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Political Campaigns and the Electorate
The voice of the people is always heard in the electoral process, but it is not always clear exactly what
the people have chosen. The candidates and their political consultants concentrate upon the projection
of images rather than on the serious discussion of public issues. The media, interested in gaining as wide
an audience as possible, encourage candidates to be brief in the presentation of their programs and to
act with an eye to what is newsworthy in the view of television producers and newspaper editors. A
maze confronts the electorate, which must be able to peer through the smoke screen of electoral
politics in order to be able to vote intelligently. The following selection, from Key's oft‐quoted book, The
Responsible Electorate, argues that voters are not the fools that many politicians and their advisers
often take them to be. The electorate, concludes the author, "behaves about as rationally and
responsibly as we should expect, given the clarity of the alternatives presented to it and the character of
the information available to it."

The Responsible Electorate
V. O. Key, Jr.

In his reflective moments even the most experienced politician senses a nagging curiosity about
why people vote as they do. His power and his position depend upon the outcome of the
mysterious rites we perform as opposing candidates harangue the multitudes who finally
march to the polls to prolong the rule of their champion, to thrust him, ungratefully, back into
the void of private life, or to raise to eminence a new tribune of the people. What kinds of
appeals enable a candidate to win the favor of the great god, The People? What circumstances
move voters to shift their preferences in this direction or that? What clever propaganda tactic or
slogan led to this result? What mannerism of oratory or style of rhetoric produced another
outcome? What band of electors rallied to this candidate to save the day for him? What policy of
state attracted the devotion of another bloc of voters? What action repelled a third sector of the
electorate?
The victorious candidate may claim with assurance that he has the answers to all such
questions. He may regard his success as vindication of his beliefs about why voters vote as they
do. And he may regard the swing of the vote to him as indubitably a response to the campaign
positions he took, as an indication of the acute‐ness of his intuitive estimates of the mood of the
people, and as a ringing manifestation of the esteem in which he is held by a discriminating
public. This narcissism assumes its most repulsive form among election winners who have
championed intolerance, who have stirred the passions and hatreds of people, or who have
advocated causes known by decent men to be outrageous or dangerous in their long‐run
consequences. No functionary is more repugnant or more arrogant than the unjust man who
asserts, with a color of truth, that he speaks from a pedestal of popular approbation.
It thus can be a mischievous error to assume, because a candidate wins, that a majority of
the electorate shares his views on public questions, approves his past actions, or has specific
expectations about his future conduct. Nor does victory establish that the candidateʹs campaign
strategy, his image, his television style, or his fearless stand against cancer and polio turned the
trick. The election returns establish only that a winner attracted a majority of votes—assuming
the existence of a modicum of rectitude in election administration. They tell us precious little
about why the plurality was his.
For a glaringly obvious reason, electoral victory cannot be regarded as necessarily a popular
ratification of a candidateʹs outlook. The voice of the people is but an echo. The output of an

echo chamber bears an inevitable and invariable relation to the input. As candidates and parties
clamor for attention and vie for popular support, the peopleʹs verdict can be no more than a
selective reflection from among the alternatives and outlooks presented to them. Even the most
discriminating popular judgment can reflect only ambiguity, uncertainty, or even foolishness if
those are the qualities of the input into the echo chamber. A candidate may win despite his
tactics and appeals rather than because of them. If the people can choose only from among
rascals, they are certain to choose a rascal.
Scholars, though they have less at stake than do politicians, also have an abiding curiosity
about why voters act as they do. In the past quarter of a century they have vastly enlarged their
capacity to check the hunches born of their curiosities. The invention of the sample survey—the
most widely known example of which is the Gallup poll—enabled them to make fairly
trustworthy estimates of the characteristics and behaviors of large human populations. This
method of mass observation revolutionized the study of politics—as well as the management of
political campaigns. The new technique permitted large‐scale tests to check the validity of old
psychological and sociological theories of human behavior. These tests led to new hunches and
new theories about voting behavior, which could in turn, be checked and which thereby
contributed to the extraordinary ferment in the social sciences during recent decades.
The studies of electoral behavior by survey methods cumulate into an imposing body of
knowledge which conveys a vivid impression of the variety and subtlety of factors that enter
into individual voting decisions. In their first stages in the 1930s the new electoral studies
chiefly lent precision and verification to the working maxims of practicing politicians and to
some of the crude theories of political speculators. Thus, sample surveys established that people
did, indeed, appear to vote their pocketbooks. Yet the demonstration created its
embarrassments because it also established that exceptions to the rule were numerous. Not all
factory workers, for example, voted alike. How was the behavior of the deviants from ʺgroup
interestʺ to be explained? Refinement after refinement of theory and analysis added complexity
to the original simple explanation. By introducing a bit of psychological theory it could be
demonstrated that factory workers with optimistic expectations tended less to be governed by
pocketbook considerations than did those whose outlook was gloomy. When a little social
psychology was stirred into the analysis, it could be established that identifications formed
early in life, such as attachments to political parties, also reinforced or resisted the pull of the
interest of the moment. A sociologist, bringing to play the conceptual tools of his trade, then
could show that those factory workers who associate intimately with like‐minded persons on
the average vote with greater solidarity than do social isolates. Inquiries conducted with great
ingenuity along many such lines have enormously broadened our knowledge of the factors
associated with the responses of people to the stimuli presented to them by political campaigns.
Yet, by and large, the picture of the voter that emerges from a combination of the folklore of
practical politics and the findings of the new electoral studies is not a pretty one. It is not a
portrait of citizens moving to considered decision as they play their solemn role of making and
unmaking governments. The older tradition from practical politics may regard the voter as an
erratic and irrational fellow susceptible to manipulation by skilled humbugs. One need not live
through many campaigns to observe politicians, even successful politicians, who act as though
they regarded the people as manageable fools. Nor does a heroic conception of the voter emerge
from the new analyses of electoral behavior. They can be added up to a conception of voting not
as a civic decision but as an almost purely deterministic act. Given knowledge of certain
characteristics of a voter—his occupation, his residence, his religion, his national origin, and
perhaps certain of his attributes—one can predict with a high probability the direction of his
vote. The actions of persons are made to appear to be only predictable and automatic responses
to campaign stimuli.
Most findings of the analysts of voting never travel beyond the circle of the technicians; the
popularizers, though, give wide currency to the most bizarre—and most dubious—theories of
electoral behavior. Public‐relations experts share in the process of dissemination as they sell
their services to politicians (and succeed in establishing that politicians are sometimes as
gullible as businessmen). Reporters pick up the latest psychological secret from campaign

