 a1 },; ) aggregation rule that generates the social rank-
collectively choo’se one qlt;r: e fParthUl’dl’lY e e
method that deer o ;uch Lmve]' rom among ¥, y, and z. An aggregation
an agaregation metbe ~a c]yc ic relatlonshlp is said to cyc{e. In particular,
Alrer et o met retun;s cyc es;'may not pro'vxde an unambiguously “best”
et s a cyclic relationship between some or all of the
rorepati { itie 3
ingA:f ‘f;igérzgl,;qe?]()ll 'rule f is tra'nstttue if it always produces a transitive order-
natives. Thus, if f produces an ordering in which x = y and

' Indeed, IIA is the
, s the only one row’s Ay
y one of Arrow’s four axioms that the Borda method violates.
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y > z, then it must also be the case that x > 2. This condition guarantees
that the social ordering generated by f satisfies the same rationality condi-
tion as the individual preference orderings it was constructed from and that
it cannot cycle. Moreover, it ensures the existence of an alternative (or col-
lection of alternatives) that are not ranked strictly lower than anything else.
As we discuss in more detail in Section 3.6, one can defend the desirability of
this axiom from a number of perspectives, most notably the degree to which
aggregated “social” preferences can be thought of as equivalent to individual
preferences. In this light, Arrow’s Theorem indicates important normative and
logical concerns with anthropomorphizing groups when discussing group deci-
sion making. Deferring this discussion, however, we now discuss the fourth
and final of Arrow’s axioms, no dictator.

No Dictator
Arrow’s final axiom, 770 dictator, concerns the responsiveness of the preference

aggregation rule to the preferences of more than one person. An aggregation
rule is dictatorial if there is one particular voter whose individual preferences
always determine the social preference ordering, irrespective of the preferences
of the other voters. Formally, this condition says that there exists one voter
i, so that every time x >; y, the aggregation rule f produces a strict ranking
x > y. An aggregation rule f satisfies no dictator if it is not dictatorial. We
discuss defenses of the no dictator condition in more detail in Section 3.5, but
it is useful at this point only to note how weak this axiom is. In particular, a
dictatorial aggregation rule is completely independent of all of the inputs to
the aggregation problem except one.** If there is even one preference profile
and one pair of alternatives at which the aggregation does not exactly match
a given voter’s preference ordering, then that voter is not a dictator under the
rule.*3

With unrestricted domain and the four axioms of Pareto efficiency, 1IA,
transitivity, and no dictator defined and described, we are now ready to state

Arrow’s Theorem.

Theorem 1 (Arrow, 1950, 1963). With three or more alternatives, any aggrega-
tion rule satisfying unrestricted domain, Pareto efficiency, IIA and transitivity
is dictatorial.

22 This claim relics on individuals having strict preferences. If a dictator has weak preferences (in
which some alternatives are ticd in his estimation), then the output of the dictatorial aggregation
rule is not defined by the dictator and may (or may not) be generated by considering other
individuals’ preferences.

More specifically, an aggregation rule can satisfy no dictator and nonetheless ahways return one
given voter’s most preferred alternative as the collectively most preferred alternative. This point
is important both when contrasted with the definition of a dictatorial choice function below
and, more generally, when considering the previously discussed linkages between aggregation

1
-

rules and choice functions.
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Arrow’s 'Theorem then tells us that if a group wishes to design a preference
aiggregapon rule t.hat is Pareto efficient, transitive and independent of irrelevant
lan;e;r;]a;‘l,\éest,l;lex;dtilfevx;il}:}l:}ce no restrictions on the pre‘ferences th.at individuals
individual’. Th e I ,muyst grant all degsmn-m_akmg .authorlry toa single
siivity, Daceto ef,ﬁdg’nccg&,reg;llt[;on rule that_ls not dlctaForm‘l must Ylolate tran-
transiti’vity o beca)[;’ or A . And pracpcally §peaklx1g, 1t‘w1ll violate either
ruled out by the additionseftpe only nopdxctatorml aggregation rules that are
(aometate & de v ol al:)e areto efﬁcn.ency are Fhose rlll§s that are either null
e Theorem‘to al nll;qtlves) or inverse dictatorships.** Th.lS extension
s ke o n-Pareto f‘:f_ﬁcwnt rules was proved by Wilson (1972)
wn as Wilson’s Impossibility Theorem.

