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Abstract 

The thesis aims to tackle two fundamental questions about epistemic aspects of democratic 

theory. First, which epistemic goals should democratic decision-making have and can they be 

pursued in a way that allows for decision-making that is both inclusive and competent? Second, 

how can these epistemic goals be pursued in a democracy in a manner that respects and pro-

motes voters’ epistemic autonomy? In the first two chapters, I discuss the types of truth democ-

racies can track and explain for which of these types more inclusive forms of decision-making 

will outperform less inclusive ones. In chapter one, I compare direct and representative voting 

on this basis, and in chapter two, deliberative mini-publics and their alternatives. Chapters three 

and four aim to tackle the question of which changes to voters’ informational environments can 

improve their epistemic autonomy and empower them. In chapter three, I coin the term “free-

dom of information choice”, understood as the ability to form evaluative judgments autono-

mously, and explain which sets of information options allow for it. In chapter four, I provide 

an interpretation of the epistemic empowerment of voters and explain which types of interven-

tions will promote it. Together, these chapters provide a  framework for the type of interven-

tions in voters’ epistemic environments that could improve both inclusivity and epistemic au-

tonomy while maintaining quality decision-making.    
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Introduction 

 

When I started writing this dissertation, my choice of topic was guided by puzzles I found 

particularly interesting and timely regarding the role information plays and should play in 

current democracies.  

First, democracy is generally thought to mean rule by the people. Yet, there is a longstanding 

tradition within democratic theory of refraining from giving the electorate too much power, 

due to the worry that uninformed voters will engage in bad decisions. Arguments in this vein 

include the thought that there should not be direct voting due to voter ignorance, which features 

in Rousseau (1762) and that better educated voters should have more votes, dating back at least 

to Mill (1865, Chapter VIII). It is also suggested that voters’ role should be limited to deciding 

on societal values, while policy makers or, for instance, prediction markets, should be assigned 

more complex tasks needed to promote those values (e.g., Christiano, 1996, 2018; Hanson, 

2013). Even the founding fathers of the US preferred to give decision-making power to the 

ruling elite. For instance, Hamilton’s comments from the Federalist No. 68 (1788/1961: 458) 

include the note:  

“It was equally desirable that the immediate election should be made by men most 

capable of analyzing the qualities adapted to the station, and acting under circumstances 

favourable to deliberation. A small number of persons, selected by their fellows from 

the general mass, will be most likely to possess the information and discernment 

requisite to so complicated an investigation.” 

Two questions, then, arise: (a) Is the worry about voters’ limited ability to engage in good 

decision-making warranted? (b) Can democracies, which set out to allow rule by the people, 

improve their ability to foster both inclusivity and good decision-making? 

Another puzzle that intrigued me is the change exhibited within democracies in recent years, 

with the development of the internet and social media. Theoretically, voters now have much 

more information than they ever had before easily accessible to them online. Such a change 

might be considered an improvement in democratic standards, as people with better access to 

multiple sources of information can more easily be self-governing and might be less prone to 
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state manipulation. We might have thought that such a change would bring about a rise in trust 

between voters and governments in democratic systems. Voters, perhaps, would place more 

trust in governments that allow such freedom of information, and governments would place 

trust in voters that have better means to become well-informed. However, voters’ trust in 

democratic institutions has been decreasing in recent years (The Electoral Commission, 2025; 

University of Southampton, 2025). Additionally, voters are often thought to be biased and 

misinformed, rather than well informed (e.g., Brennan, 2022, Guerrero, 2024, Ecker et al., 

2024). These changes are part of a larger trend, where, worldwide, democracies seem to be in 

trouble, and clear trends of democratic backsliding have been identified (Nord et al., 2024). 

Even though access to information has improved, two factors seem to have prevented improved 

relations between state and voters. First, the information voters have access to is not always 

quality information, and it includes misinformation and biased information. Furthermore, it is 

often controlled by private companies, who take advantage of human weaknesses in a way that 

creates non-ideal information consumption habits. Additionally, having multiple informational 

sources has allowed voters to view democratic institutions with a more critical eye and they 

are therefore better able to identify corruption, biases, lack of neutrality, and the unequal 

distribution of power within these institutions (Guriev et al., 2021). Consequently, they place 

less trust in statements, and even factual information, provided by state institutions, especially 

when a rival political party controls those institutions.  

This gives rise to a new puzzle. On the one hand, it seems the state should intervene in voters’ 

epistemic environments, to improve the quality of information consumption. On the other hand, 

voters are less likely to accept such interventions, particularly if they are initiated by an 

opposing party and appear non-neutral with respect to values in dispute among the population. 

Such criticisms were made in the past regarding various proposals for regulation or content 

moderation of social media (see, for example, Nover, 2025; Vile, 2025), for instance. The 

question then arises: can there be a sweet spot of state intervention that will aid the relationship 

between voters and the state, while preserving self-governance?  

These puzzles have led me to want to address several important questions about the role of 

information curation in modern democracies. (a) What type of information do voters need to 

possess for governments to place a justified trust in them and increase inclusivity in decision-

making? (b) Is it possible for states to intervene in voters’ epistemic environments in a way that 
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improves, rather than reduces, epistemic autonomy and self-governance, while providing 

voters with the relevant type of information for inclusive decision making to be feasible?  

Thinking particularly about changes that technologies such as recommender systems and large 

language models have brought to voters’ epistemic environments, I also wondered what 

changes would be beneficial, accepted by voters, and autonomy preserving in a reality where 

people do not consume the same information as one another, and do not always agree even on 

basic facts. Additionally, I wondered whether it is possible to capitalize on recent changes in 

voters’ access to information and technological developments in a way that strengthens, rather 

than weakens, democracies.  

I believe that to answer these questions, we must clarify several important underlying concepts. 

For instance, the information we should expect voters to have to be included in decision-

making hinges on the question of what truth we believe democracies should aim to track. The 

question whether specific mechanisms could increase inclusivity while preserving quality 

decision-making also hinges on the epistemic benefits such mechanisms could have in tracking 

specific truths and whether those stand in tension with the particular conception of inclusivity 

they foster. Answering questions about interventions in voters’ epistemic environments that 

would cause a positive change in democracies also requires understanding human cognition. 

This is because, while theoretically accessible, information portrayed to people is largely being 

curated by private companies, often in ways that appeal to certain cognitive biases. An updated 

theory of epistemic autonomy of voters in modern democracies should take those into account. 

Finally, the literature has been preoccupied with questions of voter ignorance and competence, 

whereas a more democratic approach that could guide legitimate interventions would entail 

studying voters’ epistemic empowerment.  

These underlying questions are, in this order, what each of my chapters aims to address. 

Overall, my dissertation explores the role of information in democracies, from the type and 

level of information voters require for inclusive decision making that leads to good decisions, 

to the types of interventions states can conduct in voters’ epistemic environments. The 

dissertation comprises four chapters.  

The first chapter shows that under plausible conditions, the tension between more inclusive 

and better decision-making is limited to a specific understanding of the type of truth democratic 

voting is meant to track. In it, I compare the truth-tracking abilities of direct and indirect voting. 

I examine an overlooked aspect of this question, showing that the nature of truth we track, 
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whether it is universal or relative, significantly influences the answer to this question. I use the 

term “universal truths” to describe cases where the correct vote is the same for all voters, such 

as when voting on the guilt or innocence of a person. I use the term “relative truth” to describe 

cases where the correct vote differs for different voters, for instance, since each of them is 

voting for what is correct given their interests, values or goals.  

Using plausible conditions that do not rely on jury theorem assumptions, I compare direct and 

representative voting, revealing different outcomes for each type of truth. When we track a 

universal truth, for a relatively incompetent electorate, representative democracy reaches 

higher competence. Yet, as voter competence improves in both electing representatives and 

voting on issues, direct democracy will eventually surpass it. By contrast, when tracking 

relative truths, direct democracy tends to lead to higher competence even when individual 

voters’ competence is only slightly above random. This chapter offers a new challenge to the 

idea that voters’ power should be limited due to voter ignorance. It shows that if, as many have 

supposed (e.g., Schumpeter, 1942, Downs 1957), the aim of democracy is to track relative 

truths, then voters do not need to be very competent for their inclusion to improve decision 

making.  

The style of this first chapter is the most formal out of my four chapters, however, the ideas in 

it are also explained intuitively and informally.  

In the second chapter, I examine the potential of deliberative mini publics (DMPs), such as 

citizen assemblies, to lead to inclusive and epistemically advantageous decision-making within 

democracies. I chose to examine DMPs in particular because of their rising popularity in recent 

years and their extensive usage within real democracies. These bodies have been recommended 

by leading world organizations (e.g., WHO, 2021) and are often thought to raise citizens’ trust 

in existing democracies (Norheim, et al., 2021). I explain why a potentially promising way of 

explaining their advantage likely fails. In particular, I show that arguments aiming to 

demonstrate that DMPs can outperform alternatives in tracking a truth relative to the interests 

or values of the majority of the population fail. I lay out two potential ways of tracking such a 

truth – (i) where each DMP participant aims to promote their own interests and values, and (ii) 

where each participant aims to promote the interests and values of the general population. I 

show that neither way allows us to attribute clear epistemic advantages to DMPs over 

alternatives. I conclude that other arguments are needed for justifying the use of DMPs in 

existing democracies.  
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Within this chapter, I also explain how various means of providing individuals with information 

could be biased, potentially harming their ability to pursue their own interests, values and goals. 

I conclude that when aiming to inform voters, it is crucial to take into account means of 

preserving their epistemic autonomy. This requires the development of an independent theory 

of what type of information portrayal preserves voters’ epistemic autonomy, a question I delve 

into in the following chapters.  

In the third and fourth chapters, I examine the type of interventions governments can have in 

voters’ epistemic environments that would preserve and cultivate epistemic autonomy rather 

than curtailing it. My examination emphasizes the role cognitive limitations play in current 

harms to voters’ epistemic environments.  

In the third chapter, I explore an overlooked aspect of freedom of choice, which I term 

“freedom of information choice”. This is the ability to form evaluative judgments 

autonomously, which hinges on the information options ones has. I elucidate two distinct 

characteristics of freedom of information choice. First, it cannot be measured primarily based 

on pre-existing evaluative judgments. Additionally, instead of the monetary budget set 

commonly used for economic freedom, in its evaluation, we should primarily consider what I 

call a “cognitive budget set”. Considering freedom of information choice in the light of this 

cognitive budget set, I argue, enables us to account for harms to such freedom caused by the 

combination of certain types of information curation with our limited cognitive resources. I 

clarify why these distinctions render prominent suggestions for enhancing freedom of choice 

problematic for measuring freedom of information choice. I then propose one way of enhancing 

freedom of information choice, by increasing what I term the “intra-bundle diversity of 

options”. This involves enhancing the diversity of information within jointly possible 

combinations of information (i.e., within the same bundle) instead of enhancing diversity 

between mutually exclusive options. What makes information options jointly accessible in my 

account is that they can be jointly consumed within the limits of a person’s cognitive budget. 

This measure can help us conceptualize, and measure as a threat to freedom, typical problems 

with online information consumption. For instance, when one is exposed to one-sided 

information, the cognitive cost of consuming opposing views becomes higher. Hence, often, 

both cannot be jointly consumed within the cognitive budget. I illustrate how intra-bundle 

diversity can be achieved by highlighting a distinct quality of the cognitive budget set, namely, 

that prior information consumption affects the cognitive costs of additional items. Among other 
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things, this chapter offers a normative explanation of the problem with the current structure of 

communication in digital spaces. 

In the fourth chapter, I offer a particular interpretation of epistemic empowerment of voters. 

The term “voter empowerment” is often used in public discourse. However, insufficient 

philosophical thought has been devoted to what such empowerment entails. In the chapter, I 

develop an understanding of empowerment with respect to the use of information in the 

decision-making process preceding a vote. Drawing on literature on empowerment in 

development studies, I argue that epistemic voter empowerment should be measured by 

particular capabilities. While Sen’s capability approach (e.g., Sen, 1980) is often used to 

examine what options should reside within a monetary budget set, I argue that for the epistemic 

empowerment of voters, we need to develop a list of capabilities to determine what information 

should reside within the cognitive budget set introduced in the previous chapter.  

I argue that these capabilities should include a voter’s control over their epistemic process and 

their ability to use their vote to promote their interests. I develop what I call a “conditional 

subjectivist” approach to the relevant capabilities. I argue that all voters should possess certain 

capabilities essential for epistemic autonomy, and once they do so, their own views should 

determine which information is considered relevant to promoting their interests and well-being. 

I then explain the advantages this approach has over prominent alternative proposals that are 

directed at improving voters’ knowledge, including composing tests of citizen knowledge and 

encouraging citizens to pass them in various ways (Brennan, 2016, 2022). Particularly, I argue 

that the proposed form of empowerment better protects voters’ epistemic autonomy. 

At the end of this fourth chapter, I briefly discuss two important topics that I hope to further 

develop in the future. The first includes reasons we should expect epistemic empowerment of 

voters to raise voters’ competence in tracking relative truths. I explain why the rise in 

competence will be on metrics similar to the ones used to assess the existing proposals for 

raising the electorate’s competence, such as knowledge tests (Brennan, 2016, 2022), as well as 

the metric upon which deliberative mini-publics might have epistemic advantages. As 

empowering the entire population using this method is, I argue, more inclusive and autonomy-

preserving than these other methods, it may have an advantage over such methods.  

In the final section of this chapter, I briefly discuss how the proposed type of empowerment is 

timely, in the sense that it can capitalize on existing capabilities of recommender systems and 

other recent technologies to empower voters. This is because the suggested type of 
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empowerment requires interventions that rely on information that recommender systems 

currently collect and use to personalize people’s epistemic environments, but according to 

standards that differ from the ones currently employed in such systems. My usage of the 

capabilities approach allows me to explain the advantage of existing capabilities of 

recommender systems. It is well known within the capabilities literature that cultivating the 

same capabilities across different people requires different means, including, in this case, 

different types of information. In this light, the personalization capacities of such technologies 

could be used to curate information that fosters the development of these capabilities across 

diverse citizens. 

Even though I do not explicitly address the topic within the thesis, I have  written my 

dissertation while thinking about interventions that could potentially reduce political 

polarization among voters in current democracies. I believe, in particular, that the proposals in 

the final two chapters, concerning freedom of information and the epistemic empowerment of 

voters, might help reduce polarization without resorting to problematic interventions. They 

could do so, I conjecture, by promoting tolerance for opposing views (allowing those to fall 

within the cognitive budget set) and giving voters greater control over their informational 

environment than they currently enjoy online. Of course, developing this idea requires further 

work.  

Although each chapter discusses a different topic, the dissertation completes, in a sense, a full 

circle, laying out some foundations for what I view as the best way forward for democracies in 

the present context. Establishing a complete way forward for democracies requires, of course, 

covering many more related issues. However, I hope these four chapters allow the reader to see 

the beginning of a larger view of the role of information curation by the state in current 

democracies, which can help us identify interventions that are inclusive, autonomy-preserving, 

and likely to lead to better decision-making. The aim of the voter empowerment proposal 

outlined in the final chapter is to offer a way for democracies to look ahead, embracing rather 

than resisting current technologies, and engaging with rather than suppressing the growing 

diversity of opinions and informational habits among voters. Instead of trying to put the genie 

back in the bottle, it aims to use the positive aspects of these developments to strengthen the 

relations between voters and governments in contemporary democracies. 

