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introduction

The Economics of Politics brings together Gordon Tullock’s wide range of
contributions to public choice, one of the most important new fields of in-
quiry in the social sciences during the second half of the twentieth century.
In selecting the title of this volume I deferred to Professor Tullock, who is of
the opinion that “public choice” is not truly descriptive of the field, whereas
“the economics of politics” surely is.1

Public choice is a relatively new science located at the interface between
economics and politics. It was founded in 1948 by Duncan Black, who died
in 1991 without ever achieving full recognition as the founding father of the
discipline.2 Scholars schooled in public choice theory seek to understand and
predict the behavior of political markets by utilizing the analytical techniques
of economics, most notably the rational choice approach, in modeling the be-
havior of political markets.3

Public choice, as defined above, is primarily a positive science concerned
with what is or might be. As such, it is to be distinguished from its norma-
tive counterpart, social choice, which concerns itself, without reference to
real-world institutions, with what should be.

This does not imply that normative analysis is impossible within the frame-
work of public choice; rather, normative policy discussions are advanced on
a realistic basis of “politics as it is.” From this latter perspective, Tullock has
not been averse to evaluating alternative policy solutions to alleged problems
of market failure.

The Economics of Politics consists of nine parts, each depicting a separate
component of public choice.

Part 1, “The Nature of Public Choice,” brings together three papers that
focus on the nature and origins of public choice, outlining Tullock’s evolving
perspective over a period of forty years.
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of Constitutional Democracy (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1962).

“An Economic Analysis of Political Choice,” a direct precursor to chap-
ter 6 of The Calculus of Consent,4 introduces the elementary principles of the
economics of politics through a concrete example concerning the appropri-
ate governance mechanism for maintaining access roads by a small farming
community. Tullock expands this example to define more generally an ideal
constitution for simple, direct democracies such as New England town meet-
ings and Asian village assemblies.

“Origins of Public Choice” is a unique personal reflection on the origins
and evolution of public choice. Tullock traces the frustrated beginnings of
public choice in eighteenth-century France through its reemergence during
the 1940s, its evolution into a recognized field of scholarly study during the
1960s, and finally through later advances in the wake of Tullock’s own insight
into the nature of rent-seeking behavior.

“People Are People: The Elements of Public Choice” identifies the bonds
that have developed between economics and political science during some
forty years of the public choice revolution. As Tullock notes, Homo politi-

cus and Homo economicus are the same species; each is driven largely by self-
interest to pursue vigorously such personal objectives as wealth, power, pres-
tige, and income security to the extent possible within the particular domes-
tic and work environments they occupy. In this respect, they are driven
largely by solipsism rather than by altruism. Economists and political scien-
tists working outside the public choice research program typically assume, in
contrast, that Homo politicus is motivated by altruism to serve the public in-
terest, that government is omniscient and impartial, and that political mar-
kets are perfect mirrors of the majority vote. As Tullock notes, the public
choice scholar knows that this is not the case.

Part 2, “What Should Government Do?” assembles seven papers that an-
alyze the actions government should take once it is understood that solipsism
governs political as well as private markets.

In “Mosquito Abatement” Tullock argues that a central element of mak-
ing an efficient decision is the presence or absence of geographical contiguity.
The distinction between a scale economy that can be achieved only if cus-
tomers are located next door to each other and one that can be attained with-
out such geographical contiguity is basic to both public and private choices.
He then launches the discussion with a concrete example, namely the imple-
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mentation of aerial spraying, through either private or public initiative, as a
means of mosquito abatement.

In “Property, Contract, and the State” Tullock applies public choice prin-
ciples in describing the complex relationship among property, contract, and
the appropriate role of the state. Efficiency—and efficiency alone—is the nor-
mative principle that guides him through this politically sensitive maze. Tul-
lock notes that private property rights are necessary, but not sufficient, for
economic efficiency.