The Gibbard-Satterthwaite Theorem

zléf;::t(;?jl:vlzﬁ:s(s;lzlllt§/ t(?(fe;)rem, proved inflependently. by Gibbard (1973)
ways, First, it conceﬁzss ’l if ersf fI‘OII-I Arrow’s Theorem in several important
rules (ie. ;ules ohoerns Zloxce unctions rather than preference aggregation
ing of the altemativesl)) (; Elceda smgle. winner, as opposed to a social order-
ascume that the mu. is. y'econ ,“the (ixbbard-Satterthwaite Theorem does not
it considers rules (g given a “true preference profile as an input. Rather,
individuals’ ballots)'i.s’ ':’Ot_lng systems) that _take .reporteq preferences, (e.g.,
there are chote functio;;sntlllr;ltn:;t. "Igle f(l)'cus, in this case, is then on whether
“sincere” ballots). In Clightly difzfl:re:tr: ied uplon to elicit truthful inputs (e.g.,
rem considers whether Lo | o erms, the Glbbard-Sqttertllwalte Theo-
to make collective duri w a choice function might be implemented so as
individual v < d isions when the preference profile must be elicited from
Formal G.ban Interest in the collective decision itself.
Strategy-prz’),o fnlgsi)a:z andl Sqtterthwafte consider what is referred to as the
entirely negates an a <f:101c<; f}xnctlon. A 'strategy-proof choice function
WO prefers ¥y gamns from insincere behavior by any single voter. Consider
nce profiles, p and (>}, p—i), that are as follows:

L=y iyiy o)

isa “true,” or “si ”
) sincere,” preference profile, and
!

(>'i,)0-i) = (>'I" (KR} >‘;r vy >'Il)

is a profile that differ i
. . .
“incotrecs” prefere frolm p only in that Voter i reports the “insincere” or
nces >;, as opposed to his true preferences >;. A choice

function F j if i
o alts (stlrategy-proof if, in every situation, p, F never chooses an
>i>P-i) that Voter i strictly prefers to the outcome it selects

*4 Wilson’s T > e .
heorem additionally requires the very weak axiom of non-imposition.
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at p. Formally, for a strategy-proof F, it is the case that for every p and every
i e N:
F(p) # F(=},p-i) = Fp) =i F(=},p-i).

In other words, F being strategy-proof implies that no voter can ever strictly
benefit by claiming to have preferences that are different than what they actually
are (or more specifically, by claiming preferences >/ when his true preferences
are >;). Put less formally, honesty is always a “good policy” when voting or
otherwise submitting information to a strategy-proof choice function.

Note that there is a class of very simple choice functions that are strategy
proof. One could simply choose a single voter and choose whatever that voter
reports as his or her most preferred alternative. That voter can never strictly gain
from misreporting his or her preferences. Similarly, none of the other voters can
affect the chosen alternative by what they report, so they too have no incentive
to report something other than their true preferences. Such choice functions
are referred to as dictatorial. Note that the definition of “dictator” used in
this theorem is modified slightly from our previous definition to accommodate
the fact that we are considering choice functions: here, a choice function F is
dictatorial if it always generates a collective choice that is the dictator’s top-
ranked alternative. Gibbard and Satterthwaite demonstrate that, if at least three
different voting outcomes are possible, these choice functions are the only ones
that are strategy proof. In other words, there is no nondictatorial procedure

that is strategy proof.

Theorem 2 (Gibbard, 1973; Satterthwaite, 1975) With unrestricted domain
and the possibility of three or more voting outcomes, any strategy-proof choice

function is dictatorial.

From the perspective of choice functions as representing voting systems, the
Gibbard-Satterthwaite Theorem proves that the possibility of strategic voting,
or voting against one’s true preferences, is endemic to every nontrivial voting
system. While the scope of this result is surprising (in that it tells us that
there is 70 nondictatorial voting system that is nonmanipulable), it should
not be surprising that individuals frequently have incentives to cast insincere
ballots in elections. In the plurality system frequently used in elections in the
Unites States, for example, supporters of third-party candidates often have a
perceptible incentive to vote for their favorite major party candidate because a
vote for a third party may be considered a “wasted vote.”

The profundity of the Gibbard-Satterthwaite Theorem is more easily seen
when one adopts a more general interpretation of choice functions than as mere
voting systems. In particular, when one abstracts from individual preferences
and conceives of the “preference profile” as a profile of objective information
about different criteria that the choice function is designed to use when selecting
a final outcome, strategy proofness can be more easily reinterpreted as requiring



26 The Debates Surrounding Social Choice

Lhe choncedfu;lc:tlon to respond to the criteria in a way that is, for lack of a
sfe{g:it\gor d, %thful to each.of t.hem. I other words, nothing in the Gibbard-
3 waite Theorem restricts its applicability to voting or electoral systems.