  



1. Direct or Representative Voting? It Depends 

on the Type of Truth We Track 

 

Abstract 

The literature exploring the epistemic aspects of democracy aims to answer a fundamental 

question: which form of government is most effective in making decisions that track the truth? 

In this chapter, I examine an overlooked aspect of this question, showing that the nature of 

truth we track, whether it’s universal or relative, significantly influences the answer to this 

question. Using plausible conditions that do not rely on jury theorems, I compare direct and 

representative voting, revealing different outcomes for each type of truth. When we track a 

universal truth, for a relatively incompetent electorate, representative democracy reaches 

higher competence. Yet, as voter competence improves in both types of voting, direct 

democracy will eventually surpass it. In contrast, when tracking relative truths, where the 

correct vote differs for different voters, direct democracy tends to lead to higher competence 

even when average voter competence is only slightly above random. Yet, in specific cases, 

representative voting will be superior for all voter competence levels. Hence, both the 

epistemically better option and the option with the higher epistemic potential if voter 

competence improves differ under universal and relative truths.  

 

1.1 Introduction 

Whether democracy represents the optimal form of government and, if so, which type of 

democracy is superior, is a longstanding subject of debate (Harrington, 1747; Rousseau, 1762; 

Madison, 1787; Manin, 1997; Urbinati; 2000; Tormey, 2015; Leemann & Wasserfallen, 2016). 

In recent years, there has been extensive literature on the epistemic evaluation of democracy, 

aiming to justify (e.g., List & Goodin, 2001; Estlund, 2008, Goodin & Spiekermann, 2018) or 

reject (e.g., Brennan, 2016, 2022) democracy based on its capacity for good decision-making. 

So far, this literature has neglected to pay much attention to the influence the type of truth we 

track has over the epistemic comparison of direct and representative democracies. In this 

chapter, I distinguish between two types of truth, which I term “universal truth” and “relative 
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truth”. This distinction significantly influences the epistemic superiority of each form of 

democracy.  

I identify a truth-tracking threshold (a “crossover point”) after which any higher truth-tracking 

ability requires more competence of voters in representative democracy. I show that for 

universal truths, when the voters possess only minimal competence, representative voting often 

outperforms direct voting. Nevertheless, there always exists a level of voter competence after 

which direct voting becomes the more effective choice, a crossover point. In contrast, for 

relative truths, the expected mean of this crossover point is chance level. This indicates that 

voters require only minimal competence for direct voting to yield superior results. However, 

there are situations where no crossover point lower than 1 exists, meaning that, regardless of 

the level of voter competence, representative voting consistently leads to better outcomes. 

These results undermine common assumptions of the literature on epistemic aspects of 

democracy. As I will show, prominent theories take political voting to track relative truths. In 

such contexts, the results provide epistemic reasons for democratic decision-making to often 

be done via direct voting. Additionally, the results highlight the dynamics that affect epistemic 

potential, providing guidelines for when to use each type of voting and undermining the 

assumption used in many jury theorems, that the context, which determines the type of truth a 

group aims to track, can be ignored.  

I proceed as follows: In section 1.2, I survey literature arguing for the epistemic superiority of 

representative democracy. In section 1.3, I survey the literature on jury theorems. None of these 

accounts analyse how the comparison between direct and indirect voting differs given the type 

of truth we track. Additionally, jury theorem arguments for the superiority of direct voting make 

unrealistic assumptions. In section 1.4, I distinguish between the two types of truth. In section 

1.5, I discuss the location of the crossover point for universal truth, and in section 1.6, I do so 

for relative truths. In section 1.7, I discuss conclusions regarding which form of government is 

epistemically more desirable.  

 

1.2 Arguments for the superiority of representative democracy  

Two primary forms of democracy are direct democracy (DD) and representative democracy 

(RD). In DD, individuals vote directly on issues. In RD, they conduct indirect voting, where 

voters elect representatives to vote on their behalf. 
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DD is often thought to be epistemically inferior to RD. It is commonly thought to lead to 

uninformed decision-making. This perspective dates back to Rousseau (1762, III, XV), and 

continues in contemporary discussions (e.g., Christiano, 1996, 2004, 2018; Guerrero, 2014). 

Elected representatives are thought to possess better decision-making abilities (Hume, 1754; 

Condorcet, 1785, 1789; Madison, 1788; Hamilton, 1788; Christiano, 1996, 2018; Landa & 

Pevnick, 2020). In this chapter, I offer a new challenge to this line of thought. To see that, let 

us first explore an existing, yet idealized, challenge. 

 

1.3 The jury theorem challenge to RD superiority  

Much of the recent literature justifying democracy on epistemic grounds (Cohen, 

1986; Coleman, 1986; Estlund et al., 1989; List & Goodin, 2009; Goodin & Spiekermann, 

2018), builds on Condorcet’s jury theorem (henceforth CJT; Condorcet, 1785), which is used 

to formalize the notion of the “wisdom of crowds”. Roughly, CJT assumes voters are faced 

with a binary decision where one answer is objectively correct. They aim to track it through a 

majority vote, where (1) all voters have a fixed probability above 0.5 of voting correctly, and 

(2) votes are independent.1 Consequently, (a.) the probability the majority vote aligns with the 

correct answer monotonically grows with group size2 and (b.) it converges to 1 as the group 

size converges to infinity.  

The conditions of CJT (1 and 2) allow for a clear trade-off between voter competence and group 

size. That is, the larger the group, the higher its competence. Hence, for larger groups to reach 

the same competence, their members can be individually less competent. It follows that elec-

torates, which usually include millions of voters, can reach higher group competence with 

lower individual competence than a smaller group of representatives. Robert Goodin and Kai 

Spiekermann (2012), for example, use the assumptions of CJT to compare the competence of 

large electorates to that of groups the size of existing parliaments, indicating the latter need 

higher individual competence to surpass the former. Although, notice that according to the un-

realistic assumptions of CJT, both groups would easily reach near infallibility, making the dif-

ference between them negligible.3  

 
1 Conditional on the true state of the world.  
2  CJT is either restricted to odd group numbers, or we assume a probabilistic tie-breaking rule where, in the case 

of a tie, both options have an equal (and independent of votes and state of the world) probability of winning.   
3E.g., 650 representatives with 0.58 individual competence yield 0.99997 group competence. 
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However, the assumptions of CJT are often thought to be an unrealistic portrayal of electorates, 

where voters are dependent, heterogeneous, incompetent, and overall fallible (e.g., Mulligan 

and Hunter, 2002; Somin, 2004, p. 1; Dietrich & Spiekermann, 2013;  Achen & Bartels, 2017, 

p. 57; Brennan, 2016, p. 179-180; Barnett, 2020).4  

CJT and most of its extensions assume what I term a “universal truth”. Yet, given the same 

idealized assumptions, the conclusions of CJT have been shown to hold for what I call “relative 

truths”, where different votes are considered correct for different voters (Miller, 1986; List and 

Spiekermann, 2016, I further explain these terms in the next section). Since under these 

assumptions, group competence monotonically grows with group size, we can assume that 

larger groups, such as electorates, will again require lower individual competence than 

representatives for similar results. However, these assumptions are unrealistic.  

In recent years, alternative jury theorems have been developed with the intent of relaxing the 

idealized assumptions of CJT (e.g., Grofman et al., 1983; Owen et al., 1989; Boland et al., 

1989; Dietrich & List, 2004; Dietrich & Spiekermann, 2013; Goodin & Spiekermann, 2018). 

For instance, in various jury theorems, the independence assumption has been substituted for 

independence conditional on common causes.5 Boland et al (1989) discuss a case where all 

voters are influenced by the same leader, without causally influencing each other. Here, given 

a sufficiently low influence of the leader, group competence will converge to 1 with group size. 

Otherwise, it will converge to the competence of the leader (Spiekermann and Goodin, 2012). 

Dietrich and Spiekermann (2013) show that with independence conditional on features of the 

questions at hand, group competence converges to the probability of facing a problem where 

voters are better than chance plus half the probability of facing a problem where voters’ 

competence is at chance level. Additionally, Dietrich and List (2004) show that if votes are 

independent conditional on shared evidence, group competence converges to that of an ideal 

agent who possesses the same evidence.  

However, these models are still idealized. For instance, they do not account for the causal 

influences of voters on one another. Additionally, the conclusions of those jury theorems do 

not necessarily indicate that electorates outperform representatives. Representatives might be 

less influenced by a certain leader, influenced by better leaders, perform better than chance on 

more questions, or have better evidence. In all these cases, they will surpass the electorate’s 

 
4For example, Binomial models like CJT yield unrealistic conclusions about probability of an election upset 

(Barnett, 2020) and close elections frequency (Mulligan & Hunter, 2002; Edlin et al., 2007). 
5 See Goodin and Spiekermann (2018, pp. 67-82) for an overview. 
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competence. Additionally, in medium-sized groups, jury theorems do not necessarily point to 

an advantage of a direct vote. In fact, they have been used to show that often smaller groups of 

more competent individuals track the truth better than medium-sized, less competent groups 

(List, 2008, Bradley & Thompson, 2012). Hence, the questions of when electorates can 

outperform representatives, and when medium-sized groups can outperform them, remains 

open.  

In this literature, the way different truth types affect the comparison of RD and DD has been 

overlooked. Moreover, analyses employing jury theorems that offer insights into this 

comparison (e.g., Boland et al., 1989, List, 2008, Bradley & Thompson, 2012, Goodin & 

Spiekermann, 2012) do not consider the fact that competent representatives must be selected, 

and this selection process also demands competence from the public. My chapter aims to fill 

these gaps. Focusing on these aspects reveals an overlooked separate challenge to the 

superiority of RD that does not rely on jury theorems.  

 

1.4 Distinguishing two types of truth 

The epistemic comparison of direct and indirect voting requires evaluating their respective 

capacity to lead to decisions that accurately track a specific truth. We should therefore ask what 

type of truth those votes aim to track.  

One possibility is that all individuals are striving to track the same state of the world. 

Consequently, the answers given by different individuals will be deemed correct according to 

an identical set of criteria. I call the state the individuals aim to track in this context a “universal 

truth”. When tracking a universal truth, every voter’s choice is deemed correct if it aligns with 

the actual state of the world, i.e., voting 1 when the true state is 1, or voting 0 when the true 

state is 0. An example of this type of truth-tracking is tracking a person’s innocence or guilt in 

a specific crime. 

Another possibility is that each individual’s vote will be considered correct relative to different 

set of criteria, i.e., on the same issue, some voters’ vote will be considered correct if they vote 

1 and others’ if they vote 0. I term this a “relative truth”. This term simply signifies that not all 

voters try to track the same thing when casting their vote. They can aim to track different things 

and still be right or wrong about them. This concept does not in itself determine what each 

voter should aim to track, and we can interpret in the light of whatever we find acceptable. For 
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example, they could be voting according to different interests, values, goals or priorities, or a 

subset of these we deem permissible to track. One voter might prioritize affordable healthcare 

while another prioritizes employment opportunities. Of course, they may be wrong about the 

actions of which candidate will lead to these results. When aiming to make a decision relevant 

to a specific group of people, a voting procedure might want to aggregate these different 

considerations to find out what is best for the group.  

Some take political voting to be of the second type (e.g., Miller, 1986, Goldman, 1999, List & 

Spiekermann, 2016, Goodin & Spiekermann, 2018, Spiekermann, 2020). Alvin Goldman, for 

instance, argues that in democratic decision-making, each person needs to answer the question 

of which result would be best from their own point of view (Goldman, 1999). According to 

these approaches, voters can be wrong when voting on relative truths, just as they can be wrong 

when voting on universal truths. Others adopt a “relative truth” understanding of a majority 

vote by taking democratic voting to aggregate the interests of voters. Those voters vote 

according to those interests (e.g., Schumpeter, 1942, Downs 1957, Mansbridge, 1983, 1990).6 

According to these approaches, majority rule allows taking the interests of most people into 

account (Mansbridge, 1990, Christiano, 2018, sections 2.2.3, 3.2.1, 3.3.2).  

Importantly, prominent literature that illustrates voter incompetence in real democracies often 

discusses incompetence at tracking relative truths (e.g., Bartels, 1993, Althaus, 1998, Brennan, 

2016, 2022). This literature illustrates voters’ votes do not accurately track their interests (e.g., 

Mansbridge, 1983, p. 24-6, Althaus, 1998, Somin, 2004, Brennan, 2022). For example, Jason 

Brennan presents the following example: “In June 2016, a slight majority of British voters 

voted to leave the EU. Economists widely believed – and still believe – this will harm the very 

citizens who voted to leave” (Brennan, 2022, p. 391). Somin also writes: “Such ignorance also 

raises doubts about democracy as a means of serving the interests of a majority. Voters … may 

also demand policies that contravene their own interests” (Somin, 2004, p. 1).  

I do not advocate for adopting one interpretation of truth over the other. Plausibly, both types 

are relevant in different contexts, and both merit discussion in the political context. Therefore, 

my aim is to compare direct and indirect voting for each type of truth to reveal interesting 

differences between these cases. 

 

 
6 In Mansbridge, 1983, 1990, this refers to what she calls “adversary democracy”.  
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1.5 The universal truth scenario 

I will show that if a group of voters is trying to track a universal truth, the following holds. 

When voters’ competence is low, an indirect vote will often track the truth better. Nevertheless, 

enhancing voter competence in selecting a representative for indirect voting does not improve 

truth tracking as rapidly as enhancing voter competence to directly vote on the issue. If we can 

equally enhance both types of competence, a crossover point always exists. Beyond this point, 

the same level of truth-tracking ability requires more competence of voters in indirect voting. 

The crossover point exists even in the case of a single voter. If crowds possess some collective 

wisdom, then under plausible conditions, for multiple voters, the average crossover point across 

voters will be lowered, preserving the case of a single voter as the upper limit of the average 

crossover point. 

1.5.1 The case of a single individual 

The upper limit of the average crossover point can be found by looking at a simple model. Let 

there be a true state of the world X that takes the values 0 or 1, and only one individual, I, who 

needs to decide to either track that truth herself, or choose between two possible proxies to 

track it for her.  

1.5.1.1 Option 1: Direct decision-making 

Let 𝑉𝐼 represents the option that I deems correct. I’s probability of tracking this truth herself, 

her reliability 𝑟𝐼 ∈ [ 0, 1],  is:  

𝑟𝐼 = 𝑃𝑟( 𝑉𝐼 = 𝑥 ∣∣ 𝑋 = 𝑥 ), for any x in {0,1}. 

For simplicity, I assume that 𝑃𝑟( 𝑉𝐼 = 𝑥 ∣∣ 𝑋 = 𝑥 ) is the same for any x in {0,1}. Since the state 

of the world X is a binary variable, I’s probability of deciding in favour of the wrong state is 

1 − 𝑟𝐼. 