“Bargaining” shifts the discussion away from externalities in general to the
nature of the bargaining costs that prevent adverse third-party effects from
being resolved through mutually beneficial exchange. Again focusing on sit-
uations of geographical contiguity (in this case real-estate exchanges in urban
renewal projects), Tullock identifies a significant problem that confronts pri-
vate bargains in that holders of real estate perceive an incentive to prolong ne-
gotiations in the expectation that they may extract large payments as residual
holdouts (referred to in economics as the holdout problem).

In “Externalities and All That” Tullock takes up the case of the externality
that cannot be eliminated privately because of high bargaining costs. The
standard public finance solution in such a situation is to impose on the out-
put of the perpetrator of the externality a marginal tax equal to the marginal
monetary harm suffered by the third party. Even if such taxes, known as
Pigovian taxes, could be efficiently calculated and effectively imposed, Tul-
lock argues, it would not replicate a market solution because the taxes would
be sequestered by government. Only if those harmed by the externality are
also paid a marginal subsidy equal to the marginal monetary harm that con-
tinues to be imposed on them in the post-Pigovian tax situation will eco-
nomic efficiency result.

The nature of the costs associated with government is the focus of “The
Costs of Government.” As Tullock notes, important costs arise in the form of
a loss of potential benefits to individuals because government electoral plat-
forms are bundled into indivisible packages rather than tailored, as in the case
of private markets, to match divergent individual preferences. Because indi-
vidual voters perceive themselves to be unimportant in determining the out-
come of an election, they have little incentive to become well informed about
the precise composition of the competing policy portfolios that an election
offers. Such rationally uninformed voters are unlikely to exercise good judg-
ment in the selection of a government.

In “Remedies” Tullock reviews a range of alternative solutions to exter-
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nality problems, albeit with a clear warning about the law of unintended con-
sequences that confronts anyone who attempts to play God in the policy
arena. Tullock justifies his preference for reliance on the private associations
that emerge to accommodate members who share common goals and inter-
ests and that exclude individuals of a different persuasion. In the literature of
economics this is referred to as the club principle. If the club principle can-
not be effectively applied, his preference is for small, decentralized govern-
ments that facilitate outward and inward migration of individuals by provid-
ing competing taxation and expenditure portfolios.

In “The Social Costs of Reducing Social Cost” Tullock explains why gov-
ernment intervention tends to impose additional social costs rather than 
to eliminate those costs that trigger intervention in the first place. In part, 
the explanation for this lies in the nature of democratic government. Tullock
closes with the suggestion that democracy may not be the most efficient form
of government and that resources should be devoted to exploring potentially
superior alternatives.

Part 3, “The Vote Motive: An Essay in the Economics of Politics,” repro-
duces a widely cited monograph by Tullock on that subject. Written in 1976,
when the public choice research program was still struggling to make its im-
pact on mainstream economic thinking in the United States and was virtually
unknown in Europe, this monograph illustrates, through a sequence of com-
pelling examples, the power of using economic analysis to understand and
predict the behavior of political markets. The monograph was instrumental
in invigorating public choice research and discussion during the late 1970s
and early 1980s in the United Kingdom and throughout Western Europe.5

The papers in part 4, “Rational Ignorance and Its Implications,” explore
the likely consequences for political markets when a significant part of the
electorate chooses to be poorly informed not only about the electoral plat-
forms of competing political parties but also about the actual policies of
elected governments (a situation referred to in public choice as rational
ignorance).

“Political Ignorance” adapts the model of voter abstention developed by
Anthony Downs in 1957 to explain why many potential voters remain polit-
ically ignorant concerning the policy positions of competing candidates in
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large-scale elections.6 Tullock demonstrates that such ignorance is rational
whenever the cost of acquiring information exceeds the expected value.
Politicians recognize this and therefore design policies that concentrate
benefits on clearly identifiable minorities while dispersing the costs as invisi-
bly as possible across a wide constituency.