Implications of the Theorems

Havmg d.escrlbed both Arrow’s Theorem and the Gibbard-Satterthwaite The-
orem, it is natural to ask: What do these theorems tell us about democratic
processes? After all, the results themselves are purely mathematical state enes
and, indeed, from a technical standpoint, eacl _P’ ) ively simple and straight.
forwatd application of foeon ) i p int, cach is a relatively simple and straight-
chis abstenpeation of fo in‘a ogic. Nongtheless, the §turk clarity provided by
bly et o mbues ],L .con‘clusmns with the rarefied quality of truth. Sim-
one’s Pérception of thse ‘:/;Llulend(;?ﬂi:zil‘(btll}lle(r::(:;eafl ?CC("‘(} i'n!lély’lit i ‘th“t
on how one chooses o ey ,rct l , of these results depends entirely
For the remainder of tl s chaprer i
that atgise d;Seirteotltns cl'mpte'r we discuss several strands of literature
“Copme] Possibilitp'ﬂ '¢ optimistic name Arrpw gave to his theorem - the
Arron e fundqm}ém:ﬁor[em l-— the social clvloxce enterprise as pioneered by
at ol witt eqc‘h e ally 1(;)}_)e ess endeavor.*S Although these literatures are
argue thet the}: o tlell;, a'n | m'deed one arose as a refutation of the other, we
One strand auges thit Z:;l(;l;llar conception of successful democratic choice.
« > 1

preferences of members of socitcyy’ 12(:?1?: elve('11 ;)f lz)ls " i““i‘]g“ma“f)" o t'he
results; another arguune thot e, /s is it possible because of the social choice
lkely oo peor ar a cracy is possible because these results are not

y to be ot real-world relevance. We argue that both approaches are wrong ~

that democracy is meani i
neaningful precisely becaus i
- cy 1 e of the far-reaching relev:
of the impossibility theorems. ! T § reanee

2.2 RIKER AND THE ARBITRARINESS OF DEMOCRATIC CHOICE

fr;:)rrlr? ;’(j;;‘;({:f’i;’:llsé: :l%cclltﬁst Popglism i.n a chapter titled “Different Choices
throughout the wor]c; andl l?)m Riker discusses various voting systems used
different voting syerems Wmo's]«zrvgs that, for many profiles of preferences,
sensible one (cherm }"lT different outcomes. Each of the systems is a
that these systoms yield di?fmlg ht not expect it to be widely used), and the fact
we might expect thar o mtiere,nt (})]ut.comes is not entirely surprising (otherwise
important of meanin :ful‘c] on’s choice of electo.ral system is not a particularly
and sensible proceduér’es cawlce);]At th§ same time, the fact that different fair
came set of Lorer o n produce different outcomes when applied to the

s troubles Riker because it implies that real-world voting

outcomes cannot be reg'] d a3 tr a
arde i as ue < i
. alld accurate alnalgam tions ()f ‘IOteIS’

*S Sen (2012), p. 263.
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Taking this fact as a starting point, Riker goes on to make the stronger
claim that even if an unambiguously “best” voting system was agreed upon,
the aforementioned impossibility theorems prove that we still cannot take its
output as any meaningful reflection of the popular will. As discussed earlier in
Section 2.1, Arrow’s Theorem implies that if the (nondictatorial) rule satisfies
the “fairness conditions” of Pareto efficiency and independence of irrelevant
alternatives, then it must produce intransitive outcomes; essentially, it must
cycle.®6 Riker argues that this conclusion implies that any outcome produced
by a “fair” electoral system is meaningless.

Second, the Gibbard-Satterthwaite Theorem implies that this agreed-upon
system faces a potentially even bigger hurdle than the possibility of cyclic out-
comes: it would not be able to elicit the truthful preferences of voters and would
always be susceptible to situations in which voters faced a strategic incentive to
misrepresent their preferences by casting “insincere” ballots. Thus, real-world
voting outcomes cannot be regarded as accurate amalgamations of voters’ pref-
erences because the voting systems themselves have no way of eliciting what
those preferences actually are. Riker argues that because social amalgamations
of individuals’ preferences are meaningless, a populist conception of democ-
racy in which voters’ preferences are translated into social outcomes, such as
through a direct vote, is “absurd.”*” Rather, the best we can hope for is what
Riker terms a liberal democracy, in which voters may not see their wishes
translated into outcomes by their leaders but are free to vote their leaders out
of office.

This is clearly a provocative argument, and it is an argument that has per-
vaded the study of social choice theory to such an extent that many scholars
equate Riker’s counterdemocratic interpretation of the impossibility theorems
with the field of social choice itself.?® In this sense, social choice theory as a field
has come under fire as undermining the normative appeal of democracy itself.
It is not surprising, then, that Riker’s work has spurred a widespread effort by
democratic theorists to defend democratic ideals in the face of this attack. If
one takes Riker’s argument seriously and takes his interpretation of the social
choice results to be correct, then an obvious line of defense is to discredit the
impossibility theorems themselves. This is an avenue that many of these critics
have taken, and we discuss these critics in the sections that follow.