1.5.1.2 Option 2: Indirect decision-making  

Suppose, instead, I delegates the task. Let us assume there are two candidates, 𝐶1 and 𝐶2 who 

could serve as I’s proxy in an indirect decision-making. Let us assume one candidate is more 

reliable than the other. If I opts for a proxy, I’s task is to select the better candidate, the one 

with a higher probability of tracking the truth.  
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The reliability of the better candidate (B) is 𝑟𝐵 = 𝑃𝑟( 𝑉𝐵 = 𝑥 ∣∣ 𝑋 = 𝑥 ), and that of the worse 

candidate (W) is  𝑟𝑊 = 𝑃𝑟( 𝑉𝑊 = 𝑥 ∣∣ 𝑋 = 𝑥 ) for x in {0,1}, where 𝑉𝐵 and 𝑉𝑊 represent what 

the better and worse candidates deem correct, respectively.  

Consequently, there exists a true state of the world Y, which takes the values 1 or 2, indicating 

either that candidate 𝐶1 is the better one, and 𝐶2 is the worse one, or vice versa. This state of 

the world represents the universal truth that I aims to track when opting for a proxy. Let 𝑟𝐼
𝑠 ∈[0, 

1] denote I’s reliability in selecting the better candidate, i.e., 𝑃𝑟( 𝑉𝐼
𝑠 = 𝑦 ∣∣ 𝑌 = 𝑦 ) for y in 

{1,2} where 𝑉𝐼
𝑠 represents the option I deems correct. 

The truth-tracking ability of the indirect decision-making depends on the competence of the 

selected proxy, which, in turn, relies on I’s competence in choosing the better proxy. This 

relationship is expressed as follows:  

The expected competence of a proxy (P) is then –  

                                             𝑟𝑃 = (𝑟𝐼
𝑠 × 𝑟𝐵) + ((1 − 𝑟𝐼

𝑠) × 𝑟𝑊)                                                            (1) 

That is, the chance that I selects the better proxy times the better proxy’s chance of being right 

(i.e., their reliability level), plus the chance she selects the worse one times their chance of 

being right.     

1.5.1.3 Proxies as a potential “safety net”  

In some instances, indirect voting can serve as a “safety net”, where even an incompetent I 

reaches relatively competent decision-making. This is the case when both candidates are more 

competent than I, hence, even if I’s competence at selecting a candidate is poor, the overall 

competence of the decision-making will improve. Importantly, candidates can serve as a safety 

net even if only one candidate is relatively competent. For example, if I is no better than chance 

at either type of decision, the overall competence of direct decision-making is 0.5. Conversely, 

opting for a proxy will lead to a (0.5 × 𝑟𝐵) + (0.5 × 𝑟𝑊) chance of tracking the truth, which 

will be higher, even if the worse candidate is at chance level, but the better one has higher 

competence. If candidates are experts or devote substantial amounts of time to studying 

relevant topics, it may be plausible that at least one is relatively competent.  

1.5.1.4 Competence loss in indirect decision-making 

As I becomes more competent at both types of decision-making, opting for a proxy becomes a 

less appealing option. This is because part of any added competence gets lost in the proxy 
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option. To see this, consider how improvement in I’s competence affects both decision-making 

processes. Suppose by educating herself, I adds d to her original competence level 𝑟𝐼 in 

deciding directly (0 < 𝑑 ≤ 1 − 𝑟𝐼). Her new competence level on a direct decision is 𝑟𝐼 + 𝑑. 

Suppose she manages to add d’ to her competence in choosing proxies (0 < 𝑑′ ≤ 1 − 𝑟𝐼
𝑠). 

Then, by equation (1), the competence of an indirect decision will be: 𝑟𝑃 = ((𝑟𝐼
𝑠 + 𝑑′) × 𝑟𝐵) +

((1 − (𝑟𝐼
𝑠 + 𝑑′)) × 𝑟𝑊).  

The added competence will be: 

      (𝑟𝐵 − 𝑟𝑊) × 𝑑′                 (2) 

As long as the better candidate is not infallible and the worse candidate is not always wrong, if 

I improves to the same extent in both types of competence, the overall improvement in indirect 

decision-making will always be smaller than in direct decision-making. Hence, the proxy 

strategy suffers from what we might call competence loss, since part of the improvement is 

“lost” in the process.  

To have the same level of improvement in both types of decision-making, 𝑑′ needs to equal 

𝑑

𝑟𝐵−𝑟𝑊
, which often requires a significantly higher d’ than d. For example, if the better and worse 

candidates have 0.75 and 0.55 chances of tracking the truth respectively, then 𝑑′ needs to be 

five times bigger than d. In some instances, the required competence improvement in d’ will 

not even be possible.  

1.5.1.5 The existence of a crossover point 

Hence, even if indirect decision-making initially leads to better results, any added competence 

is partially wasted in it. So, if I begins with equal competence levels in both types of decision-

making and improves equally in both, there may be some point where direct decision-making 

becomes more effective than using a proxy, resulting in better outcomes.  

 I will now show that there is always such a point, and I’s competence level at that point is 

always less than 1, which means there always exists a practical crossover point. Due to the 

competence loss, as I continues to enhance her competence beyond this crossover point, she 

will need significantly higher levels of competence in choosing a proxy than in deciding 

directly for both types of decision-making processes to lead to equally accurate results. If we 

assume that both types of competence are roughly equally demanding, then beyond the 
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crossover point, it becomes more advantageous for I to opt for direct decision-making. For 

now, I will work with this assumption.  

Let me now define the crossover point more precisely. The crossover point is the individual 

(I’s) reliability level (𝑟𝐼
𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠) where (a) to reach the same decision-making accuracy overall, 

i.e., reliability in deciding directly equals that of indirect decision-making (𝑟𝐼 = 𝑟𝑃), the same 

reliability is required of the individual (I) in both (𝑟𝐼 = 𝑟𝐼
𝑠 = 𝑟𝐼

𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠). Also, (b) for any decision-

making accuracy higher than the one achieved at the crossover point, the individual (I) will 

need higher reliability in choosing proxies than in deciding herself (that is, when 𝑟𝐼
𝑠, 𝑟𝐼 >

𝑟𝐼
𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠, for 𝑟𝐼 = 𝑟𝑃 , 𝑟𝐼

𝑠 > 𝑟𝐼 is required).  

Given equation (1), we can see that in the case of a single individual I (henceforth I’s case), the 

crossover point, i.e., the point where 𝑟𝐼 = 𝑟𝐼
𝑠 = 𝑟𝑃 , is: 

𝑟𝐼
𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 =

𝑟𝑊

1−𝑟𝐵+𝑟𝑊
                                                      (3)   

In I’s case, there is always a crossover point where 𝑟𝐼
𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 is smaller than 1. To demonstrate 

this, we need to (a) identify an upper limit smaller than 1 for 𝑟𝐼
𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 where 𝑟𝐼 = 𝑟𝐼

𝑠 = 𝑟𝑃 =

𝑟𝐼
𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠, and (b) show that for any decision-making accuracy level beyond this point (where 𝑟𝐼 =

𝑟𝑃), necessarily 𝑟𝐼
𝑠 > 𝑟𝐼. (b) holds, since, as shown above, larger improvement is required in 

I’s reliability in choosing a proxy (𝑟𝐼
𝑠) than in deciding directly (𝑟𝐼) for the same level of 

improvement overall in decision-making accuracy. 7   

(a) holds as well, since for any 𝑟𝐵 ≠ 1 and 𝑟𝐵 ≠ 𝑟𝑊: 

𝑟𝐼
𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 < 𝑟𝐵.  

Let’s assume the opposite and see that we encounter a contradiction. Due to (3), we assume 

that 𝑟𝐼
𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 =

𝑟𝑊

1−𝑟𝐵+𝑟𝑊
≥ 𝑟𝐵. Solving this inequality, 𝑟𝑊(1 − 𝑟𝐵) ≥ 𝑟𝐵(1 − 𝑟𝐵). By our 

assumptions: 𝑟𝐵 ≠ 1 and 𝑟𝐵 ≠ 𝑟𝑊, it must follow that 𝑟𝑊 > 𝑟𝐵. In other words, the worse 

candidate is better than the better candidate, which is a contradiction.  

Hence, if the better candidate is not infallible and there is indeed a better and a worse candidate, 

the competence required of I for deciding herself to be more advantageous is smaller than the 

 
7 This holds true since when 𝑟𝐼 = 𝑟𝐼

𝑠, the derivative of the difference 𝑟𝐼 − 𝑟𝑃 with respect to 𝑟𝐼  is always positive 

,i.e., 1 + 𝑟𝑊 − 𝑟𝐵, signifying that the difference increases with 𝑟𝐼  (and 𝑟𝐼
𝑠). This assures us that at any point beyond 

𝑟𝐼 = 𝑟𝑃, 𝑟𝐼  will exceed 𝑟𝑃.  
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competence of the better candidate. Therefore, there is always a crossover point smaller than 

1.  

From (3), we can also deduce the lower limit of the crossover point, i.e.,  𝑟𝐼
𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 > 𝑟𝑊.8 Hence, 

in I’s case, there is always a crossover point that falls consistently between the competences of 

the better and worse candidates. A practical implication of this finding is illustrating where 

educational efforts are best spent. When I’s current competence falls below that of the worse 

candidate, I is clearly beneath the crossover point, as both candidates would do better. However, 

if education can raise I’s competence (in either type of decision-making) above the crossover 

point, then it is worthwhile to invest in I’s ability to vote directly. Conversely, when I’s 

competence exceeds that of both candidates, I is clearly beyond the crossover point and should 

choose direct decision-making. In such cases, the crossover point can also guide whether to 

prioritize improving I’s competence or that of the candidates. 

1.5.2 Multiple voters  

I’s case is a toy example of one individual choosing between two candidates. When thinking 

about larger groups or actual democracies, we need to factor in any effects crowds might have 

on the comparison between direct and indirect decision-making. Suppose crowds possess some 

collective wisdom. Then, with multiple voters, in direct decision-making, the accuracy of the 

direct vote on the issue should improve. In indirect decision-making, having multiple voters 

will increase the probability of electing more competent candidates and, for multiple 

representatives, the accuracy of their majority vote. Hence, we can ask which form of voting 

will benefit more from crowd wisdom. 

I will now illustrate how the competence loss exhibited in RD causes any wisdom we attribute 

to crowds to favour DD. Specifically, I will look at two cases – (i) one unified election, and (ii) 

a case of multiple constituencies. For each, I will show that when plausible conditions hold, 

the required average voter competence for DD to surpass RD is lower than for the single 

individual (i.e., I’s case). That is, the average crossover point lowers when considering multiple 

voters. The required conditions serve to preserve the competence loss pattern that already exists 

 
8  

𝑟𝑊

1−𝑟𝐵+𝑟𝑊
>𝑟𝑊 since 1 − 𝑟𝐵 < 1.We can also see that when 𝑟𝐵 + 𝑟𝑊 = 1, 𝑟𝐼

𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 = 0.5. That is, if by chance the 

two candidates would never agree on any topic, then the individual need not be better than chance for it to be 

better for her to vote directly. This would mean direct voting is always the safer bet. However, this assumption is 

implausible.  
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in the single voter case, rather than cause monotonic competence growth with group size. 

Consequently, they differ from what is usually assumed in jury theorems, as I will explain.  

1.5.2.1 Unified election  

Let us compare direct voting to a case where the entire population elects a leader out of two 

candidates. This could be a president, a prime minister, or another type of shared proxy. Here, 

wisdom of crowds lowers the average crossover point.  

Direct voting 

Let 𝐺 be a group of 1,…,n voters (small groups to millions). Let 𝑟𝐺𝜖[0, 1] be the reliability of 

the majority vote of this group of voters in voting directly, i.e.,  𝑟𝐺 = 𝑃𝑟( 𝑉𝐺 = 𝑥 ∣∣ 𝑋 = 𝑥 ), for 

x∈{0,1}, and 𝑟𝐺
𝑠 ∈ [0,1] their reliability in selecting the better candidate, 𝑃𝑟( 𝑉𝐺

𝑠 = 𝑦 ∣∣ 𝑌 = 𝑦 ), 

for y in {1,2}. Let 𝐼𝐺  be the averagely competent voter in that group, and 𝐵𝐺, 𝑊𝐺 the better and 

worse candidates to represent that group, with reliabilities defined similarly to I’s, W’s, and B’s 

in I’s case.  

Let g be a certain threshold number of voters beyond which crowd wisdom begins to take 

place.9 I claim that when the following condition holds, the average competence required of 

voters for direct to outperform indirect voting (henceforth average crossover point) is lowered 

when considering groups of size n > g. 

General Wisdom of the Crowds (GWOC): A group G with n>g voters will have higher 

probability of reaching the correct decision than the average voter in that group, 𝐼𝐺 , i.e., 𝑟𝐺 > 

𝑟𝐼𝐺
 and 𝑟𝐺

𝑠 > 𝑟𝐼𝐺 
𝑠 .10 

Different jury theorems assign particular values to 𝑟𝐺 given particular assumptions about voter 

competence and dependence. I do not rely on such assumptions. I treat the source of any 

wisdom attributed to crowds as a black box. Empirical literature illustrates multiple cases 

where “the mean of a crowd’s forecasts will typically prove superior in quality to the forecast 

of the crowd’s average member” (Mannes, et al., 2014, p. 277; Surowiecki, 2012). Stock 

markets, prediction markets, and Google’s ranking of web pages relying on views have also 

been listed as indications of collective crowd wisdom (Scoles, 2007; Surowiecki, 2012). Hence, 

we might suppose there is some added wisdom to crowds beyond their average member, even 

 
9  We can select g according to our assumptions about crowd competence. For G<g, we might assume majority 

competence remains the same as the average voter’s competence.   
10 Note that the second equation is not required for bounding the crossover point; omitting it would lower it. 
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if we don’t know precisely what drives it and how extensive it is. To the extent the empirical 

examples are realistic, the condition also often holds.  

We can denote the difference between the group’s and 𝐼𝐺’s probability of reaching the correct 

decision as:11  

𝛥𝑟𝐺 = 𝑟𝐺 − 𝑟𝐼𝐺
                                                                   (4) 

Given GWOC, 0 < 𝛥𝑟𝐺 ≤ 1 − 𝑟𝐼𝐺
. Hence, the group’s added competence is 𝛥𝑟𝐺.  

Indirect voting 

Similar to any added wisdom 𝐼𝐺  gains herself, whatever level of wisdom we attribute to crowds, 

some of it will be lost in an indirect vote. As a result, the average crossover point lowers with 

crowds wisdom. Let us see why.  

Suppose the group elects a representative to vote on their behalf.  Again, given GWOC, the 

group’s competence in selecting the better candidate is 𝑟𝐺
𝑠 = 𝑟𝐼𝐺

𝑠 + Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠, where 0 < Δ𝑟𝐺

𝑠 ≤ 1 −

𝑟𝐼𝐺

𝑠  is the difference between the group’s and 𝐼𝐺’s competence in selecting the better candidate. 