In “The Politics of Persuasion” Tullock segments the electorate into the ig-
norant, the casually informed, and the well informed (the latter being a very
small minority). The casually informed voter is susceptible to persuasion
through the media, mass and specialized, which opens up opportunities for
political advertising. Tullock explains how television newscasters, newspaper
columnists, radio announcers, and others who secure a significant audience
or readership through the mass media are able to use their positions to prom-
ulgate their political prejudice to a large audience at almost zero cost under
the guise of information. Such job opportunities attract individuals endowed
with a relatively intense desire to influence electoral outcomes.

“The Economics of Lying” refocuses the discussion to take account of lies
and deception within the political marketplace. Tullock once again develops
a simple, formal model that categorizes the costs and benefits of making
statements that one knows to be untrue. Such actions, he claims, are more ef-
fective when dealing with the completely uninformed and the casually in-
formed voter than when dealing with the well-informed voter. The absence
of any legal penalty for lying during political campaigns increases the net
benefits of lies in political as compared with economic markets.

“Some Further Thoughts on Voting” is a discussion of why rationally ig-
norant voters vote in elections. Tullock argues that, for most individuals, the
cost of voting is very low. In such circumstances, rational individuals go to
the polls in response to social pressures rather than as a response to any effort
expended in a decision-making process.

Part 5, “Voting Paradoxes,” brings together six papers that explore and
evaluate two apparently troubling voting anomalies. The first such anomaly,
initially identified by Kenneth Arrow,7 demonstrates that when at least three
voters make pairwise choices over at least three policy alternatives, the out-
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come may be a majority vote in favor of policy A over policy B, a majority
vote in favor of policy B over policy C, and a majority vote in favor of policy
C over policy A. Such an intransitive outcome implies that the majority vote
rule is susceptible to cycles. The second such anomaly, first identified by An-
thony Downs,8 asks why voters who have no instrumental incentive to vote,
because their individual votes are clearly nondecisive in large group elections,
nevertheless turn out in significant numbers at the polling stations.

“A Measure of the Importance of Cyclical Majorities” (coauthored with
Colin Campbell) and “The Paradox of Voting—A Possible Method of Calcu-
lation” investigate the empirical significance of the above-mentioned Arrow
vote-intransitivity paradox. Because sufficient real-world data concerning
pairwise voting outcomes were unavailable, Tullock substituted computer
for human resources using the Monte Carlo method, which relies on com-
puters to generate pseudorandom numbers that mimic the random processes
hypothesized to generate (in this case) pairwise voting data. The technique,
relatively sophisticated at that time, is now widely used by economists and
political scientists when real-world data cannot be assembled.

In “Computer Simulation of a Small Voting System” (coauthored with
Colin Campbell) Tullock again uses computer simulations to demonstrate
that the Arrow problem is less significant when voting occurs more or less
continuously in small committees.

Tullock addresses the second voting anomaly in “The Paradox of Not Vot-
ing for Oneself ” and “Avoiding the Voter’s Paradox Democratically,” decon-
structing a wide variety of attempts by public choice scholars to explain why
many voters do not abstain from voting when the expected value of their
votes is markedly less than the cost of voting.

In “An Approach to Empirical Measures of Voting Paradoxes,” co-
authored with John L. Dobra, Tullock takes advantage of the real-world in-
formation provided by faculty voting at Virginia Polytechnic Institute to
evaluate the frequency with which Arrow’s voting paradox occurs and the fre-
quency with which there is a dominant majority outcome in which one op-
tion defeats every other available option in pairwise voting.

The two papers in part 6, “The Median Voter Theorem,” are Tullock’s
evaluations of early public choice contributions suggesting that competing
candidates or parties, concerned to maximize votes, will be driven by cen-
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tripetal pressures to support the preferences of voters located at the policy
center (the median voter).