Another line of criticism has come from the positive political theory com-
munity, the establishment and development of which Riker himself played an

26 It should be noted (and Riker notes) that transitivity is a sufficient condition to ensure that an
aggregation rule does not cycle, but it is not a necessary condition. A necessary and sufficient
condition is that the rule be acyclic. When Arrow’s Theorem is extended to include this broader
class of rules, his dictator condition is weakened to the existence of an individual who can veto
certain decisions.

27 Riker (1982), pp. 238-239.

¥ See Shepsle and Bonchek (1997), Mackie (2006)’s “Reception of Social Choice Theory by
Democratic Theory,” and the citations therein.
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instrumental role in while at the University of Rochester in the latter half of the
‘zoth. centu.ry.19 These critics argue that Riker’s argument contains se\;eral log-
ical !nconmstel?cies. Coleman and Ferejohn (1986) summarize these criticisms
succmlcftly, noting tl}at two crucial parts of Riker’s argument are, first, that all
£ }(D;)I}S)tl;tll?tti)(;i::,‘lil(l);:ilttlc.proced urcs produce arbitrary outcomes, and second, that
a ations on the power of clected officials produce less arbi-

:rlatrly outlcomes. The problem vyith the former claim is that it is not true; many
Ee;s]i&r: 1(::]\{6 show‘n that Fertgm lllStitllti}illz\l constraints can shrink the set of
e policy outcomes considerably.3® The problem with the second claim is
E::)a;s[{lke:{ pr()Vlde‘s no theoretical ground for the argument that liberal institu-
Wh“ep:;)e :;ezu\f:]?:]z?et,hr;t z{llre lgss arbitrary‘ t_hun do populist institutions.?’
ormit e i &1 i)e ‘L’( y)thh these critiques ()f' Riker’s argument, we
different tack. Tharoom .lc:ausc, our own cn‘tlusm.of Riker’s argument takes a
cibility result s 1ar ,l\fv uile )we agreehthat leer"s interpretation of the impos-
misses his intended target for various reasons, we believe that

. . . . . . . f) tive
a (]l“el ent inter p] ctation ()f the S()(,lr.ll (,l l

101Ce rCQUItS )r()VIdCS a more Cf 1
leiuldtl()ll ()i I{lkel S (.()llCIUSl()nS -

” ~ R PR ok Bl ~
2.3 MACKIE'S DEFENSE OF DEMOCRACY

In Democr. : N :
notions”((;?g:;);ugre;(z”d?gi( (xerr'y Mackie argues that by rejecting populist
everyone means by d)’e,m) er‘re]'ects demgcmcy itself because “|wlhat almost
defending democracy o v':ilcrm[{']ls v,vhat leer calls populist democracy.”?? In
to accomplish a single‘tbq‘sl:‘St |{<er $ partlcu‘l‘ar schoo_l of thought, Mackie aims
foit amalamion g ask: to demonstrate “the possibility of the accurate and
hinges in%cqrvce n of opinions anfi _\a\fants.”-‘4 And because Riker’s argument
Satterthwa}f? tﬁ?srtmoslll tll;cl lmyplossﬂnllty theorems of Arrow and Gibbard and
of nearly eve;y clail; e a{g,e { undertaken by an exhaustive denouncement
t0 have little s oo 11();me by tf]ose authors§. Thus, if these results are shown
preference ammalgamarin, ative force of their own, Mackie argues, then fair
From the possibi is possible, al}d then Riker is wrong. How one moves
bility of fair amalgamation to the implementation of fair amal-

yamation is a di .

g is a different question but one that we will see is not particularl

difficult to resolve gi L particularty
given Mackie’s argument.

# Amadac (2003), p. 169.
30 See Shepsle (19
< s 979), Banks (1985), Mille i 3
ek o 985), Miller (1977), Miller (1980), and McGann (2006), among
31 Colem: Cored
." Coleman and Fercjohn (1986), p. 8
* In colloquial terms il
'15 Aal o > M
i ']]rgun]cn[g a,stir}l/t :}?nbd:scrf’bcllpany of the prior positive political theory critiques of
s s cah, but...” objection: ereas we believe our criti )
sssertive oo vosiy R jections, whereas we believe our critique to be of a more
3% Ibid,
MIbid,
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In an attempt to negate (or, perhaps, neuter) the impossibility theorems
Mackie, point by point, argues that each criterion of fairness or sensibility
used in the theorems is in some way misguided as a desideratum of preference
amalgamation. Arrow’s Theorem tells us that with an unrestricted preference
domain, every aggregation rule that is Pareto efficient, independent of irrel-
evant alternatives, and transitive is a dictatorship. Mackie argues that there
is no reason to think of unrestricted domain, Pareto efficiency, independence
of irrelevant alternatives, or transitivity as necessarily desirable properties of
voting rules. Therefore, there may be many sensible and good procedures that
violate one or more of these conditions and that are nondictatorial.