Then, by equation (1), the proxy’s expected competence becomes: 𝑟𝑃𝐺
= ((𝑟𝐼𝐺

𝑠 +

Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠) × 𝑟𝐵𝐺

) + ((1 − (𝑟𝐼𝐺

𝑠 + Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠)) × 𝑟𝑊𝐺

). Thus, the expected competence the group adds 

beyond the average voter competence is: 

      (𝑟𝐵𝐺
− 𝑟𝑊𝐺

) × Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠                                                       (5)  

Unless the better candidate is infallible and the worse always wrong, this value is smaller than 

Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠. That is, only a fraction of the expected competence added to 𝑟𝐺 is retained in 𝑟𝑃𝐺

.12  

Given (1),(4) and (5), the new crossover point, i.e., the average competence required of voters 

for direct to surpass indirect voting, will be:13 

𝑟𝐼𝐺

𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 =
𝑟𝑊𝐺

+(𝒓𝑩𝑮
−𝒓𝑾𝑮

)×𝜟𝒓𝑮
𝒔 −𝜟𝒓𝑮

1−𝑟𝐵𝐺
+𝑟𝑊𝐺

                                                  (6) 

 
11  This definition does not assume wisdom of the crowds has additive properties and is thus invariant to 𝑟𝐼 .  On 

the contrary, Δ𝑟 could be different for each G.  
12As long as it is not both the case that the better candidate is infallible and the worse always wrong. 
13  The crossover point is when if 𝑟𝐼𝐺

𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 = 𝑟𝐺 = 𝑟𝐺
𝑠   then 𝑟𝐺 = 𝑟𝑃𝐺

. Given equation (1) and GWOC, it is when 

𝑟𝐼𝐺
𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 + 𝛥𝑟𝐺 = (𝑟𝐼𝐺

𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 + Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠) × 𝑟𝐵𝐺

) + ((1 − (𝑟𝐼𝐺
𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 + Δ𝑟𝐺

𝑠)) × 𝑟𝑊𝐺
). Solving for the equation, we get 𝑟𝑊𝐺

+

Δ𝑟𝐺(
𝑠 𝑟𝐵𝐺

− 𝑟𝑊𝐺
) − 𝛥𝑟𝐺 = 𝑟𝐼𝐺

𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠(1 − 𝑟𝐵𝐺
+ 𝑟𝑊𝐺

). 
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This is smaller than the crossover point in I’s case as long as the following holds: 

     (𝑟𝐵𝐺
− 𝑟𝑊𝐺

) × Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠 < 𝛥𝑟𝐺                                                         (7)  

If we assume both candidates are better than chance (hence 𝑟𝐵𝐺
− 𝑟𝑊𝐺

< 0.5), then Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠 can be 

at least twice the value of 𝛥𝑟𝐺 while maintaining this upper limit.  

Therefore, as long as GWOC and (7) hold, the average crossover point will be lowered, i.e., 

when there are multiple voters, the average competence required of individuals will be lower 

than in I’s case.  

1.5.2.2 Multiple constituencies  

Suppose, alternatively, voters are geographically divided into multiple constituencies. The 

group of voters needs to decide between opting for a direct vote of all voters or a two-stage 

process where each constituency elects a representative, and representatives conduct a majority 

vote.  

Here, I introduce another condition: 

Competence preservation (CP): Let a population of n voters be divided to k constituencies 

𝐺1, … , 𝐺𝑘, where ∣ 𝐺𝑗 ∣ ≥ 1.14 If, for each constituency 𝐺𝑗, the probability of a correct majority 

vote of the voters in the constituency15 is higher than the probability of a correct vote of their 

elected representative,16 then, overall, the probability of a correct majority vote of all n voters 

will also be higher than that of their 1,…,k representatives.17 

Roughly, this states that if all constituency groups have higher expected majority competence 

than the competence of their respective representative, then the majority competence of all 

voters is also higher than that of all representatives. 

I conjecture that, given CP, GWOC, and if (7) holds for each constituency, then the average 

competence required of voters for the overall direct vote to be epistemically superior to the 

overall representative’s vote is lower in the case where there are multiple voters in each 

constituency, compared to the case with a single voter in each constituency (one-to-one ratio). 

 
14 Constituencies here are mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive subsets of the group of voters. 
15 For each constituency 𝐺𝑖, this probability, 𝑟𝐺𝑖

, is defined similarly to 𝑟𝐺  above. 
16  𝑟𝑝𝑗

 for constituency 𝐺𝑗, where 𝑟𝑝𝑗
 is defined similarly to 𝑟𝑝 above. Hence, the condition entails – for each 

constituency, 𝐺𝑖, 𝑟𝐺𝑖
> 𝑟𝑝𝑗

 . 
17 These probabilities are defined similarly to 𝑟𝐺  above.  
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Hence, the upper limit of the average crossover point can be derived from averaging over 

crossover points for one individual in each constituency according to I’s case, as I explain.  

The one-to-one ratio scenario   

Suppose an electorate 𝐺1 is composed of k constituencies. Each constituency includes only one 

voter, 𝐼𝑗 , for j in 1,…k voters, voting themselves to select their representative. If each voter 

surpasses their crossover point as specified in I’s case (hinging on the competence of their 

respective candidates, equation (3)), then according to CP, the majority competence of the 

group of voters in a direct vote (𝑟𝐺) will not be less reliable than the vote of the representatives 

(𝑟𝑃). This is because, beyond the crossover point, each voter has higher expected competence 

than the candidate they elected. Hence, according to CP, the probability of a correct vote of all 

voters is higher than that of their representatives. Therefore, the average required competence 

for direct to surpass indirect voting in such a case is the average among these crossover points. 

Higher voter-representative proportions 

Suppose, now, that more voters join voter 𝐼𝑗 in each of the 1,…,k constituencies. Then, if GWOC 

and (7) hold in all constituencies, the average required competence for direct to outperform 

indirect vote within each constituency will be lowered to the crossover point shown in equation 

(6).18 This is because, as in the unified elections case, for any wisdom attributed to crowds 

within each constituency, some of it will be lost in the indirect vote. If the average is lowered 

in each constituency, the general average across constituencies is also lowered. 

The plausibility of CP 

The CP condition is not equivalent to assumptions made in existing jury theorems. Hence, the 

argument portrayed in this chapter offers a new challenge to the superiority of RD that does 

not rely on jury theorems. CP might not hold in all cases, but it plausibly holds in many, thereby 

expanding the cases where the superiority of RD is challenged beyond the particular cases jury 

theorems can address, whose limitations were explained in section 1.3. The competence 

comparison in CP relies on the competence of group parts, rather than on group size. Regarding 

group size, CP implies only that if the more competent group is at least as large as the less 

competent one, this will not undermine the preservation of competence. This differs from jury 

theorems, where group size drives crowd’s overall wisdom.  Consequently, CP does not imply 

 
18 Where group G is taken to be constituency j for j in 1,…,k. 
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competence increases monotonically with group size, nor that it converges to 1 as group size 

approaches infinity. 

As with GWOC, the sources of the preservation of competence are treated as a black box. It is 

not necessary for this preservation to have vote independence or low vote dependence. Notably, 

in contrast to jury theorems, CP can hold even under maximal dependence, that is, when all 

voters’ votes are perfectly correlated and all representatives’ votes are as well. Suppose that all 

voters and all representatives are fully dependent within their groups. Then, the overall 

competence of all the voters matches that of any individual constituency, and the competence 

of the group of representatives matches that of any individual representative. Hence, CP is 

trivially true. That is, if each constituency is more competent than its corresponding 

representative, then the entire electorate is more competent than the group of representatives.19  

Conversely, dependence structures where the votes of different constituencies exhibit higher 

dependence than those of representatives may violate CP. Yet, given that representatives 

regularly interact with one another, while voters of different constituencies do so less 

frequently, plausibly this will not happen often.  

A more plausible challenge to CP arises when taking the effect of deliberation into account. It 

could be argued that deliberation improves competence more in the group of representatives. 

Hence, less competent representatives could together produce a more competent group. Yet, 

deliberation among representatives might come at the expense of deliberation among citizens. 

When voters have more influence, they tend to be better informed (e.g., Benz, 2004). Hence, 

in indirect voting, citizens might deliberate less on political issues. Importantly, the deliberation 

among citizens is likely to occur primarily within constituencies, without significantly 

increasing dependence levels among them. Hence, when factoring in deliberation, the lower 

levels of dependence between constituencies than between representatives may still weigh in 

the direct vote’s favour.   

To conclude, under the aforementioned conditions, it is always possible to establish a maximum 

level smaller than 1 of average competence required for voters to benefit more from direct 

voting. This can be explained intuitively. When tracking universal truths, candidates competing 

to represent can serve both as a “safety net” and as a “limiting ceiling”. When voters have no 

competence, they serve as a “safety net”, yet, when voters gain competence, indirect voting 

 
19 Under maximal dependence, the crossover point is as in I’s case.  
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exhibits competence loss and becomes less desirable. Any wisdom attributed to crowds over 

individuals will also suffer such competence loss in indirect voting.   

 

1.6 Relative truth  

When tracking a relative truth, a different vote may be considered correct for different voters, 

depending, for instance, on their values, goals or interests. As explained in section 1.4, within 

this type of voting, voters may still often vote incorrectly. They might support a policy that 

doesn’t align with their values, interests or goals, as they misunderstand the policy’s 

consequences. Similarly, they can mistakenly vote for a candidate who doesn’t promote those 

values, interests or goals. Consequently, there can be varying levels of voter competence in 

both direct and indirect voting on relative truths, raising the need for a comparison between 

their accuracy levels. In discussions of RD, it has been claimed that voters often vote against 

their interests (e.g., Althaus, 1998, Somin, 2004, Brennan, 2016, 2022), leading to proposals 

for less democratic systems such as epistocracy (e.g., Brennan, 2016, 2022). This direction 

overlooks the possibility that direct voting will often be superior to indirect voting for such 

truths, which I will show in this section.  

To conduct the comparison, we must first determine what truth the majority vote aims to track 

in the context of relative truths. A democratic option would be to choose to adopt a policy that 

is right for the majority, given their goals (henceforth standing for any relative standards voters 

may aim to track, such as values, goals, and interests). This intuitive proposal has been argued 

for and adopted in the literature (Miller, 1986, Goldman, 1999, List & Spiekermann, 2016, 

Goodin & Spiekermann, 2018), and I will adopt it without arguing for it further.20  

In the scenario of relative truths, then, the purpose of elections is for the public to indicate 

which goals they support by choosing a candidate who promotes those goals. This aligns with 

the idea that in representative democracy, voters contribute by determining general goals, while 

elected representatives utilize their expertise to advance these objectives (Christiano, 1996, 

 
20  In the literature, some have assumed that the proportion of the majority in the population stays constant as the 

population grows (e.g., List & Spiekermann, 2016). This assumption is used as part of the jury theorem stating 

that chance of voting for what is right for the majority monotonically grows with group size and converges to 1 

as group size converges to infinity, which is not a condition of my model. Such an assumption is compatible with 

my model. However, it is also compatible with the model to simply assume that whenever there are multiple 

voters, the relevant majority is the majority within that finite group of voters. This assumption tracks the idea that 

what is correct in this context is what is correct for the particular voting group, as, for instance, they are making 

a decision regarding their own lives.   
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2018). If this holds true, different candidates should advocate for different goals, allowing 

people to choose their representatives based on their own goals. 

In this context, the expectation that the candidate should be relatively competent is replaced by 

the expectation that the candidate be relatively competent given specific goals. i.e., having a 

relatively high probability of voting in favour of the outcome that aligns with their goals. 

Given these definitions, in the context of relative truths, I take the crossover point to be the 

point when direct voting becomes more accurate than indirect voting at tracking what is right 

for the majority, given people’s goals. It’s important to distinguish between a voter voting 

competently and a voter contributing to the accuracy of the majority vote. A competent vote is 

one where the voter chooses the policy that aligns with their own goals. If their goals don’t 

align with the majority, their voting competently can lead the collective vote away from what 

we consider the most accurate outcome. 

Let us now explore the upper limit for the crossover point in situations involving relative truths. 

For that purpose, we will look at the crossover point between when a single voter can better 

contribute to a majority vote by voting directly or by selecting a representative to act as their 

personal proxy, i.e., vote on their behalf.  

1.6.1 The case of a single individual 

Suppose a specific group of n voters are again facing a binary decision between rejecting or 

accepting a policy, labelled as 0 and 1, respectively. For any voter i of the 1,…,n voters, their 

reliability 𝑟𝑖 is measured as the probability of choosing the answer that aligns with their goals. 

Random variable 𝑋𝑖 refers to the correct answer for voter i termed i’s voter-specific truth. 𝑋𝑖 can 

take two values, 0 or 1, depending on which of the options is the correct one given the voter’s 

goals. This implies the existence of a profile of voter-specific truths < 𝑥1, 𝑥2, … 𝑥𝑛 > ∈ 

{0,1}𝑛. 21 𝑉1,…,𝑉𝑛 denote the options the n voters deem correct, taking the values 0 or 1. For 

each voter i, the voter’s competence 𝑟𝑖 ∈ [0,1] in this case is the probability their vote will 

reflect their truth, 𝑟𝑖 = 𝑃𝑟 (𝑉𝑖 = 𝑥𝑖 ∣ 𝑋1 = 𝑥1&𝑋2 = 𝑥2 & … &𝑋𝑛 = 𝑥𝑛). As explained above, 

the truth that the group of all voters needs to track is the result that is correct given the goals of 

the majority of the whole group of voters. This is denoted as 𝑋𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙𝑙. It will be 0 if more than 

half the goals in < 𝑥1, 𝑥2, … 𝑥𝑛 > are 0, and 1 if more than half are 1.22 In other words, the truth 

 
21 Here I follow the notation introduced in List and Spiekermann, 2016 to discuss relative truths. 
22 I assume there is always a majority for either 0 or 1. 
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of the majority equals the truth of more than half the voters. The proportion of the individuals 

who align with the majority’s truth out of the entire population is termed q, where 0.5 < q ≤ 

1.23 

Let us now compare the contribution of a single voter to overall group accuracy when voting 

directly or when selecting a representative to vote on their behalf.  

1.6.1.1 Option 1: Direct decision-making 

As mentioned above, the overall correct vote is one that aligns with the goals of the majority. 

Therefore, each specific voter can directly contribute to the majority vote’s accuracy either by 

having a voter-specific truth aligned with the majority and voting correctly or by having a 

voter-specific truth that doesn’t align with the majority but voting incorrectly. Given the 

probability of any randomly selected individual to hold majority values is q, the probability of 

these events occurring is:  

(q × 𝑟𝑖) + ((1 − q) × (1 − 𝑟𝑖))                                       (8) 

1.6.1.2 Option 2: Indirect decision-making  

Now, let’s assume there are two candidates, 𝐶1 and 𝐶2, to be a voter’s representative, a 

candidate promoting the goals of the majority (henceforth the majority candidate) and one 

promoting those of the minority (henceforth the minority candidate), with reliabilities of 

𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗  and 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛, respectively. The majority candidate is the one more likely to have a vote that 

aligns with the voter-specific truth of q of the population. We can define a profile of candidate-

specific truths with two variables <𝑥𝑚𝑎𝑗 , 𝑥𝑚𝑖𝑛 > each taking values 0 or 1, where 𝑥𝑚𝑎𝑗  aligns 

with 𝑋𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙𝑙 and 𝑥𝑚𝑖𝑛 aligns with the alternative. Let 𝑋𝑚𝑎𝑗 and 𝑋𝑚𝑖𝑛 be the correct answers 

for the majority and minority candidates, respectively. Let 𝑉𝑚𝑎𝑗 and  𝑉𝑚𝑖𝑛 denote the options 

the majority and minority candidates deem correct, respectively, taking values 0 or 1.  