“Duncan Black: The Founding Father” is Tullock’s 1991 obituary for
Duncan Black, to whom Tullock refers with the Chinese toast as “the father
of all of us.” Tullock demonstrates that Black, not Arrow, first discovered the
problem of vote intransitivity and the associated vote cycle. Having deter-
mined that vote cycling may occur, Black then identified the specific condi-
tion under which it would not occur, namely the conjunction of voters with
single-peaked preferences over one identifiable issue dimension (for example,
if each voter identifies one most-preferred level of defense expenditure and is
less satisfied as the level of such expenditure is either less or more than that
preferred level).

In “Hotelling and Downs in Two Dimensions” Tullock reviews earlier
contributions by Harold Hotelling, who developed a theory that explains
why competing stores locate closely together on the main street and do not
space themselves to minimize the transportation costs of potential cus-
tomers; and Anthony Downs, who deployed Hotelling’s theory to explain
why competing political parties tend to converge rather than diverge in po-
litical policy space. The theories of both Hotelling and Downs focused on
competition in single-dimensional space. Tullock widens the discussion to
embrace elections in which the parties compete over two separable issue di-
mensions, for example, defense and the economy, when logrolling is feasible
across these dimensions and when more than two political parties enter into
the competition.

Part 7, “Vote Trading and Logrolling as Mechanisms of Political Ex-
change,” is a compilation of three papers evaluating the role and relevance of
logrolling for spatial theories of democratic voting.

In “A Simple Algebraic Logrolling Model” Tullock emphasizes that, with
logrolling, the political equilibrium changes whenever individual voters have
different preference intensities over several policies and when transaction
costs of vote trading are low. He distinguishes between explicit logrolling,
most often observed as deals between politicians within the legislature, and
implicit logrolling, which occurs when political parties or candidates bundle
policy platforms for electoral purposes.

Examples of vote trading and logrolling among committees within a leg-
islature, among the separate chambers of a bicameral legislature, and among
political parties within the legislature are explored in depth in “More Com-
plicated Log-rolling.” In Tullock’s view, this kind of logrolling explains the
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high degree of stability evident in most political systems despite the existence
of the Arrow cycling problem.

In “Efficiency in Log-rolling” Tullock argues that logrolling protects mi-
norities from significant harm from majorities and often leads to exchange
efficiency.

Part 8, “More on Demand Revealing,” brings together three papers that
explore the strengths and limitations of a tax innovation designed by Tullock
to ensure that individuals represent their true demands for a public good.

“Some Limitations of Demand-Revealing Processes” (coauthored with
Nicolaus Tideman) acknowledges that the demand-revealing approach has a
number of potential defects. Specifically, it may undermotivate participants
to obtain all relevant information, may lead to a waste of resources when the
number of participants is small, may result in the bankruptcy of some partic-
ipants, and may be subject to manipulation. The authors note, however, that
an overall judgment on the demand-revealing approach must be based on a
comparison between it and other real-world alternatives, all of which are vul-
nerable to free-rider and strategic manipulation problems.

“Coalitions under Demand Revealing” (also coauthored with Nicolaus
Tideman) acknowledges that coalitions may arise to manipulate collective
choice outcomes even under the demand-revealing approach. The authors
make a strong case, however, that such coalitions are much less likely than
they are with other methods of determining the optimal outcome of public
good provision.

Finally, “More Thoughts about Demand Revealing” challenges the view
that the demand-revealing approach does not allow individuals to reflect al-
truistic preferences for a public good. As Tullock notes, individuals’ demand
curves reflect both selfish and altruistic preferences. Tullock argues that indi-
viduals are selfish 95 percent of the time.

Part 9, “Voting Methods and Political Market Behavior,” consists of six
papers that evaluate a range of voting rules and political institutions typically
ignored or downplayed by public choice scholars.