More specifically, what is wrong with the axioms? While Mackie focuses in
large part on independence of irrelevant alternatives and unrestricted domain,
Mackie’s critique of unrestricted domain is arguably the heart of his argument.
More than half of the book’s nearly 500 pages is dedicated to the notion of the
Condorcet cycle (i.e., the “paradox of voting” discussed earlier). Specifically,
Mackie attempts to debunk every empirical claim of a real-world preference
cycle, many of which were originally forwarded by Riker. The possibility of
cycles forms the basis of Riker’s argument that democratic politics is mean-
ingless, as a majority preference cycle occurs only if pairwise majority voting
generates an intransitive outcome. If cycles do not occur in practice, then pair-
wise majority voting is capable of yielding an unambiguously best outcome
consistent with the majority will. Accordingly, Mackie argues, the absence of
majority rule cycles implies that a coherent and meaningfully populist concep-
tion of democracy is possible. Mackie’s principal “defense” of democracy, then,
involves demonstrating that majority preference cycles do not occur in practice.

Establishing that majority rule cycles do not occur in practice requires that
one demonstrate that the realized distributions of individuals’ preferences in
society are (or at least tend to be) “restricted” and possess a common structure
so as to yield a Condorcet winner. Put another way, one must show that, in
a specific sense, there is never too much preference heterogeneity or diversity.
Put another way, preferences must be similar enough to guarantee that there
is a “best” outcome in the sense that it is preferred to every other alternative
by a majority of voters. A standard restriction that implies the existence of
such an alternative is that preferences satisfy a single-peakedness condition.
We return to this condition later, but for now it can be described as requiring
that the collection of alternatives essentially differ from each other along one
identifiable dimension (e.g., policies can be ordered along a liberal-conservative
axis, each individual has a favorite spot (or “ideal point”) on this axis, and each
individual dislikes policies that are increasingly liberal or conservative, moving
away from the individual’s ideal point). Mackie (and others, to be discussed
later) argue that there are many reasons to think that peoples’ preferences are
restricted in one of these ways. Essentially, these reasons come down to the fact
that people “live in the same world and have similar interests in that world;
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for f::(:lmple most prefer prosperity to torture of kittens to suicidal nuclear
war. 3.5 If preferences are sufficiently homogenous, then Condorcet cycles may
not exist, and t.he practical import of Arrow’s condition of unrestricted domain
is negate_d. This is important because Arrow’s Theorem implies only that an
aggregation rule satisfying Pareto efficiency, IIA, and no dictator will violate
transitivity at some configuration of preferences. If a rule produces undesirable
out?;l)mesl only in situations that will never occur in practice (i.e., preference
Srr;)uaislet:]at do nlot occur empirically), then,‘at least in practical terms, it is
" ];t such a violation should not be viewed as a criticism of the rule.
Sattertr}liote. carlier, the proofs of the theorems of Arrow and Gibbard and
Sqtterthv\;afte FF]re closely related. For example, the proof of the Gibbard-
t<‘) e ?}:;fi a;COT]e(;T[:(;lil?o lerl']zlges 'the presumption} of u'nrestricted domain
(o stranegically myisre res(étato}r]m' voting rule offers‘mdlwduals an incentive
conclusion i present their px:eferenccs. As with Arrow’s theorem, the
oo n is that this incentive exists “at some preference profile.” If one
Sarventh vi;f:;"%isx&; e’lslie pr?ﬁlfas do not occur in practice, then the Gibbard-
boint. In pariculon thereonc usion may b? 1rrele\{ant from_ an emplr{cal stand-
hiceontive bor atonr ;C e are nondl.ctat‘orlal choice functions that induce no
be resttictod co s tgo nors‘rzpn-::sentatl(‘m if (§taFed and) revealed preferences can
Taken 25 3 wholo. 1of ac rr:ntla cyclic majority prefe‘rence relation.
the conelusion 1hor I,wt (;ltllng,dt he releva_ncg of anesFrlcted domain can lead to
exists a voting system th : y OFS a .malor.lty‘wﬂl exist but also that there also
tives, Mackiois oo th at can elicit it: majority voting over all pairs of alterna-
reme can tho b Sum[:n atz{tlodn off the Arrow and Glbbz.xrd—Satterthwaite Theo-
translate individualer o rflze as 9llows. Atterppts to.dxrectly and meaningfully
because, in general rﬁ;()(frritt?nces 1fnt0 a collective choice wi.ll not necessarily fail
exists am OULcome t,hat ieﬂecytsptrﬁ ef‘encc? cycles 'do”not exist. In general, there
an OutCome existe. e v e “majority will,” and moreover, when such
OF conres the,asse z' otlrl:g syste.ms. will be able to discover it.
empirically is, ridicquJleIS/[ t l::t majority preferen_ce cycles will never occur
cither rare o i u. .alc ie aclfnowledges this but asserts that they are
when & cycle dons exiqS : ent‘x‘a . I}/Igre important, perhaps, Mackie suggests that
or plurality rule can a] > a clzfc e ustnGng voting rule such as the Borda count
fact that apy altemativ\zac};]s e uls;ed.3 While su.ch a ru'le does not remedy the
voters as being inferior to s(())srgz ozhzlzeaﬁreoup 'Wl” ¥ VlffWCd by 2 ajorty of
will provide a m : € rnative, Mackie argues that the rule
easure of stability to the political process and will, hopefull
produce an outcome with a broad degree of support.37 P