Then, the competence of each candidate, i.e., their chance of voting correctly according to their 

goals, is:  

𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 = Pr(𝑉𝑚𝑎𝑗 = 𝑥𝑚𝑎𝑗 ∣ 𝑋1 = 𝑥1&𝑋2 = 𝑥2 & … &𝑋𝑛 = 𝑥𝑛), where 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 ∈ [0,1] 

 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛 = Pr (𝑉𝑚𝑖𝑛 = 𝑥𝑚𝑖𝑛 ∣ 𝑋1 = 𝑥1&𝑋2 = 𝑥2 & … &𝑋𝑛 = 𝑥𝑛), where 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛 ∈ [0,1].  

 
23 𝑞 =

∑ 𝑥𝑖
𝑛
𝑖=1

|{𝑥1,𝑥2,…𝑥𝑛}| 
 if it is greater than 0.5. Otherwise 𝑞 = 1 −

∑ 𝑥𝑖
𝑛
𝑖=1

|{𝑥1,𝑥2,…𝑥𝑛}| 
. 
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Consequently, for each voter, there is a voter-specific truth 𝑌𝑖 that either candidate 𝐶1 or 

candidate 𝐶2 is the right choice given their goals. This is the relative truth a voter aims to track 

in an indirect vote. That is, 𝑌𝑖 can take two values, 1 or 2, denoting the index of the candidate 

that promotes the voter’s goals (𝐶1 or 𝐶2). This also implies a profile of voter-specific truths 

< 𝑦1, 𝑦2, … 𝑦𝑛 >  in { 1,2}𝑛. For any voter i, 𝑉𝑖 represents the option the voter deems correct 

out of the two candidates, taking values 1 or 2. Let 𝑟𝑖
𝑠 ∈ [0,1] denote a voter’s reliability in 

selecting the candidate that promotes their goals, i.e., Pr(𝑉𝑖 = 𝑦𝑖 ∣ 𝑋1 = 𝑥1&𝑋2 =

𝑥2 & … &𝑋𝑛 = 𝑥𝑛) for both values of y. 

The probability that a selected candidate will advance the majority vote in the direction that is 

correct given the goals of the majority is composed of two components: (a) the probability that 

the voter selects the majority candidate and that this candidate votes correctly based on their 

goals, and (b), the probability that the voter chooses the minority candidate and that this 

candidate votes incorrectly given their goals. This can be denoted as  

 𝛼 × 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 + (1 − 𝛼) × (1 − 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛)                                         (9) 

where 𝛼 and 1 − 𝛼 symbolize the probability of selecting the majority and minority candidate 

respectively. The chance of a voter selecting the majority candidate (𝛼) is composed of the 

chance their goals align with the majority (making the majority candidate the right choice for 

them) and voting correctly, and the chances they do not, and to vote incorrectly.  

𝛼 = 𝑞 × 𝑟𝑖
𝑠 + (1 − q) × (1 − 𝑟𝑖

𝑠))                                       (10) 

1.6.1.3 Competence loss in indirect voting 

As with universal truths, there is a competence loss in indirect voting. For both types of voting 

to contribute the same amount to a majority vote, any improvement in the voter’s competence 

in choosing a candidate needs to equal 
𝑑

𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗+𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛−1
,24 where d is the improvement in the voter’s 

competence voting directly on the issue. Hence, as long as both candidates are not infallible, 

higher improvement will be needed in indirect voting for the same result. For example, if one 

of the candidates has a competence of 0.75 and the other of 0.55, then d’ needs to be 3.33 times 

 
24When the voter’s reliability in voting directly increases by d, their contribution to the majority vote is 𝑞 × (𝑟𝑖

𝑠 +
𝑑) + (1 − q) × (1 − (𝑟𝑖

𝑠 + 𝑑))), hence, the added competence is 2 × 𝑞 × 𝑑 − 𝑑. When voting indirectly, 

according to equations (9),(10), the expected contribution to an indirect vote can be expressed as (𝑞 × (𝑟𝑖
𝑠 + d′) +

(1 − q) × (1 − (𝑟𝑖
𝑠 + d′))))𝑟𝑚𝑗 + ((1 − q) × (𝑟𝑖

𝑠 + d′) + q × (1 − (𝑟𝑖
𝑠 + d′))))(1 − 𝑟𝑚𝑛). Therefore, the 

added competence is (2 × 𝑞 × 𝑑′ − 𝑑′)𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 − (2 × 𝑞 × 𝑑′ − 𝑑′)(1 − 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛). 2 × 𝑞 × 𝑑′ − 𝑑′ equals (2 × 𝑞 ×

𝑑′ − 𝑑′)𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 − (2 × 𝑞 × d′ − d′)(1 − 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛) when 𝑑′ = 𝑑/(𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 + 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛 − 1).  
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larger than d for the same improvement in the contribution of the voter to the majority vote. 25 

Conversely, if the voter improves the same amount in both, a larger overall improvement will 

be reached in direct decision-making.   

1.6.1.4 The crossover point 

The crossover point, as before, is the point where the same truth-tracking level is achieved by 

the same level of voter competence in both types of voting, and above which direct voting is 

more advantageous. That is, when 𝑟𝑖
𝑠 = 𝑟𝑖  and the contribution of a voter to the direct vote (8) 

is the same as the probability of a representative contributing to the representative vote (9). 

Above this point, direct voting is guaranteed to be more advantageous for the same voter 

competence, as a part of any growth in the voter’s competence is lost in the indirect vote. 

 Using equations (8), (9), (10) the probability of a representative and that of a voter contributing 

to alignment with the majority are equal when (q × 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠) + ((1 − q) × (1 − 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠)) =

(𝑞 × 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 + (1 − q) × (1 − 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠)) × 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 + ((1 − q) × 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 + q × (1 − 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠.)) ×

 (1 − 𝑟𝑚𝑛). Solving this equation, we get 

 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 =  
2𝑞−1−𝑞𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗−𝑞𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛+𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗

2(2𝑞−1−𝑞𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗−𝑞𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛)+(𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗+𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛)
                                      (11)  

We can see that unless 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 = 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛 = 1, i.e., both candidates are infallible, which is unrealistic, 

or 𝑞 = 0.5, which is false by our assumptions, the following holds:  

 if 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 = 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛 then  𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 = 0.5.  

 if 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 > 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛 then 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 > 0.5 and if 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 < 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛 then 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 < 0.5.  

That is, if both candidates are equally competent at promoting their respective goals, the 

crossover point is at chance level. Hence, for any voter competence above chance level, direct 

voting would be more advantageous than representative voting. If the majority candidate is 

more competent, the crossover point is above chance level. Conversely, if the minority 

candidate is more competent, the crossover point falls below chance level. 

 
25We can also see that when 𝑟𝑖

𝑠 = 𝑟𝑖 , the derivative of the difference between the expected contribution of a voter 

to that of a representative is always positive, signifying that the difference increases with 𝑟𝐼  (and 𝑟𝐼
𝑠). This assures 

us that at any point beyond when the expected contributions are equal, direct voting will exceed indirect voting. 

The derivative of 𝑑𝑖𝑓𝑓 = 𝑞 × 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠. + (1 − 𝑞) × (1 − 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠.) − [(𝑞 × 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠. + (1 − 𝑞) × (1 − 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠.))  ×

𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 + ((1 − 𝑞) × 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠. + 𝑞 × (1 − 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠.)) ×  (1 − 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛)]  with respect to 𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠. is 4𝑞 + 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 + 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛 − 2 −

2𝑞𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 − 2𝑞𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛. For it to be positive, we need 2q(2−𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 − 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛)>(2−𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 − 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛) which is always true 

because q is larger than 1. 
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If we assume that candidates are not consistently better at promoting either majority or minority 

goals, then this analysis suggests that for relative truths, direct voting will likely lead to better 

results. This is because if we consider 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 and 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛 as random variables that are picked out of 

the same distribution of decision successes, then  < 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 > = <  𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛 >, where < 𝑥 > is the 

mean value of x. Consequently, the mean of the distribution of rcross  is expected to be 0.5.26 

Hence, if voter competence tends to be better than chance, direct voting is expected to lead to 

better results. 

One might argue that the majority candidate is likely more competent, raising the crossover 

point. This might be based on the idea that due to the law of large numbers, there is a high 

chance of finding competent individuals in larger groups. However, since both majority and 

minority groups typically include millions, this statistical effect applies equally to both. 

Additionally, Figure 1 below shows that as the majority size increases, the rise in the crossover 

point becomes slower. Consequently, even if larger majorities enhance the competence of the 

majority candidate, they simultaneously lower the crossover point. Therefore, our best bet still 

appears to be direct voting in cases involving relative truths. 

One might also suggest that RD still exhibits the best epistemic potential as educating 

candidates competing to represent will be more effective than educating voters. However, even 

if candidates are very competent, their average ability to vote accurately with respect to the 

goals of the majority will be low, as they promote different goals.  

Notice that, in contrast to the case of universal truths, the crossover point does not necessarily 

fall between the competences of the majority and minority candidates. I could be worse than 

both candidates and still above the crossover point, or more competent than both candidates 

and still below it. For example, as shown above, if both candidates have the same competence 

level, i.e., 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛 = 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 , then  𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 = 0.5, whether both candidates have a higher competence 

than 0.5 or a lower one.  

Figure 1 depicts the epistemic comparison between direct and indirect voting for relative truths.  

 
26  These conclusions are supported by various simulations under the assumption that both candidates draw from 

identical distributions of decision success rates. The simulations included truncated normal distributions with 

varying parameters: q=0.51, 0.55, 0.6,0.7,0.8,0.9,1, candidate mean competence: 

0.1,0.2,0.3,0.4,0.5,0.6,0.7,0.8,0.9,1, and standard deviations: 0.01,0.02,0.03,0.05,0.06,0.1,0.2,0.3,0.4,0.5, and 

Beta distributions with: q=0.51, 0.55, 0.6,0.7,0.8,0.9,1, 𝛼, 𝛽 =0.1, 0.3, 0.5, 0.8, 1.0, 1.5, 2.0, 3.0, 5.0, 10.0. Across 

all scenarios where q>0.51, the mean and median of the crossover point (𝑟𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠) consistently approximates 0.5. At 

q=0.51 there were a few exceptions for the Beta distribution. However, the mean value of these exceptions again 

approximates 0.5. 
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Figure 1 highlights another important distinction between universal and relative-truths. 

Specifically, in the case of relative truths, there are situations where there is simply no crossover 

point, i.e., no voter competence level between 0 and 1 where direct voting replaces indirect 

voting as the more epistemically attractive option. In those cases, for all competence levels, 

either direct voting is consistently superior (dark blue areas in Figure 1) or representative voting 

is consistently superior (dark red areas). Hence, in specific cases where the majority proportion 

is small and the majority candidate is more competent, it may be better to opt for RD.  

Also, Figure 1 shows that as the proportion of the majority (q) increases, there are more cases 

where a crossover point can be reached.  

1.6.2 Multiple voters  

Just as in the case of universal truths, under similar conditions, the competence loss exhibited 

in RD causes wisdom attributed to crowds to favour DD, usually lowering the average 

crossover point. As for universal truths, this result does not rely on jury theorems.  

1.6.2.1 The unified elections scenario 

Any added competence we attribute to crowds over individuals will be spent less effectively in 

indirect voting, due to the competence loss exhibited in indirect voting, under the following 

condition (for a group size threshold for crowd wisdom g): 
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General wisdom of the crowds for relative truths (GWOCRT): if group G’s majority is aligned 

with the tracked majority, and 𝑛 > 𝑔, group G has a higher probability of producing the correct 

outcome for the general majority than the average voter in it (𝐼𝐺).27  

Since the majority in general population aligns with the general majority by definition,28 for 

unified elections, the crowds have higher expected competence than 𝐼𝐺 , according to 

GWOCRT.  

As with universal truths, the improvement caused by crowds can be depicted as Δ𝑟𝐺 . 29 In the 

case of relative truths, this improvement is in the majority vote’s ability to track what is right 

given the goals of the majority of voters.  Now, whatever wisdom we attribute to crowds, some 

will be lost in the indirect vote. Given equation (9), a representative’s expected ability to 

contribute to overall accuracy now becomes (𝛼 + Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠) × 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺

+ (1 − (𝛼 + Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠)) ×  (1 −

𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺
), where 0 < Δ𝑟𝐺

𝑠 ≤ 1 − 𝛼 is the improvement caused by the crowds in selecting the 

majority candidate, and 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺
, 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺

 the competences of the majority and minority candidates 

competing to represent group G, defined similarly to 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 , 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛.       

Thus, the overall improvement in the indirect vote is: 

(𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺
+ 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺

− 1) × Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠                                                  (12) 

which is smaller than Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠, as long as it is not the case both candidates are infallible given their 

goals, indicating a competence loss.  

 
27  Formally: Let 𝑋𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙𝑙

𝐺 , taking values 0 or 1, be what is correct for the majority in group G, defined as what is 

right for more than half the voters in G, i.e., 1 if more than half the values in < 𝑥1, … , 𝑥𝑙 >  are 1 and 0 otherwise, 

where 1, … , 𝑙, (1 < 𝑙 ≤ 𝑛) are the voters in group G. Let 𝑋𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙𝑙  represent the option that is right for the majority 

in the general population of n voters, 1 if more than half <𝑥1, … , 𝑥𝑛 > are 1 and 0 otherwise. Let there be two 

candidates competing to represent group G, 𝐶1
𝐺 and 𝐶2

𝐺, one promoting the values of the overall majority, those 

aligning with 𝑋𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙𝑙 , and one promoting the values of the overall minority, with reliabilities 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗
𝐺  and  𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛

𝐺  

respectively. Let 𝑌𝐺  taking values in 1 and 2 denote the index of  𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗
𝐺 out of 𝐶1

𝐺 and 𝐶2
𝐺 . Let 𝑉𝐺 be the outcome 

of a collective majority vote of group G.  Let 𝐼𝐺  be the averagely competent voter in group G. Then, General 

wisdom of the crowds for relative truths (GWOCRT):  if 𝑋𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙𝑙
𝐺 =𝑋𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙𝑙 ,  Pr(𝑉𝐺 = 𝑋𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙𝑙 ∣ 𝑋1 = 𝑥1&𝑋2 =

𝑥2 & … &𝑋𝑚 = 𝑥𝑚) > Pr(𝑉{𝐼𝐺} = 𝑋𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙𝑙 ∣ 𝑋1 = 𝑥1&𝑋2 = 𝑥2 & … &𝑋𝑚 = 𝑥𝑚), and Pr(𝑉𝐺 = 𝑦𝐺 ∣ 𝑋1 =

𝑥1&𝑋2 = 𝑥2 & … &𝑋𝑚 = 𝑥𝑚) > Pr(𝑉{𝐼𝐺} = 𝑦𝐺 ∣ 𝑋1 = 𝑥1&𝑋2 = 𝑥2 & … &𝑋𝑚 = 𝑥𝑛). 
28  Again, recall, I take the relevant majority to be a majority out of the entire finite group of the voting population. 