“Proportional Representation” addresses the potential advantages of pro-
portional representation over plurality-based voting methods in democratic
elections. Tullock notes that political scientists in the United States misuse
the term “representation.” A left-leaning Democrat elected into office in
Massachusetts does not represent the interests of a right-leaning Republican
constituency. Under the plurality system, an elected politician may advance
legislation representative of as little as 25 percent of his constituency. In con-
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trast, with proportional representation, legislation requires a minimum coali-
tion of 50-plus percent of the voters.

“Democracy as It Really Is” explores the weaknesses of democracy in re-
sponding to the informed preferences of special-interest groups at the ex-
pense of the general voter. Tullock argues that the federal system, although it
does not completely resolve this weakness, nevertheless provides a net gain
for society as a whole.

“A Bouquet of Governments” and “Thoughts about Representative Gov-
ernment” outline the wide diversity of democratic institutions utilized in dif-
ferent countries and at different levels within a country. Tullock once again
manifests a strong preference for decentralization under a federalist frame-
work.

In terms of legislative outcomes, “Voting, Different Methods and General
Considerations” looks at the importance of methods actually used to deter-
mine a majority vote and focuses on problems posed by agenda control when
the number of alternatives in the final vote must be reduced to two.

Problems of agenda control, as Tullock notes, are especially evident in the
voting behavior of legislative bodies. The final paper in this volume, “A Bou-
quet of Voting Methods,” outlines and briefly evaluates a wide range of vot-
ing methods used throughout the history of democracy. Tullock concludes
the paper by commending the demand-revealing process as the best method
ever devised, albeit a method that, as yet, is deployed only in small, private
communities.

The Economics of Politics demonstrates the immense range and depth of
Tullock’s contributions to public choice. Equally confident in both the nor-
mative and the positive branches of the discipline, and well versed in the wide
variety of institutions and practices of democracy across time and nations,
Tullock expands the effective horizon of the continuing public choice revo-
lution and makes a case for a return to the more catholic approach to politi-
cal economy advanced by the great eighteenth-century scholars of the Scot-
tish Enlightenment.

charles k. rowley

Duncan Black Professor of Economics, George Mason University

Senior Fellow, James M. Buchanan Center for Political Economy, 

George Mason University

General Director, The Locke Institute



part 1

the nature of 

public choice



an economic analysis 
of political choice

It is sometimes hard to follow extremely abstract reasoning in a new field.
Since the field to be discussed is new to most economists,1 I have decided to
begin by discussing a concrete example rather than presenting an abstract and
fully general model. Constitutional problems of a small and rather peculiar
community will be discussed in the early part of the article. The theory de-
veloped of this particular community will then be converted into a general
model.

Consider, then, a community of 100 farmers owning more or less equiv-
alent farms who live in a township cut by a number of main highways. These
highways are maintained by the state government, but they are limited access
roads and can be entered only from local roads. These local roads are the re-
sponsibility of the township. Four or five farmers are dependent on each of
the local roads to reach the main highways. The maintenance and improve-
ment of these roads is the only political problem of the township and, as our
final restriction, the taxing power of the township government is limited to a
general property tax which will mean that costs will be relatively equally
shared by all the farmers.2 The question to be discussed is: What would be
the ideal voting rule for these farmers to use in determining which roads will
be repaired or improved?

One possible rule, which has simplicity if nothing else to commend it,
would be to let any individual order repairs or improvements on any road he

[ 3 ]

Reprinted, with permission, from Il Politico 16 (1961): 234 – 40.
This paper was presented by the author, professor of International Studies at University of

South Carolina, to the third congress of Southern Economic Association (Atlanta, Georgia,
November 1960).

1. The only economists to whom it will not be new will be those who have seen the mimeo-
graphed version of The Calculus of Consent (James Buchanan and Gordon Tullock, University
of Michigan Press, forthcoming). Although this article is not directly drawn from the book, 
it follows the same general line of reasoning and is intended as a sort of introduction to this
new field.