35 Ibid.
36 Ibid.
37 While our go i
al here ie’
Moo, sfgges:f;: }lls no't‘to reft?tc Mackie’s arguments per se, it is important to note that
oalien. he egestior erfukllunsansfactory for several reasons. Most important, as described
) j ns of Riker were partially founded on the fact that the choice of rule will
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2.4 ADDITIONAL REBUTTALS BY DEMOCRATIC THEORY

Although Mackie provides what may be the most comprehensive critique of the
countermajoritarian interpretation of social choice, other democratic theorists
have tackled Riker’s objections from different angles.

Deliberation and Structuring Preferences

One strain of democratic theory, exemplified in work by Habermas (1987),
Miller (1992), and Dryzek and List (2003),3® argues that the process of delib-
eration provides a route around the dilemmas raised by the impossibility the-
orems. Similar to Mackie, these authors take aim at Arrow’s condition of
unrestricted domain. However, unlike Mackie, who argues that the condi-
tion is prima facie incorrect in most situations, these authors argue that the
deliberative process works to alter individuals’ preferences in such a way so
as to induce “preference structuration,” or change. That is, as opposed to
positing that preferences are initially restricted so as to yield an unambiguous
«collective preference,” this line of thought suggests that deliberation gener-
ates (or, “structures”) individual preferences so as produce such a collective
preference.

Dryzek and List (2003) provide one particularly clear account of the process
of structuration, whereby deliberation produces consensus at least on a single,
underlying, and shared dimension of conflict, if not on which alternative should
be chosen. When this type of structuration occurs, the resulting preferences can
satisfy the single-peakedness condition described earlier, and pairwise majority
voting will not be susceptible to cycling. Thus, these authors argue, the impos-
sibility results can be reconciled with “populist style” democratic voting when
democratic procedures have a deliberative aspect.

Rejectionist Critiques

Another group of scholars, whom Mackie terms the “rejectionist democrats,
argues that social choice theory as an intellectual endeavor is meaningless on
its own merits and, more provocatively, that both the substance and ensu-
ing interpretations of the impossibility theorems pose a threat to democracy

itself.
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in effect be a choice of the outcome in such situations (¢.g., when there is a cyclic majority
preference relation), there is no guarantee that any two “cyclebusting” rules such as Borda
count or plurality rule will return the same choice. Accordingly, to argue that one should use
a cyclebusting rule to deal with majority preference cycles, one is forced to suggest which rule
should be used or at least the rule that should be used by the group to choose which rule should
be used to select which policy should be chosen.

W Ibid.

W Ibid.
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Pildes and Anderson (1990) offer a critique in this vein, beginning their
atta.ck on social choice theory by asking: ... does the formal logic of social
chmge theory truly compel us to abandon the search for collective decisio;]—
making processes that are both fair and rational; must we relinquish the effort
to find meaning in our collective actions?”+° To prove their assertion that the
answers to both questions are “no,” they critique what they claim ;1;e the
underpinnings of social choice theory: in particular, the notion that individual
preferences, the inputs to the Arrovian aggregation rule, are “consistent” iln
the sense of being transitive. This is because to suppose that individuals have
transitive orderings of the alternatives under consideration is, in Pildes -;nd
Anderson’s words, to suppose that individuals seck “the maximi,zati()n of S(;me
smg]f: value...”4" And this cannot be the case; individuals seck to maximize
multiple, potentially competing, values, and “as individuals actually ex ;erience
these vgdues, they do not rest on a single scale and cannot be redluced to
comparisons along a single, shared dimension.”+* Without transitive inputs
;l;e:eelsAno re.?S(zP to expect co!lective choices to be transitive, and thus, they
megani,nglrer::v s Theorem is seriously misguided to the point of being totally
are\’gl(:ﬂ;;hjels(;g;;: :(ilPllldes an,d Andersop’s argument is ‘famll.y flawed,*3 we
1 ( mplete agreement with many of their claims. Similar to
;irf?l’ \:/e b(jlelve that the incommensurability of values may lead to irresolvable
nanc:ﬁ :;:]1 tl:;;;zgfgfggglc;% ﬁose particul.ar .challenges to democratic gover-
politics 25 belng. i “t(c) ha elllges, welsnmlarl.y see the role of democratic
poce 38 ¢ 0 H , mvolve not just choices but the reasons behind
el i.n.].p()SSibii)iX,et\;er, unllkel Pildes and Anderson, we argue that it is