See footnote 20 for expansion.  
29 As before, the value of Δ𝑟𝐺  may be different for any competence level of a single voter. 
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Hence, when GWOCRT holds, the average competence required of voters for direct to 

outperform indirect voting, i.e. the average crossover point, is lowered, as long as there is not 

a significant difference between  Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠 and Δ𝑟𝐺, or more specifically:30  

(𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺
+ 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺

− 1) × Δ𝑟𝐺
𝑠 < Δ𝑟𝐺                                         (13)   

1.6.2.2 Multiple constituencies 

When considering multiple constituencies, in the vast majority of cases, the average 

competence required of voters for direct to outperform indirect voting, i.e., the average 

crossover point, lowers when considering wisdom of crowds. This holds under similar 

conditions to the case of universal truths, i.e., (1) GWOCRT, (2) CP (the same CP introduced 

for universal truths), and (3) there is no vast difference between the competence crowds add 

when electing a candidate and when voting directly (i.e., equation (13) above).  

Let there be n voters divided into k constituencies. I assume that in a majority of constituencies 

(𝑚 >  𝑘/2), the majority of voters in each such constituency (i in 1,…,m) share the same goals 

as the overall majority of the n voters. If this assumption doesn’t hold, direct voting has a built-

in advantage, as explained in the appendix. In the appendix, I also discuss an alternative 

definition of the relevant majority.  

Given this assumption, I follow the same reasoning used in the universal truth case. I begin 

with a one-to-one ratio of voters to representatives. In this setup, when each voter crosses the 

crossover point, they have a higher competence than the expected competence of their 

representative. Then, according to CP, the group of voters is more competent than the group of 

representatives. 

Next, I consider what happens when each constituency consists of more voters. In 

constituencies aligned with the overall majority (which, by assumption, comprise the majority 

of constituencies), adding voters will lower the average crossover point required for direct 

voting to outperform indirect voting, as long as equation (13) holds. This effect arises, again, 

because the larger group of voters benefits from crowd wisdom (per GWOCRT), while some 

of this competence is lost in the process of electing a representative. 

 
30  Given equations (8),(9),(10),(12) the new crossover point of average voter competence is: 

2𝑞𝐺−1−𝑞𝐺𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺
−𝑞𝐺𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺

+𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺
+(𝒓𝒎𝒂𝒋𝑮

+𝒓𝒎𝒊𝒏𝑮
−𝟏)𝚫𝒓𝑮

𝒔 −𝚫𝒓𝑮

2(2𝑞𝐺−1−𝑞𝐺𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺
−𝑞𝐺𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺

)+(𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺
+𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺

)
 (0.5 < 𝑞𝐺 ≤ 1 is the proportion of the local majority 

within group G).  
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Now, suppose each constituency contains the same number of voters.31 Then, since the majority 

of voters are located in the majority of constituencies, where the average crossover point 

decreases, it is reasonable to expect that the overall average crossover point also decreases in 

most cases. I support this claim with extensive simulations in the appendix, which show that 

the overall crossover point decreases in the vast majority of cases (e.g., for most spreads of 

candidate competence across constituencies). 

Notably, the exceptions where the average crossover point increases after adding multiple 

voters, primarily occur when the majority proportion is small. This is consistent with the results 

in the single voter tracking relative truths’ case, where small majority proportions are cases 

where indirect voting might be preferable. 

Therefore, when the mentioned conditions hold, and we have no further knowledge, such as 

the precise size of the majority, then the best bet for achieving good epistemic results when 

tracking relative truths is a direct voting system, such as the one used in referenda and DD.  

I will conclude this section with an intuitive explanation of the problem indirect voting faces 

when tracking relative truths. If we believe different people are entitled to have different values 

or goals, or that they are permitted to vote according to their interests, which naturally differ, 

then for people to be able to express these differences between them in an indirect voting 

system, different candidates need to promote different goals. Therefore, the average ability of 

the candidates to promote the goals of the majority is expected to often be low, as the one 

promoting the goals of the minority is often worse than random at promoting the goals of the 

majority. Hence, the aforementioned “safety net” of the average high competence of the 

representatives, which makes representative voting superior when voters are relatively 

ignorant, does not exist in such a case, and direct voting is the best option.   

 

 Conclusions  

I have analysed the dynamics of how the type of truth being tracked affects the epistemic 

comparison between direct and indirect voting. The relations uncovered here can serve us in 

the evaluation of the epistemically best form of government, direct, semi-direct or 

representative democracy, given our beliefs about the type of truth being tracked, voters’ 

 
31  Simulations in the appendix show the claim holds also when constituency sizes differ, as long as they don’t 

consistently favour minority aligned constituencies. 
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competence levels, the proportion of the majority, and candidate competence. This can also 

indicate whether votes on certain topics should be referendums or votes conducted by 

representatives. The results also apply to smaller groups deciding between a direct or an 

indirect vote.32 

The results might be particularly relevant for liquid democracy, in which voters choose to either 

vote directly or delegate their vote to a particular individual (e.g., Blum & Zuber, 2016). The 

results serve not just to suggest whether opting for liquid democracy is advisable on epistemic 

grounds, but also as a guideline for voters within such a system. The crossover points presented 

in this chapter illustrate the point after which it may no longer make sense for the voter to 

delegate their vote, as higher competence will be required of the voter in deciding to whom to 

delegate than in voting directly. Notably, this chapter focuses on the cases where there are two 

options for whom to delegate the vote. However, similar patterns may occur for a larger number 

of candidates, as there is still expected to be a competence loss, caused by any added voter 

competence only factoring towards a chance of selecting a fallible candidate.33  

Let us assume, for the moment, that tracking the truth when voting directly on policies is not 

vastly more difficult than electing representatives to make policy decisions, and that 

GWOC(RT) and CP hold. Then, my results suggest the following. 

When the goal is to track a universal truth, RD can provide a form of protection, a “safety net”, 

against generally incompetent voters, since even in that case, the expected competence of 

representatives can still be relatively high. However, the epistemic potential of RD when voters 

become more competent is ultimately lower than that of DD, because there exists a threshold 

of voter competence beyond which DD outperforms RD. Once that threshold is crossed, DD 

 
32  One might argue that the cognitive load of voting repeatedly reduces competence in DD. However, empirical 

studies have shown that political systems allowing for more opportunities for political participation lead to 

increased political knowledge (e.g., Tolbert et al. 2003; Benz & Stutzer, 2004). Generally, for both types of 

decision-making, voters need to either increase the chance that for every subsequent vote of representatives, or 

for every direct vote of their own, the vote will be correct. They can either do so by voting according to the issues 

and votes directly, which is as complicated in both cases, or by using heuristics, such as the credentials of 

candidates to represent. However, heuristics can also be used in direct-voting by asking the advice of people 

around with impressive credentials. Direct voting has the advantage that there are more trustworthy people to use 

as heuristics, and that there isn’t an added layer of concealment of information about how the candidate will vote. 

Either way, even if higher competence is less likely in direct democracy, the presented results would still apply to 

direct voting in the form of referendums.  
33  For example, the crossover point will remain the same when there are four candidates under certain conditions. 

For instance, if (1) the original probability of selecting the better candidate is now split equally between the two 

better candidates, and the same is true for the worse candidates, and (2) the average competence of the better 

candidates equals that of the better candidate in the original election, and the same for the worse candidates. Then 

𝑟𝑝 = (
𝑟𝐼

𝑠

2
× 𝑟𝐵) + (

𝑟𝐼
𝑠

2
× 𝑟𝐵′) + ((1 −

𝑟𝐼
𝑠

2
) × 𝑟𝑤) + ((1 −

𝑟𝐼
𝑠

2
) × 𝑟𝑤′) will remain the same.  
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achieves better results with less individual voter competence. Hence, RD might be considered 

a risk-averse option, but with limited epistemic potential relative to DD. 

In contrast, when the goal is to track a relative truth, DD is generally better, as the expected 

mean of the upper limit competence threshold for DD to outperform RD is near chance level, 

given plausible assumptions about candidate competence. If voters are even slightly better than 

random at promoting their own goals, DD is epistemically preferable. This suggests that, if in 

political contexts the truths being tracked are relative, as some have argued, DD may 

outperform RD, contrary to common thought. Yet, for relative truth, there are specific cases 

where the epistemic potential of DD will be inferior to RD, as there is no crossover point. 

Specifically, that is the case when majority candidates are significantly better than minority 

candidates and the majority is close to half. 

These conclusions suggest that the intuition that voting on policies requires more competence 

can be explained with the idea of the “safety net”. That is, we mistake the fact that we don’t 

need to be highly competent to choose representatives for the idea that we are competent in 

doing so. We may feel that current democracies function adequately even when voters are 

ignorant. However, this is primarily due to the safety net representatives provide even when 

voters are incompetent at selecting good candidates, rather than voters having high level of 

competence in selecting such candidates. 

Now, let’s suppose that tracking the truth in voting on policies differs in difficulty from electing 

representatives to vote on policies. My central claim about a significant difference between 

universal and relative truths still holds. When tracking relative truths, direct voting is most 

likely still the best choice, as usually the expected mean of the upper limit of the crossover 

point is chance level, equivalent to no competence at all, which is likely equally undemanding 

for both types of competences. For universal truths, RD will still be the better choice for low 

levels of voter competence. For higher levels, it will depend on the difference between two 

types of competences. Evidently, then, distinguishing between these two types of truth is still 

important.   

Hence, I pose a new challenge to the claim that voter ignorance is a problem for direct voting 

and the better option is representative democracy. It can be explained as an intuition about 

universal truths. However, this intuition is misguided if we aim to track relative truths in the 

political context. Also, even for universal truths, direct voting often has more potential, as it 

improves more with any added competence.  
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Appendix: when multiple constituencies track relative truths 

Number of constituencies in the majority  

When elections are organized across multiple constituencies, a question arises: Which majority 

should the vote aim to track? There are two main possibilities: (1) the majority of the general 

population, or (2) the majority across constituencies. That is, the majority of local-level 

majorities. Focusing on option (1), two further scenarios are possible: (a) in the majority of 

constituencies, the local majority aligns with the overall majority. (b) in the majority of 

constituencies, the local majority does not align with the overall majority. 

In case (b), indirect voting has a structural disadvantage. Dividing the electorate into 

constituencies, which is only needed for indirect voting, can distort the results. If each 

constituency vote accurately tracks its local majority, then the majority of representatives will 

be misaligned with the overall majority, leading to an incompetent overall vote. Direct voting 

does not suffer from this distortion. Hence, in such cases, it is likely the better option. In my 

argument, I focus on case (a). This allows me to tackle the more challenging scenario to the 

superiority of direct voting, for which I argue. This setup also allows me to tackle option (2), 

tracking the majority across constituencies. 

Simulation Results 

I use simulations to show that when the required average competence for direct to surpass 

indirect voting lowers within the majority of constituencies, in most cases, the general required 

average competence across all constituencies also lowers, i.e., the overall average crossover 

point is lowered.  

Simulations confirm this pattern, assuming there is no consistent bias in favour of minority 

aligned-constituencies. That is, I assume constituencies to be statistically symmetric in the 

following ways: 

1. Majority and minority candidate competence levels across constituencies are drawn 

from the same distribution, 

2. The proportion of the local majority in each constituency is drawn from the same dis-

tribution. 
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3. In each constituency, the competence added by majority voting over the averagely com-

petent individual within that constituency is drawn from the same distribution (the 

added competence can be due to more competent individuals, a larger constituency size, 

or any other reason. Sources of crowd wisdom remain a black box). 

Given this lack of bias, the average competence required of all voters for direct to surpass 

indirect voting, i.e., the overall average crossover point, decreases in the vast majority of cases. 

Specifically, out of 264,688 simulated cases, in 93.7% of cases (tested cases listed below), the 

average crossover point for multiple voters in each constituency was lower than the average 

crossover point in the case of a single individual per constituency. 

Formally:34 

( ∑ 𝑟𝑮𝒊

𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠)/𝑛

𝑛

𝐺𝑖=1

< ( ∑ 𝑟𝑰𝑮𝒊

𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠)/𝑛

𝑛

𝐺𝑖=1

  

For 𝐺1,𝐺2,….𝐺𝑛 constituencies, where 𝑟𝑮𝒊

𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 is the average crossover point with multiple 

voters and 𝑟𝑰𝑮𝒊

𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 with an individual, in consistency 𝐺𝑖.  

Notably, the 6.3% of cases where the average crossover point increased with the addition of 

multiple voters mostly occurred when the overall majority proportion was small, which is 

expressed in a small majority of constituencies aligning with the overall majority.  

Tested cases 

The tested cases included both truncated normal35 and beta distributions for key model 

parameters. Parameters for truncated normal distribution included: 

1. Candidate competence: for the competence levels of majority and minority candidates 

within each constituency, truncated normal distributions were used with means sampled 

 

34 𝑟𝑮𝒊

𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 =
2𝑞𝐺𝑖

−1−𝑞𝐺𝑖
𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺𝑖

−𝑞𝐺𝑖
𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺𝑖

+𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺𝑖
+(𝒓𝒎𝒂𝒋𝑮𝒊

+𝒓𝒎𝒊𝒏𝑮𝒊
−𝟏)𝚫𝒓𝑮𝒊

𝒔 −𝚫𝒓𝑮𝒊

2(2𝑞𝐺𝑖
−1−𝑞𝐺𝑖

𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺𝑖
−𝑞𝐺𝑖

𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺𝑖
)+(𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺𝑖

+𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺𝑖
)

 , where Δ𝑟𝐺𝑖

𝑠 , Δ𝑟𝐺𝑖
 are the added 

competence due to crowd wisdom in constituency 𝐺𝑖 over the averagely competent individual in constituency 𝐺𝑖 

(see equation 12 in the body of the text). 𝑟𝑰𝑮𝒊

𝑐𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑠 =  (
2𝑞𝐺𝑖

−1−𝑞𝐺𝑖
𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺𝑖

−𝑞𝐺𝑖
𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺𝑖

+𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺𝑖

2(2𝑞𝐺𝑖
−1−𝑞𝐺𝑖

𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺𝑖
−𝑞𝐺𝑖

𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺𝑖
)+(𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗𝐺𝑖

+𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺𝑖
)
, where 𝑞𝐺𝑖

,  

𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗 𝐺𝑖
, 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛𝐺𝑖

 are the proportion of the local majority, the competence of the majority and minority candidates 

respectively within constituency 𝐺𝑖 , defined similarly to q, 𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑗, 𝑟𝑚𝑖𝑛 (see equation 10 in the body of the text).  
35 The distribution was truncated to the interval [0, 1] for competence levels, and [0.51,1] for majority size. 
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at five evenly spaced values between 0 and 1, and standard deviations sampled at five 

evenly spaced values between 0 and 0.5. 

2. Local majority proportion: for the proportion of voters constituting the local majority 

within a constituency, truncated normal distributions were tested with means ranging 

from 0.51 to 1 (five evenly spaced values), and standard deviations ranging from 0 to 

0.5 (also five evenly spaced values). 

3. Crowd wisdom gain: for the additional competence the group decision has over the 

average individual, truncated normal distributions were used with means ranging from 

0 to 0.5 and standard deviations ranging from 0 to 0.5, both in five evenly spaced steps. 

4. Alignment across constituencies: the proportion of constituencies in which the local 

majority aligns with the overall majority was tested using 10 evenly spaced values be-

tween 0.51 and 1. 

