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Abstract

This paper examines the fundamental limitations of democratic voting systems
and challenges the reductive moral reasoning that equates a vote for a candidate
with full endorsement of all their positions. Drawing from social choice theory, infor-
mation theory, and control systems engineering, we demonstrate why the common
argument that ”voting for politician A who supports cause X means you support X”
represents a critical misunderstanding of democratic mechanisms. We explore how
such reasoning can lead to political manipulation and suggest alternative frame-
works for evaluating civic participation that better reflect the complex reality of
democratic decision-making.

1 Introduction

A common argument in contemporary political discourse takes the form: ”If you voted
for politician A who supports cause X, and cause X is morally reprehensible, then your
vote indicates you are complicit in supporting cause X.” This reasoning frequently leads
to binary moral judgments about voters. However, this argument fails to account for the
fundamental information-theoretic constraints of democratic systems and the nature of
bundled choice in representative democracy.

This paper challenges this reductive reasoning from multiple perspectives:

� The information-theoretic limitations of simple majority voting

� The bundled nature of political choice in representative systems

� The application of control theory principles to democratic systems

� The implications of Arrow’s Impossibility Theorem and related results from social
choice theory

We argue that democratic systems inherently require voters to make complex trade-offs
that cannot be reduced to single-issue moral judgments, and that political discourse that
fails to acknowledge these constraints can lead to manipulation and polarization.
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2 Information Theory and Democratic Constraints

2.1 The Bundled Choice Problem

Democratic systems, particularly winner-take-all representative democracies, present vot-
ers with bundled choices. A voter cannot select individual policies but must choose
between pre-packaged sets of positions represented by candidates or parties. From an
information-theoretic perspective, this creates a severe bottleneck in the communication
channel between citizens and government.

Formally, if we have n distinct policy dimensions, each with k possible positions, there are
kn possible policy combinations. However, a system with m candidates (where typically
m � kn) requires voters to compress their preferences into log2(m) bits of information,
resulting in massive information loss.

2.2 The Degrees of Freedom Mismatch

In control systems theory, the Law of Requisite Variety (Ashby’s Law) states that to
control a system with n degrees of freedom, a controller must have at least n independent
control variables. Applied to democracy:

Control Effectiveness =
Voter Control Levers

System Degrees of Freedom
(1)

In modern democracies, a voter typically has one vote, yet the system has dozens or
hundreds of policy dimensions. This creates a fundamental control deficit that makes it
impossible for voters to precisely express their preferences across all issues.

3 Social Choice Theory and Democratic Limitations

3.1 Arrow’s Impossibility Theorem

Arrow’s Impossibility Theorem demonstrates that no rank-order voting system can satisfy
all of the following criteria simultaneously:

� Non-dictatorship

� Pareto efficiency

� Independence of irrelevant alternatives

� Unrestricted domain

This result reveals a fundamental limitation: even with ideal voting systems, perfect
preference aggregation is mathematically impossible. This impossibility becomes more
acute in systems with fewer choices, such as two-party systems.

3.2 The Gibbard-Satterthwaite Theorem

The Gibbard-Satterthwaite theorem further shows that any non-dictatorial voting system
is either manipulable or restricts the possible preference orderings voters can express. This
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creates scenarios where voters must vote strategically rather than according to their true
preferences.

4 Moral Implications

4.1 The Ethics of Constrained Choice

Given these systemic constraints, the moral evaluation of voting behavior requires a more
nuanced framework than single-issue reductionism. We propose:

Voter Responsibilityi =
n∑

j=1

wj · Position Distancei,j · Position Availability Factorj (2)

Where:

� wj represents the moral weight of issue j

� Position Distancei,j measures how far the voter’s position is from their chosen can-
didate on issue j

� Position Availability Factorj accounts for whether alternative viable candidates ex-
ist who better represent the voter’s position on issue j

This model recognizes that moral responsibility must be weighted by what alternatives
were realistically available to the voter.

4.2 Case Study: Economic vs. Social Policy Trade-offs

Consider a voter who prioritizes economic policies that benefit their community but dis-
agrees with their preferred candidate’s position on a social issue. The reductive argument
would hold them fully responsible for the social position they disagree with, ignoring:

� The lack of candidates representing their preferred combination

� The potentially greater harm (by their values) of the alternative candidate’s eco-
nomic policies

� The different weighting of issues in their moral framework

5 Political Manipulation Through Reductive Reason-

ing

5.1 Strategic Issue Bundling

Political strategists exploit the bundled choice problem by deliberately packaging polariz-
ing positions with popular ones. This forces voters to accept certain unpopular positions
to access desired policies, then uses reductive reasoning to morally condemn those voters.
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5.2 Moral Hostage-Taking

We identify a pattern of ”moral hostage-taking” in which:

1. Parties bundle divisive moral issues with unrelated economic/governance policies

2. Voters are forced to compromise on some values to support others

3. Political opponents leverage reductive reasoning to paint all voters as supporting
every position of their chosen candidate

This creates artificial moral dilemmas that serve political interests rather than advancing
democratic representation.

6 Alternative Frameworks for Democratic Evalua-

tion

6.1 Beyond Binary Voting: Information-Rich Democracy

To address these limitations, democratic systems could be redesigned to increase the
information bandwidth between citizens and governance:

� Preference voting systems that capture more nuanced position information

� Issue-specific referendums that decouple bundled choices

� Proportional representation to increase the diversity of available positions

� Digital democracy tools that allow ongoing preference expression

6.2 Ethical Frameworks for Constrained Choice

Until such systems evolve, we propose ethical principles for evaluating voting behavior:

� Recognize the difference between endorsement and compromise

� Evaluate choices within the context of available alternatives

� Consider the voter’s complete value hierarchy, not isolated positions

� Acknowledge the information-theoretic and control theory limitations of voting

7 Conclusion

The reductive argument that ”voting for a candidate equals supporting all their posi-
tions” fundamentally misunderstands the nature and limitations of democratic systems.
From information theory to control systems to social choice theory, multiple frameworks
demonstrate why voters face inherent constraints that make perfect preference expression
impossible.

Political discourse that ignores these constraints not only makes unfair moral judgments
but also enables manipulation through artificial bundling of issues. A more sophisticated
understanding of democratic limitations can help foster political discourse that respects
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the complex trade-offs voters must navigate and encourages system reforms that better
capture citizen preferences.
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