heorems that give impor i ¢

Arrgw’s Theorem tells us that, in the face&of thesg iriets(j)lt\l/]aels)feccl(a)ll?fﬁé:s\ ftcﬁ:n‘:(l)]z
z;)ruattcl(cmlizovci/e”citgfe;rrlrlzst do.more than simply select a best outcome, as ;uch an
s legitinate theirof:he())(ilz:s Ignsuclll)lca_ses, it follows, d.emocratic procedures
roduceof populas will a basis other than being the unambiguous
irre’{:‘lﬂlat]r::; (z)]lslrl’lild;s and Anderson do, thflt thg impossibility theorems are
rejovant 0 ou b rils ters.tandmg ().f democratic politics because a richer theory
ing that the impossibil(i)tlygi]l?er(frill:;rr’: l:rmlt ot oo ect I partieular argu
. . . ¢ “ .

institutional rules and practices are critical ti)v::;Ii)lzcj:rieoc‘rél.tiscoglt?tlcl(l)ﬁfgstj 111)(ei

4° Pildes and Anderson (1990)
s P. 2127,
41 Ibid, p. 2214. ’
42 1bid.
43 Ibid.
44 1bid, p. 2166.
45 Pildes are
Pildes and Anderson (1990), p. 2166, and quoted in Mackie (2003), p. 35
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meaningful or coherent...”#* misses the most crucial point: these results pre-
cisely and elegantly indicate twhy such norms, rules, and practices are required
to produce meaningful and coherent democratic outcomes. In other words, if
the impossibility theorems were indeed irrelevant and an unambiguous “best”
social choice always existed, then a richer theory of institutions and collec-
tive choice would not be needed. The theory we present in Chapters 5 and 6
acknowledges and leverages this logical step as it presents an explicit social
choice—theoretic notion of legitimacy.

Similarly, counter to the views of Pildes and Anderson, we argue that social
choice theory is particularly well suited to studying value pluralism and incom-
mensurability.#” Value pluralism is, after all, captured by the assumption and
utilization of the presumption of unrestricted domain. Particularly, when one
notices that the impossibility theorems are about aggregation in the abstract
and does not rely in any fashion on a linkage with individual or social “prefer-
ences,” the imposition of IIA is exactly an acknowledgement of incommensu-
rability.#® In other words, Arrow’s framework embraces the premise that the
criteria to be aggregated are incommensurable, regardless of the nature of the
criteria themselves.

In sum, Pildes and Anderson’s arguments mirror those discussed earlier in
focusing too narrowly on one particular interpretation of the impossibility
results. Furthermore, arguments about the impossibility theorems that rely
on the presumption that inputs to the aggregation problem need be individual
preferences are fatally flawed. Of course, such a presumption is not inconsistent
with the results, but it is logically incorrect to ascribe or deny substantive
importance to the results themselves on the basis of such an interpretation.

On the other hand, our interpretation — which we develop in the follow-
ing chapter — is wholly consistent with many of the arguments forwarded by
Pildes and Anderson. Indeed, we believe that our approach productively for-
malizes and enhances many of their arguments. Similar to the match between
our arguments and those of Riker, our approach comports with that of Pildes
and Anderson in structure and starting points but yields entirely opposing con-
clusions. As noted earlier, we will argue in the following chapter that Arrow’s
independence of irrelevant alternatives condition captures precisely the kind
of value incommensurability with which Pildes and Anderson are preoccupied.
Moreover, the theory of legitimate choice we present in the second half of
the book focuses exclusively on the linkage between collective choices and the
reasons supporting those choices and does so within a purely social choice~

theoretic framework.

46 Pildes and Anderson (1990}, p. 2200.
47 Ibid, pp. 2143-2166.
4¥ We return to this point in more derail in Scction 3.3.
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2.5 RIKER AND HIS CRITICS: UNLIKELY ALLIES?