For each simulation, the parameter values for each constituency were drawn randomly from 

the corresponding distributions. 

In addition to truncated normal distributions, beta distributions were also tested for parameters 

(1)–(3). The values tested for both parameters (α and β) included 0.1, 0.5, 5, and 10. For the 

alignment rate across constituencies (4), beta distributions were tested using alignment 

probabilities of 0.51, 0.55, 0.6, 0.7, 0.8, 0.9, and 1. 
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Abstract 

In this chapter, I critically assess a seemingly plausible argument supporting the use of 

Deliberative Mini-Publics (DMPs) in existing democracies and show that it fails. I show that 

DMPs do not have a superior ability to track a truth relative to the interests or values of the 

majority of the population. I lay out two potential ways of tracking such a truth: (i) where each 

DMP participant aims to promote their own interests and values, and (ii) where each participant 

aims to promote the interests and values of the majority of the population. I show that neither 

way allows us to attribute clear epistemic advantages to DMPs over alternatives. I conclude 

that other arguments are needed to justify the use of DMPs in existing democracies.   

 

2.1 Introduction 

Deliberative Mini-Publics (DMPs) are a popular proposal for increasing democratic 

inclusiveness, offering advice to policymakers, and aiding decision-making. Many instances 

of such mini-publics have been put into practice (e.g., Norheim et al., 2021; Humanists UK, 

2022; Casassus, 2022; UK Parliament, 2022). 

In this chapter, I question the enthusiasm surrounding DMPs. I assess a potential epistemic 

benefit of such DMPs and show that this benefit is unlikely to materialize, leaving proponents 

of DMPs with a need to find alternative justifications. The chapter is structured as follows. In 

section 2.2, I provide a brief introduction to DMPs. In section 2.3, I survey existing criticisms 

of DMPs, which are consistent with seeing them as having an epistemic advantage over 

methods of decision-making that do not involve DMPs. In section 2.4, I question this purported 

advantage. I lay out an argument for why a potentially appealing explanation of their epistemic 

advantage fails.  
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2.2 What are DMPs? 

DMPs typically follow a standard design: a randomly selected group of citizens, intended to 

represent the public, convenes to receive information on a given topic, engages in deliberation, 

and arrives at conclusions designed to influence decisions. These conclusions usually take the 

form of policy recommendations. A concluding majority vote among participants is sometimes 

conducted. DPMs are currently used to supplement existing democracies, by providing 

recommendations to policymakers or by providing their conclusions to the public, to aid with 

decision-making. It has also been suggested that DMPs can replace parliaments as legislators 

(e.g., Guerrero, 2024). Additionally, sometimes the conclusions of DMPs are voted on in 

referendums (e.g., Involve, 2018). In this chapter, I will focus on DMPs that provide policy 

advice to legislators or to the public within existing democracies, as existing DMPs do. 

Notably, DMPs are often combined with other institutions, such as subsequent referenda. My 

goal, however, is not to assess the epistemic performance of such combinations of institutions. 

Rather, I focus exclusively on the epistemic contribution of the DMP, as this will provide 

analytical clarity about the DMPs function. 

Existing DMPs take different forms. Citizen juries usually include 12-16 participants, citizen 

panels 30-40 participants (Dampster, 2020; Willis, 2020; WMRCG, 2020; Casassus, 2021), 

citizen assemblies can include 100-150 participants (e.g., House of Commons et al., 2021), and 

deliberative polls can engage 500 participants. Most of these forums last for one to a few days, 

but some last for a series of weekends over several months (Setälä & Smith, 2018). 

Since DMPs are not elected and hence cannot be controlled by the public through the threat of 

withdrawing electoral support, they are usually not thought of as a form of responsive 

representation. Philip Pettit, for example, defines responsive representation as a case where the 

representer’s action are a causal response to the mindset of the represented, different from a 

form of representation where the fact that the representer acts in a certain way serves as 

evidence that the represented has a corresponding mindset (Pettit, 2010). The justification for 

DMPs, and more specifically, the claim that policymakers or the general public should assign 

substantial weight to the results of DMP deliberations in deciding which policy to implement 

or support, has most often been attributed to the second kind of representation, i.e., their ability 

to be a descriptive representation of the population. That is, to mirror the population’s 

experiences and points of view, and hence the epistemic process they would have gone through 

had they had the time (Khoban, 2021; Mansbridge, 1999; Guerrero, 2014; Fishkin, 2009, 2013, 
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2018; Curato et al., 2021). As Fishkin puts it, they support “a hypothetical inference—these are 

the conclusions the population would come to if they could somehow consider the issue in 

depth under the same good conditions” (Fishkin, 2018, p. 322).36,37  

DMPs have been enthusiastically advocated for in the philosophical literature (e.g., Guerrero, 

2014, 2024; Fishkin, 2009, 2013, 2018; Landemore, 2013, 2020; Norheim et al., 2021), by 

governments, such as the governments of the UK and France (Humanists UK, 2022; Casassus, 

2022; UK Parliament, 2022), in the media (Rice-Oxley, 2022; Casassus, 2022; Harvey, 2022), 

in analyses of existing DMPs (e.g., Fournier et al., 2011), and by different organizations such 

as the World Health Organization (e.g., WHO, 2021) and the European Climate Foundation 

(ECF, 2022).  

Given the enthusiasm surrounding DMPs, and specifically their extended use as supplements 

in contemporary representative democracies, we may wish to ask whether they in fact have a 

clear and strong advantage when used in such a role. This is the question I tackle in this chapter.  

 

2.3 Existing criticisms of DMPs 

Some problematic aspects of deliberation have been noted, in a manner that does not rule out 

the potential usefulness of including DMPs in the decision-making process. Critics have 

pointed out, for example, that deliberation can sometimes lead to group polarization (Sunstein, 

2009) and that despite the agreed-upon importance of equal participation in deliberation 

(Thompson, 2008; Mutz, 2008; Steiner et al., 2004), equal participation and influence often do 

not occur in practice (Jackman & Sniderman, 2006; Mendelberg & Oleske, 2000; Sunstein, 

2002; Thompson, 2008; Setälä & Smith, 2018; Elstub et al., 2021). Yet, these are empirical 

contingencies that could, in theory, be solved using an expert moderator. Others have pointed 

 
36 A few other suggestions have been made for the type of representation that is to be found in DMPs (Mansbridge, 

2003, Dryzek, 2010, Reuchamps et al., 2023). These include discursive representation, namely, representing types 

of discourse. Dryzek argues that “collective outcomes are responsive to the balance of competing discourses in 

the public sphere” (p. 24). It also includes surrogate representation – where representatives are not only committed 

to their own constituency, and their traits cause them to represent people with similar traits from a different 

constituency. Another suggested form of representation is gyroscopic. Mansbridge suggests this happens when 

representatives can act in ways we expect voters would approve of due to their shared traits.  
37  Notice that descriptive representation is necessary even if DMPs are used to provide advice to the general public. 

For instance, Warren and Gastil propose that mini-publics can function as “trusted information proxies” (Warren 

and Gastil, 2015, p. 562), supplementing the democratic process. Such an example is when mini-publics support 

democracy by providing recommendations directly to the public, as was done, for example, in the Oregon State 

Voters’ Pamphlet (Setälä & Smith, 2018). Warren and Gastil explain why the public should trust DMPs in such 

instances due to their ability to mirror the population’s interests, values, etc. This, again depends on their success 

in being descriptively representative. 
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out shortcomings of their descriptive representation. Jane Mansbridge, for example, argues that 

a random sample is likely to select less talented individuals than elections, and that using 

descriptive representation leads to the assimilation of minority interests to those of the 

dominant subgroup within each group (Mansbridge, 1999). Yet, she argues, such problems can 

be mitigated, and that these drawbacks are often outweighed by the benefits of having such a 

representation, such as enhanced communication with members of the public with shared 

properties and a better representation of interests.  

Cristina Lafont adds that accepting the conclusions of a DMP without further deliberation 

among the wider public requires blind deference, which is incompatible with the democratic 

ideal of self-governance (Lafont, 2015, 2019). She concludes that DMPs should not replace 

deliberation in the public sphere, though she finds them useful as a tool within it (2019). Simone 

Chambers (2009) also argues that, although they have advantages, for instance due to “adding 

a citizen perspective to many questions and bridging the gap between lay citizens and policy 

experts” (p. 330), DMPs should not be thought to replace the need for deliberation within the 

mass public. She gives the example of DMPs that reached conclusions that later did not pass 

in referendums, suggesting deliberation in the latter stage deserves more attention (2009).  

Additionally, analyses of specific citizen assemblies have noted vulnerabilities of the 

deliberative process. Fournier et al. (2011), for example, assert that it is important to ensure 

that the structure of the deliberation in DMPs does not provide undue influence to just a few 

people. Nonetheless, they come to favourable conclusions regarding the three study cases they 

investigate and the general usefulness of DMPs, claiming that participants “worked intensely 

and produced sensible decisions and recommendations” (p. 152). Elstub et al. suggest that 

democratising the agenda-setting stage of DMPs could help tackle problems that stem from 

having assemblies address complicated topics such as climate change (Elstub et al., 2021). 

Despite the discussion of these potential weaknesses, this literature is generally supportive of 

the DMP project. Their popularity both in practice and in philosophical literature seems to 

suggest a widespread view that such weaknesses can be overcome or outweighed by DMPs’ 

strengths. In this chapter, I wish to more closely examine whether DMPs can truly be said to 

offer clear advantages, when used, as they currently are, within existing democratic systems. I 

examine this by looking at a seemingly plausible way of arguing for their advantage and 

showing that it fails.  
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2.4 The failure of a promising route to explain the advantage of DMPs 

I examine one account of the unique advantage of DMPs. I show that this line of thought, which 

corresponds to common claims in the literature regarding the virtues of DMPs, does not 

withstand scrutiny. Hence, justification of an authoritative38 role for DMPs in informing the 

decision-making of the public or elected representatives and other public decision-makers (e.g., 

civil servants in agencies entrusted with key policy decisions) must take a different form.  

In the remainder of this chapter, I will defend the following argument:  

Premise 1: If DMPs possess a clear and distinct advantage over alternative supplements to 

existing decision procedures within democracies, it is because their process generates some 

type of epistemic advantage over these alternatives. 

Premise 2: One natural candidate for the type of epistemic advantage that DMPs have is  in 

more accurately tracking what policy would best promote the values, interests, and goals of the 

general population (call this a population-relative truth). Moreover, a plausible interpretation 

of what would best promote these values, interests, and goals is the majoritarian one—what 

would command a majority vote if each were to vote according to an accurate picture of their 

own interests, values, and aims.  

Premise 3: The two most natural ways of attempting to track this population-relative truth 

within DMPs are: (1) each person acts as an agent promoting their own values, interests, etc. 

(e.g., votes according to them, advocates for them in discussions and in authoring concluding 

documents), or (2) each person aims to promote the interests, values, and goals of the majority.  

Premise 4: (1) is not a promising way to finding a clear advantage to the DMP process over 

alternatives.  

Premise 5: (2) is also not a promising way to finding a clear advantage to the DMP process 

over alternatives. 

Conclusion: This seemingly plausible line of thought to justifying the epistemic authority of 

DMPs fails, and proponents of DMPs need to find alternative means of justifying them.  

 
38  The term “authority” here is meant in a sense similar to Allan Gibbard’s description depicted here: “When we 

say that a person accepts something on authority, we mean that he takes someone else’s acceptance of it as his 

own reason for accepting it… Suppose you tell me it made no sense for Cleopatra to be angry at [a] messenger 

[who brought her bad news]. I am ignorant of history, perhaps, and confident that you know your history, and that 

you and I share the same basic norms for anger. In that case, I can take your normative reasoning as proxy for my 

own. I think that you are reasoning just as I would if I knew the facts.” (Gibbard, p. 174). 
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2.4.1 Justifying premise 1 

Premise 1 states that if DMPs possess a clear and distinct advantage over alternatives, it is 

because the process they employ generates some epistemic advantage over these alternatives.  

The idea of this premise is that potential advantages that DMPs may possess are epistemic. 

This is because the product DMPs produce is an epistemic product – they produce arguments, 

lists of recommendations, votes, etc. For instance, the West Midlands citizens’ panel, which 

aimed to address the effects of COVID-19 (WMRCG, 2020), resulted in a list of priorities and 

policy guidelines. In the Oregon State Voters’ Pamphlet, the DMP produced a pamphlet with 

recommendations to the public (Setälä & Smith, 2018). In such cases, which are characteristic 

of the results of many DMPs, any influence of DMPs over people’s lives is through providing 

information that feeds into decision-making. Hence, for such DMPs to have an advantage, these 

epistemic outputs need to be, in some sense, better than the ones that already exist without the 

input of DMPs, or the ones that could exist if we gather alternative groups.  

One might suppose certain advantages DMPs possess go beyond an epistemic advantage. One 

natural thought is that such a method provides greater inclusivity in deliberations than other 

methods because random selection picks out members of minority groups that are 

underrepresented in parliaments or in expert groups (e.g., World Bank, 2023). However, if such 

inclusivity is to support a claim to DMPs’ advantage over alternatives, explanations of this type 

should also be translatable to some form of epistemic advantage this process produces. Think 

of different explanations for the benefits of inclusivity. A primary benefit is providing 

underrepresented groups with more influence over decision-making. Due to the small size of 

the participating group, providing only the participants of DMPs with larger influence due to 

their participation in the process would only increase exclusivity, and not achieve this goal.39 

 
39  This response applies to other potential non-instrumental considerations like non-domination (elections create 

a political class that effectively rules over others; elections skew in terms of who comes to hold power), and 

individual rights to participate in decisions that will affect one’s life. When only a small group is elected to 

participate, we cannot claim these considerations hold. The small select group still dominates the larger group, 

unless there is an epistemic claim for producing accuracy in representation of the larger group. It also applies to 

instrumental considerations, such as encountering others in person in these ways plausibly affects how and the 

extent to which people care about, empathize with, and are motivated to work with others. When these only affect 

the small participating group, they cannot be claimed to benefit the larger population. Finally, one non-

instrumental value of such random selection is respect for political equality, achieved through everyone having 

equal chance of being selected in the lottery. However, this type of a-priori equality, combined with the a posteriori 

lack of equality of only some participating in practice, is inferior to procedures that enable both types of equality, 

such as elections and referendums. They might also be inferior in value to procedures that do not guarantee equal 

participation, but are more epistemically accurate in the sense that they improve chances of equal consideration 

of interests in outcomes. Hence, the epistemic accuracy in reaching such equal consideration is again essential for 

justifying DMPs.  
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The way the entire underrepresented group could have influence is by the epistemic outputs of 

the DMPs more accurately tracking what policies fit with the interests, values, viewpoints or 

goals of the underrepresented group. This is an epistemic advantage; an added accuracy in 

tracking something about underrepresented groups.  

Another potential advantage could be solving polarizing societal issues. This would be an 

epistemic advantage as well, offering policy advice or other outputs that more accurately track 

a societal consensus that would exist under more ideal conditions. For this reason, it might give 

the general public and policymakers a reason to assign substantive weight to its input. Other 

advantages of inclusivity in DMPs would similarly require the epistemic outcomes of DMPs 

to be more accurate in tracking something about underrepresented groups or society than 

alternative decision-making structures. 

