
BACKGROUND

This was a qualitative research project
that examined political thought on non-
elite deception in democracies through
American literature

Primary sources:
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by
Mark Twain
Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison

Secondary Sources:
“Aristocracy in America” by Paul
Cantor
Natural Right and the American
Imagination by Catherine Zuckert
“Ralph Ellison, Sharpies, Rinehart, and
Politics in Invisible Man” by Lawrence
Jackson

Scholarship:
Hypocrisy and Integrity by Ruth Grant
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Deficiencies Text Examples Relationship with deception

Laws - Institutions with tremendous sway over society may not be 
regulated by laws (religion, family, social organizations)

- Laws may perpetuate inequalities

- Laws may not  be recognized as legitimate 

- Judge believes that the law should not 
interfere in family affairs, even if Pap 
is abusive to Huck (MT)

- Fugitive Slave Act (MT)
- Jim Crow Laws (RE)

- Jim does not accept Ms. Watson’s 
ownership of him (for good reason) 
(MT) 

- Deception allows for a way to 
manage people in the absence of 
the law 

- Deception is a way to achieve 
autonomy and power when the law 
is stacked against you 

- Deception can create initial 
acceptance for laws 

Honest 
Bargaining

- People are motivated by other things than rational self-
interest (norms, religion, pride/honor/shame) which may 
make bargaining impossible

- Grangerfords and Shepherdsons fight for 
honor rather than any rational reason 
(MT) 

- Deception may allow for the 
appeasement of alternative motivations

Brute Force - Disruptive to society

- May be considered illegitimate 

- May have immediate negative consequences for 
perpetrators 

- Constant fighting between 
Grangerfords and Shepherdsons (MT)

- Harlem riots (RE)
- Sherman and the mob (MT)

- Deception gives the appearance of 
legitimacy and conformity: much less 
disruptive 

How democracies perpetuate non-elite deception 

More equality à more dependency relationships à political non-elites have greater power over elites and other non-elites à power can 
be used to deceive others

Increased locational mobility allows for genuine transformation as well as pretensions of transformation à non-elites can make false 
claims that cannot be refuted out of hand 

Increased social mobility means non-elites have the potential to become elites, and are taken more seriously because of that potential à
greater ability to practice deception 

Effect of Non-Elite Deception
Actor
- Can break individuals out of 

coalitions that they do not 
benefit from

- Isolates actor 
- Increases autonomy

Elites
- Successful deception can appease 
elites
- Unsuccessful deception pushes 
elites increase their power 

System
- Benefits individuals, not 

classes of citizens
- Appearance of conformity 

can strengthen the current 
regime 

- Unsuccessful deception can 
shake the regime because it 
shows subversion

Questions 
1. Do political non-elites exercise 
political deception? 
2. If so, why? How? 
3. What are the impacts? 

Answering these 
questions will help 
us better 
understand:
1. democracies
2. citizenry and 

rulers
3. deception

“I reckon a body that ups and tells the truth when he is in a tight place is taking considerable many resks, though I ain’t had no experience, 
and can’t say for certain.” (Huckleberry Finn)

“Play the game, but don’t believe in it -- that much you owe yourself. Play the game, but play it your own way. Play the game, but raise the ante, my boy. Learn how it operates, 
learn how you operate.” (Invisible Man)
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