2. The relationship between this model and the one I introduced on page 573 of my ar-
ticle, “Problems of Majority Voting” ( Journal of Political Economy, December 1959, pp. 571–
79), is obviously close. The “Problems” model, in fact, is a single point on the continuum to
be introduced on the next few pages.



wished. Thus, any farmer could simply call up the township government and
order some road repair project and the cost would then be assessed to all the
farmers. Since each farmer would be able to get his own road repaired while
paying only 1% of the cost under this rule, I presume it is obvious to an au-
dience of economists that there would be vast overinvestment in road facili-
ties. We would have a Galbraithian world in which splendid highways con-
nected hovels and in which the congestion problem had been solved by
putting cars with tail fins beyond the purse of most farmers. The costs of this
overinvestment on the farmers we will call “external costs,” and we will find
that there is an external cost for every voting rule short of unanimity.

A method of improving the situation would be to require that several farm-
ers agree on each road maintenance project. This would mean, of course, that
some time would be spent in negotiating the agreement, but let us for the
time being ignore the problems of reaching agreement and concentrate our
attention on the results that could be expected if the parties were able to reach
agreements costlessly. Increasing the number of farmers required to agree 
to a given repair or maintenance job would make only a minor difference as
long as the number was small enough so that those farmers living on a given
road are sufficient to get it repaired. Let us, therefore, consider a rule requir-
ing 10 farmers to agree to any given road repairing project, which would in-
sure that farmers along at least two roads would have to agree.

Clearly, the farmers along one road could get agreement to its repairs from
the farmers on another only by promising to agree to the repair of the other
road. If this is so, then they must count the cost of repairing the other road
as part of the cost of repairing their own. Thus, the real cost to them of re-
pairing their road is something close to 10% of the total cost. (An easy way
of thinking of this process is to consider how much the voter, under various
rules, must pay in taxes for each $100.00 worth of road repairing. Under the
one voter choice rule he would have to pay $1.00, under our present 10-voter
rule $10.00 and under a unanimity rule, $100.00.)

Clearly, with our new 10-voter rule, the amount of road repairing under-
taken would be much less than with the single voter rule, and, hence, the ex-
ternal cost imposed on each member of the community would be less. (It
may appear peculiar to refer to this cost as “external” since in normal usage
the term usually refers to some private activity, not to governmental action,
but a little reflection will indicate that government action can impose exter-
nal costs. If I am taxed to pay farmers subsidies so that they will reduce their
production and thus raise my food costs, clearly I am suffering an external

[ 4 ] The Nature of Public Choice



cost under the usual definitions of the term. The really peculiar phenomenon
is the failure of economists in the past to use external costs in discussing po-
litical decisions, not our present usage.)3

Our community, of course, can require more than 10 voters to agree to
any given road repair or improvement project. Each increase in the number
required to agree will increase the number of necessary parties to a bargain,
and hence raise the cost to each individual of a given amount of road repair-
ing. The larger the number of farmers required to agree, the closer the cost
of having the road repaired to each individual farmer will approach the real
cost, hence, the less wastage of resources and the less external cost imposed
on the farmers. We can represent this process by an idealized curve with the
external cost of the voting rule very high at the single voter extreme and zero
at the unanimity end.

Note that the curve in Figure 1 is perfectly smooth; there is no kink or ir-
regularity at the 51-voter point. In view of the role played by simple major-
ity voting in most of our present political ideology, this is most interesting. I
would devote more attention to the simple majority case which is given so

An Economic Analysis of Political Choice [ 5 ]

3. Costs associated with shifting some activity from the private sector to the public are, of
course, frequently discussed by economists. These costs, however, have normally been essen-
tially the bureaucratic costs of administration, not the intrinsic costs of the decisions them-
selves. For a partial exception, see “Free Enterprise and Competitive Order,” in Friedrich A.
von Hayek, Individualism and Economic Order, Chicago, 1948, pp. 107–18.

External Cost

Number Required to
Agree

figure 1




