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BUF DX EiZ, JasonBrennan ¥, The Ethics of Voting (Princeton University Press, 2011)
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What Veting Is Not
From a moral point of view, voting is not like ordering food off of a menu. When you order salad at a
restaurant, you alone bear the consequences of your decision. No one else gets stuck with a salad. If
you make a bad choice, at least you are hurting only yourself. For the most part, you internalize all of
the costs and benefits of your decision.

Voting is not like that. If anything, when we vote, we are imposing one meal on everybody.
If you were appointed the Dinner Czar—who must decide what everyone will have for dinner each
night—your decisions would be of obvious moral consequence. As Dinner Czar, you would

externalize most of the costs and benefits of your decisions. It would be a big responsibility (1. You

better not force diabetics to eat too much sugar, make vegans eat meat, or make Muslims eat pork. Or,
if you did do these things, you better have good reasons.
Now, in voting, nobody chooses by herself. Each vote counts, but it does not count much.

We decide electoral outcomes together. How we vote has consequences: how you vote does not ().

However, there are moral principles governing how people ought to behave when participating in
collective activities. Even though individual votes almost never have a significant impact on election
results in any large-scale election, I argue that this does not let individuals off the hook. Individual
voters have moral obligations concerning how they vote.

Obviously, the good and bad that governments do are not entirely attributable to how we
vote. Our voting behavior is just one of many factors affecting political outcomes (3). Despite steadfast

and sure democratic oversight, a bad policy might be implemented out of bureaucratic caprice or a
politician’s corruption. For my purposes, what matters is that votes, on the whole, do make a difference.
Political parties have policy bents—dispositions to implement certain kinds of policies rather than
others. When voters vote for members of a party with a particular policy bent, this greatly increases
the probability that those kinds of policies will be implemented.

Other factors besides voting also determine policy outcomes. This means that we cannot
solve all political problems just by getting voters to vote better. That said, better voting would tend to
lead to better government.

(The Ethics of Voting, pp.2-3.)
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@ Appiah starts his lecture with the story of a five-year-old African boy from Ghana, who in 1707 travelled
thousands of miles across continents to join the household of a European duke* at the centre of the continent’s
enlightenment movement. Amo, as he came to be known, was given the same education as the Duke’s own sons,
went on to get a PhD*, and later became a great academic. There were, of course, racist* attitudes widely shared
across Europe at the time. For example, Immanuel Kant, one of the most influential 18th-century philosophers,
declared the fact that someone “was completely black from head to foot” provided “distinct proof that what he said

was stupid.”

@ But the 19th-century notion of “racial essence” — the idea that there is something biological we inherit as a
result of our race, and that this determines many key human characteristics such as intelligence or personality —
hadn’t yet fully established. Appiah argues this is perhaps why Amo was able to do the things he did. The idea of
racial essence really began to emerge following Amo’s death, after the peak of the international slave trade in the
mid-18th century, when hundreds of thousands of African slaves were transported in terrible conditions from Africa
to the New World*.

©) Appiah argues that people involved in the slave trade needed a justification for the terrible things they were
doing. And the emerging science of the time provided it — in the form of the developing theory of racial essence. It
is, of course, a theory that today would be considered deeply racist. 20th-century science has definitely denied the
idea that race determines what type of people we are. As Appiah sets out, we share the vast majority of our genetic*
material with all human beings, regardless of race. Almost all the variations that might help to shape things like
intelligence and character traits* are found within racial groups, not between them.

@ But the fact that we have clear scientific proof that the idea of racial essence is.nonsense doesn’t mean the
influence of race on American society can immediately disappear. African Americans continue to suffer significant
discrimination in the United States, For example, young black men are 21 times more likely to be shot and killed by
the police than young white men. In his lecture, Appiah argues that ideally* we’d all be living in a post-racial*
society — a place where we drop the idea of race altogether. He recognises that this will be impossible, though, in

societies where race has been used as the basis of oppression, and people are still experiencing its impacts.

® But of course that doesn’t stop us challenging the dangerous idea of racial essence wherever we find it. The
issue is, though, that racial prejudice is rarely rational*. In fact, there has been a great deal of research showing that
nearly all of us harbour subconscious* biases. Even while our conscious selves may hate the idea of being racist, too
often subconscious biases creep through in decisions like who to hire or promote in the workplace.
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® This implies that even if we had a society where absolutely everyone consciously rejected racist views, you
would still see minorities discriminated against unless we find a way of switching off this human tendency towards
subconscious bias. Modern societies are a long way from getting rid of both conscious and subconscious racism,
which means Appiah’s dream of a post-racial society remains a distant prospect.
(Sonia Sodha, “Race: Something We Make, Not Something That Makes Us,” BBC X ©0)
Notes: duke B
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