managers and spread it through a larger public. Thus, at one time a goodly proportion of the
literate population must have placed some store in the theory that the electorate was a pushover
for a candidate who projected an appropriate ʺfather image.ʺ At another stage, the ʺsincereʺ
candidate supposedly had an overwhelming advantage. And even so kindly a gentleman as
General Eisenhower was said to have an especial attractiveness to those of authoritarian
personality within the electorate.
Conceptions and theories of the way voters behave do not raise solely arcane problems to be
disputed among the democratic and antidemocratic theorists or questions to be settled by the
elegant techniques of the analysts of electoral behavior. Rather, they touch upon profound
issues at the heart of the problem of the nature and workability of systems of popular
government. Obviously the perceptions of the behavior of the electorate held by political
leaders, agitators, and activists condition if they do not fix, the types of appeals politicians
employ as they seek popular support. These perceptions—or theories—affect the nature of the
input to the echo chamber, if we may revert to our earlier figure, and thereby control its output.
They may govern, too, the kinds of actions that governments take as they look forward to the
next election. If politicians perceive the electorate as responsive to father images, they will give
it father images. If they see voters as most certainly responsive to nonsense, they will give them
nonsense. If they see voters as susceptible to delusion, they will delude them. If they see an
electorate receptive to the cold, hard realities, they will give it the cold, hard realities.
In short, theories of how voters behave acquire importance not because of their effects on
voters, who may proceed blithely unaware of them. They gain significance because of their
effects, both potentially and in reality, on candidates and other political leaders. If leaders
believe the route to victory is by projection of images and cultivation of styles rather than by
advocacy of policies to cope with the problems of the country, they will project images and
cultivate styles to the neglect of the substance of politics. They will abdicate their prime function
in a democratic system, which amounts, in essence, to the assumption of the risk of trying to
persuade us to lift ourselves by our bootstraps.
Among the literary experts on politics there are those who contend that, because of the
development of tricks of the manipulation of the masses, practices of political leadership in the
management of voters have moved far toward the conversion of election campaigns into
obscene parodies of the models set up by democratic idealists. They point to the good old days
when politicians were deep thinkers, eloquent orators, and farsighted statesmen. Such estimates
of the course of change in social institutions must be regarded with reserve. They may be only
manifestations of the inverted optimism of aged and melancholy men who, estopped from hope
for the future, see in the past a satisfaction of their yearning for greatness in our political life.
Whatever the trends may have been, the perceptions that leadership elements of
democracies hold of the modes of response of the electorate must always be a matter of
fundamental significance. Those perceptions determine the nature of the voice of the people, for
they determine the character of the input into the echo chamber. While the output may be
governed by the nature of the input, over the longer run the properties of the echo chamber
may themselves be altered. Fed a steady diet of buncombe, the people may come to expect and
to respond with highest predictability to buncombe. And those leaders most skilled in the
propagation of buncombe may gain lasting advantage in the recurring struggles for popular
favor.
[My] perverse and unorthodox argument. . . is that voters are not fools. To be sure, many
individual voters act in odd ways indeed; yet in the large the electorate behaves about as
rationally and responsibly as we should expect, given the clarity of the alternatives presented to
it and the character of the information available to it. In American presidential campaigns of
recent decades the portrait of the American electorate that develops from the data is not one of
an electorate straitjacketed by social determinants or moved by subconscious urges triggered by
devilishly skillful propagandists. It is rather one of an electorate moved by concern about
central and relevant questions of public policy, of governmental performance, and of executive
personality. Propositions so uncompromisingly stated inevitably represent overstatements. Yet

to the extent that they can be shown to resemble the reality, they are propositions of basic
importance for both the theory and the practice of democracy. . . .
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