In the end, we believe that Riker and many of his critics ask very little — indeed
too little — of democracy. To Riker, democracy is a “second-best” system ix;
which collective choices do not necessarily reflect anything meaningfui about
the values of the societies they govern. Democratic procedures simply let l;e() le
throw the really bad politicians out of office. While democratic institutions ;1?1d
procedures may e.nablc collective decision making, they can confer no legiti-
macy to the resulting decisions themselves. To Mackic, democratic procedures
are, i a very real sense, irrelevant. Because the preferences of individuals il;
society are .structured so similarly in terms of either what people explicitly v\;wnr
or at least in terms of how individuals perceive the issues under C()llsidCl'uti;)n
there f\lways exists a best outcome, and all we ask of democracy is to find it,
Mackie argues tl?at many reasonable systems are capable of finding such '11{
outcome — in whllch case, problem solved; democracy is easy. The dcliberatilve
S:én?crats argue in a similar vein that the process of deliberation induces pref-
besl:c(::ustirgll;tetfrauon and thus returns us to Mackie’s world in which there is a
delz((/)irtaatl;eba (ve,ry. d,lfferﬂ?r view than. M'ackie, Riker, and the deliberative
] )"rtllrg,;m‘]g, that it is the possibility of cycles that makes democracy
e C;gm .'1 he lact that the.re may be no best dc?cision, that any choice we
make ca 'a ways >e‘ deem.ed inferior to other possible choices on the basis of
crigeria ;:]t( )scocuft‘ydu)l'le‘ctlvel'y d.eems relCVle.lt and important, is precisely what
[ cratic decision making challenging and significant. Our argument
ears some similarity to Anthony McGann’s argument that Riker’s critics yield
:)(;ocnltlxic?: tha(tiall of these individuals presuppose that the widespread exist}énce
Stre;’gml;;lsulcliez]r(l)l:rl;ecs dl)en?ocrzlcy.49 H_owever, McGann argues that cycling
e e Sermoc Ofymuelc_m;se tlhe existence 'of.cyclic preferences coincides
lose on differem seone dint:epnzi(? te:rlclia;'llve m'zljorlties that can each win and
a5 winners acknowledge hor thzs,mz;t)eranon and compromise will ensue
not to be quickly undermined the}ll 1 Cscgmpensate losers SufﬁCl'eﬂﬂ'Y ons
imiting ey rling. oo o mselves.s© McGann argues that institutions
g cycling, and majority rule cycling in particular should be viewed
suspect because they necessarily advantage certain individ rermatives
over others. Majoriey rule ne ), i ‘lf, certain indivi ual_s 'and alternatives
is procedurally b e » s a princip e, is the unique decision process that
ocedurally fair. " The downside of majority rule, McGann acknowledges. i
tha\thlt ‘falls to produce a unique outcome. , e
- R

respe;tli,eo\::r:qfliln;;itixcr(g;:;?nss.alvr{gumffnt reasonable and persuasive in many
ot rulo b o remat : 0¥ canan outcome - one that was selected via
oy e lore ple ~ e_]’ustl edasa legmmate social choice when other

arly dominate it via the same majority principle? Here McGann is

42 McGann (2006), p. 74.
¢ Miller (1983) and cited in Mackic (2006), p. 9.
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less specific and says that the set of outcomes attainable via majority rule can
be narrowed to the uncovered set, and that particular choices “. .. will resultin
part from bargaining.”s* While we agree that the impossibility theorems tell us
that one should not hold out hope of a single, best social choice, our response
to this is more in line with that of Pildes and Anderson: the possibility of cycles
necessitates an approach to collective decision making in which reasons, or
explanations, play a central role. Intransitivities arise when for any decision
A, there is some other decision B that dominates it. Accordingly, justifying (or
legitimating) the selection of A requires the provision of a rationale not only
for the selection of A but also for the failure to choose B. In Part Il of this
book, we present a theory in which reasons or explanations along these lines
are treated as a fundamental aspect of legitimate democratic governance.

To our knowledge, Democracy Defended represents the most comprehen-
sive critique of the “Rikerian” interpretation of social choice and provides,
along the way, particularly damning indictments of each of Arrow’s axioms.
These indictments synthesize decades’ worth of arguments made by numerous
scholars against the real-world relevance of the social choice enterprise. By
nature of its scope and the tone and the pointedness of its attacks, we feel that
the ball is now in our court, and we dedicate the following chapters to our aim
of defending Arrow’s axioms against the charges leveled at them and to show,
counter to Riker’s claim, that the impossibility results are wholly consistent
with a meaningful conception of democratic choice. We do this through the
best means we know how: through the use of social choice-theoretic concepts,
tools, and arguments. Ultimately, our interpretation of the impossibility theo-
rems is intended to motivate our own theory of democratic decision making

that follows in the second part of the book.

s' McGann (2006}, p. 210.