Plausibly, the epistemic advantage attributed to DMPs needs to result from the process 

employed in DMPs. It could be that in specific cases, the results produced, for example, policy 

recommendations, sound promising for reasons independent of the process that produced them. 

However, to attribute epistemic authority to DMPs more generally, beyond whether they 

managed to convince a policymaker at a particular instance of a particular policy, something 

about their process should produce valuable epistemic outputs. Epistemic authority, in this 

context, means taking the mere fact that DMPs reached certain conclusions to in itself be a 

reason for accepting them. This resembles the notion of authority introduced by Allan Gibbard, 

who says: “When we say that a person accepts something on authority, we mean that he takes 

someone else’s acceptance of it as his own reason for accepting it” (Gibbard, p. 174). 

Justifications of DMPs are often of this type. For instance, as explained above, some argue that 

the DMP process allows its decisions to reflect what the general population would think were 

they well informed (e.g., Fishkin, 2018). Proponents of such claims suppose that both the public 

and policy makers should attribute importance to the outputs of DMPs regardless of whether 

they are independently convinced by them, due to this unique process.  

DMPs include a randomly selected group coming together for a limited time to learn certain 

information presented to them, deliberate, and produce some such epistemic outcome. What 

epistemic advantage can be attributed to having such a process, in addition to the usual 

representative system? In particular, how would DMPs do better than having referendums, 

having a group of experts deliberate and produce similar products, or having randomly selected 

people each be paid to conduct independent learning, without deliberating with others, and then 
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vote? The answer needs to hinge on the epistemic advantage produced by the unique 

combination of random selection, short information briefing period, and deliberation.  

Hence, if DMPs possess a clear advantage over alternatives, it is because the process they 

employ generates some epistemic advantage over these alternatives. Then, to assess whether 

the enthusiasm surrounding them is warranted, we need to examine whether the process they 

employ produces an epistemic advantage over such alternatives.   

2.4.2 Justifying premise 2 

Premise 2 states that a natural candidate for the type of epistemic advantage that DMPs have 

is in more accurately tracking what policy would best promote the values, interests, and goals 

of the general population. I will call this an advantage in tracking a “population-relative truth”.  

Before I defend premise 2, let us explore the concept of a population-relative truth a bit further. 

To see what characterises a population-relative truth, it might be most helpful to examine the 

types of truths that are not included in it. The population-relative truth that I claim DMPs can 

potentially have an advantage in tracking refers to a truth relative to the interests, values, etc. 

of the group composing that society at the moment in time when the random sample of 

participants was selected. This contrasts, for instance, with other types of truths that could be 

tracked, such as what would promote the interests, values, etc. of the members that society in 

ten years; what would promote the interests and values of society when taking into account 

future generations; or what would be morally right given universal moral principles the 

demands of which do not hinge on the particular interests, values and aims of a society’s 

population. 

The population-relative epistemic advantage is limited. For some questions, tracking a 

population-relative truth might seem fitting, while for others less so. For some questions posed 

to DMPs, for instance, whether assisted dying should be legalized (e.g., Nuffield Council 

2025), one might suppose more universal standards are required. We might suppose that what 

matters most in this case is universal individual rights, such as the right to self-determination 

in the face of grave suffering and medical professionals’ right to assist competent patients in 

their exercise of this form of self-determination. For other questions posed to DMPs, such as 

combatting climate change (e.g., Elstub et al., 2021), we might also suppose other non-

population-relative factors related to future generations or global interests are of high 

importance. Hence, one might suppose that answers to such questions should not be assessed 

solely by population-relative truth tracking. Consequently, my argument entails that 
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alternatives to DMPs should most likely be used to tackling such questions, as DMPs will not 

have an epistemic advantage with respect to them. Such alternatives include, for instance, 

referendums or panels of experts, as discussed below.  

There are various potential interpretations of what it means to track a population-relative truth, 

i.e., to promote the interests, values, etc. of the population at large. A plausible interpretation is 

the majoritarian one: tracking what would promote the interests, values, etc. of the majority of 

the population. This view, which was introduced in chapter 1, is prevalent in the literature on 

the epistemic value of democracy, for instance, in the jury theorem literature (e.g., Miller, 1986; 

Goldman, 1999; List and Spiekermann, 2016).  

Notably, the majority interpretation does not necessarily require only taking the interests of the 

majority into account. It could be interpreted as what is correct given the values or viewpoints 

of the majority of the population. If a DMP conducts a majority vote at the end of the 

deliberation and this DMP is representative of the population, such votes could capture 

something like what is morally right, according to the moral conceptions or viewpoints of the 

majority of the population. Notice also that the majority-relative interpretation does not rule 

out, for instance, the vote reflecting what is best for the least well off, if according to the values 

of the majority, the best course of action is what is best for the least well-off.  

In this chapter, I adopt this majoritarian interpretation. Of course, there could be other 

interpretations of what population-relative truths should track. Those might include always 

prioritising the interests of a particular societal group, such as the least well-off, regardless of 

the values held by the majority of individuals, or attaching weighted importance to different 

groups. For concreteness of argumentation, I will not focus on such alternative interpretations. 

Although, in section 2.4.4 I briefly explain why such interpretations are less relevant to the first 

method of truth tracking I survey, and in section 2.4.5 I will briefly explain why the second 

method of truth tracking I survey is also unlikely to give DMPs an epistemic advantage in 

tracking such interpretations.  

Having clarified the concept of a population-relative truth, to justify premise 2, let us see why 

tracking a population-relative truth is plausibly a more promising justification for the potential 

epistemic advantage of DMPs than several leading alternative explanations.  

First, the population-relative interpretation of their advantage is compatible with prominent 

justifications of DMPs in the literature. As explained, DMPs are often taken to be a 

representative sample of the population, representing the experiences and points of view typical 
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of members of the general population (Khoban, 2021; Mansbridge, 1999; Guerrero, 2014; 

Fishkin, 2018; Curato et al., 2021(. This suggests that an advantage DMPs are meant to have 

is the ability to collectively possess evidence about the general population – typical 

experiences, typical interests, typical values and points of view that exist in this population. 

This is thought to be the source of their ability to be descriptively representative. Hence, DMPs 

would seem to be better placed than certain other entities in finding answers to questions that 

hinge on such properties. Such questions might include what policy is most compatible with 

the interests of the population. A common question DMPs are thought to be able to answer is 

what the population would want if they were well informed (Fishkin, 2018). The answer to this 

question hinges on properties of the general population, i.e., it is a population-relative truth.  

Since DMPs are randomly selected with the intent of representing the typical properties in the 

population, the assortment of individuals is meant, by definition, to be typical of the general 

population in their ability to handle different tasks. That is, some will be better than average, 

some worse, but the representativeness of the group implies that their mean abilities are typical. 

We might ask, then, for what topic does such a group produce an epistemic advantage over 

other groups whose mean is beyond what is typical in some way. One plausible answer is:  

when the subject matter studied is the group itself, and hence what is typical serves in itself as 

helpful evidence. This, again, suggests that DMPs’ epistemic advantage arises when studying 

questions whose answer hinges on properties of the members of the general population, such 

as their interests, values, or goals. 

Some alternative arguments have or could be made for the advantage of DMPs. I will now go 

over several key arguments and explain why these are either translatable to an advantage in 

tracking a population-relative truth, or we can find alternative supplements to representative 

democracy that will perform better in achieving this advantage, such as groups with particular 

expertise or referendums. This discussion will help justify premise 2, as it shows epistemic 

advantages of DMPs are likely within the realm of tracking population-relative truths.    

An epistemic advantage prominently attributed to DMPs is that deliberation among a randomly 

selected group enhances competence due to the cognitive diversity of such groups (Landemore, 

2013). This suggestion also relates to literature in standpoint epistemology, where it is claimed 

that people who occupy different standpoints in society encounter different types of evidence, 

providing them with unique epistemic advantages (Hartsock, 1983; Collins, 1990). This, again, 
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leads to helpful diversity within the population, and has also been linked to the epistemic 

advantage of DMPs (Guerrero, 2024).  

However, the idea that a group mirroring the general public is helpfully diverse cannot provide 

a strong justification for DMPs as an epistemic authority. Rather, assuming such diversity might 

provide the general public with an epistemic advantage over DMPs. Different jury theorems 

and other studies in Machine Learning illustrate that diversity in the population might be better 

utilized for reaching good decisions via a direct vote of the entire population (e.g., de 

Condorcet, 1785; Owen et al., 1989; Ladha, 1992; Kunapuli, 2023). They show that if people 

are on average better than chance at solving problems, then direct democracy with vote 

independence or low vote dependence would lead to a relatively competent majority vote.40 

The small number of participants and the fact that this type of interpersonal diversity is 

diminished during deliberation (Dietrich & Spiekermann, 2022) do not allow for such results 

within DMPs.  

The diversity argument for DMPs has been most prominently suggested by Hélène Landemore 

(e.g, Landemore, 2013). Landemore offers a formal explanation for why the diversity in the 

population is helpful for decision-making, and can trump the ability of experts. However, when 

examining Landemore’s argument for such cognitive diversity, more problems arise. 

Landemore relies on a formal model presented by Hong and Page to illustrate the advantages 

of cognitive diversity within a group (Hong & Page, 2001; Page, 2007). This model suggests 

that diversity can outperform ability under highly specific and idealized conditions. 

Landemore’s use of this model has therefore been criticized due to the model’s limited 

applicability (e.g., Quirk, 2014; Grim et al., 2019). Moreover, to reach the conclusion that the 

diversity in the population trumps the ability of experts in dealing with problems, this model 

specifically assumes that people are, on average, better than chance at problem-solving, by 

postulating participants’ intelligence (Page, 2007). As explained, together with the diversity 

claim, these assumptions suggest direct voting, such as in referendums, could yield competent 

decision-making (e.g., de Condorcet, 1785; Owen et al., 1989; Ladha, 1992).  

Consequently, justifying DMPs based on diversity is not a promising route. Justifying 

randomly selected assemblies requires demonstrating clear and strong advantages over 

involving the entire population in the decision-making process, as the latter approach has the 

 
40  For complete vote independence, jury theorems have shown infallibility of the electorate (de Condorcet , 1785). 

However, other jury theorems, as well as machine learning literature have also shown high reliability of the 

electorate for high voters competence combined with low vote dependence (e.g., Ladha, 1992; Kunapuli, 2023). 
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significant advantage of being more inclusive. Proponents of DMPs would argue that the 

organized deliberation, which cannot happen in the same way within the general public, also 

increases competence. However, without a convincing argument that the epistemic advantages 

of DMPs cause it to outperform direct voting, the inclusivity of direct voting gives it an edge. 

Hence, this explanation of a non-population-relative epistemic advantage of DMPs fails, as the 

referendum alternative is likely better under the assumptions required for attributing such an 

epistemic advantage to DMPs.    

Another possible challenge to the claim that DMPs are best suited to track population-relative 

truths (premise 2) is claiming that DMPs are particularly suited to tackle moral questions 

beyond population-relative ones, since the general population possesses a perspective that 

biased experts lack.41 To the extent that the moral question at hand is not a population-relative 

truth, the benefit of DMPs in such moral questions will not come from having insight into the 

interests, values, experiences of this particular population. Rather, it will need to come from an 

ability to track independent moral truths. Admittedly, there might be bias among experts with 

regards to such questions. However, if we suppose the diversity among the population 

sufficiently cancels out biases, leading to a low vote dependence, then the claim regarding the 

advantages of direct voting resurfaces.  

Moreover, there are reasons to think both DMPs and expert groups will be biased. In that case, 

I claim that the most plausible reason to prefer the bias that exists in the general population is 

if we aim to track a population-relative type of moral truth. Hence, epistemic advantage of 

DMPs is once again linked to tracking population-relative truths. Let me explain. Certain types 

of biases with regards to moral questions are known to exist in the general population. For 

example, in literature discussing juries, another group in which random (initial) selection plays 

a part, a prominent claim is that many jurors believe rape myths, and that those plausibly 

influence jury decision making (e.g., Laverick, 2025). It has also been argued that the public, 

and consequently members of juries, experience a bias called “system justification”, where 

they are motivated to defend the status quo of social order (e.g., Jost, 2020). This bias is, 

research suggests, less prominent in people with more extensive knowledge regarding societal 

inequalities (Saguy et al., 2008; Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1988). Hence, particular groups of 

experts, which are non-typical in some respect, will plausibly do better than a DMP with respect 

 
41  Alex Guerrero, for instance, writes “those who are experts about non-moral issues are not thereby experts about 

moral ones and might share various biases or perspectives with respect to moral issues.” (2024, p. 222). Although, 

Guerrero argues particularly for a lottocratic model where DMPs function as legislators.  
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to at least some relevant biases. For example, for both these biases, a group particularly selected 

for their information level on relevant societal issues will likely do better.42 Additionally, 

groups that possess an above-average ability or training in composing and critically examining 

arguments about morality may plausibly be better able to observe biases, also within their own 

arguments, and plausibly do better overall. To further reduce biases, such a group can be 

particularly selected to represent a variety of views on the relevant moral topic. For instance, 

for examining a bill on assisted dying, it could be selected to include both advocates and people 

against these ideas. It could be that the selection of the particular type of opinion diversity in 

experts’ views might itself incorporate certain biases, as the decision of what counts as diverse 

might not be value-neutral (see Garnett, 2016). However, that type of bias is not clearly worse 

than the biases that exist in the general population. It seems the most plausible reason to favour 

the latter type of biases is if we are aiming to track a population-relative moral truth. That is, 

find out what is compatible with the values, viewpoints, interests of the population, rather than 

tracking an independent moral truth. Hence, an epistemic advantage attributed to DMPs over 

expert groups in tracking moral questions would indicate these questions are translatable to 

population-relative truths, aligning with premise 2.  

We might wish to challenge premise 2 by considering additional types of epistemic outcomes 

that could be beneficial for the population’s decision-making process, where DMPs might be 

beneficial. However, for some such outcomes, alternatives to DMPs will again be better, and 

for others, any advantage to DMPs will be due to tracking a population-relative truth. For 

instance, producing high quality, logically sound arguments, providing information supported 

by historical or scientific facts, etc. However, for such benefits, plausibly, there would be 

groups better suited to produce these epistemic goods than the randomly selected group. For 

instance, for logically sound arguments, we might want philosophers or logicians, for 

scientifically rooted arguments, scientists, and so on. Some other potential advantages of DMPs 

are translatable to tracking population-relative truths. For instance, one may claim the 

deliberation among the randomly selected group produces arguments that are responsive to 

reasoning. This would only clearly make the randomly selected group deliberation better than 

that of alternative groups if the reasoning we would like the arguments to be responsive to are 

ones this group is best suited to produce, due to being representative of experiences, values, 

 
42 Recall I am specifically addressing DMPs as advisory bodies here, who generally tend not to last for very 

long durations, hence, not enabling citizens to become experts.  
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interests of the general population. That, again, leads to having an advantage specifically in 

tracking population-relative truths.   

One might object, however, that DMPs do not possess a single epistemic advantage, but are the 

best compromise among different potential advantages. However, to claim that the epistemic 

outcomes of DMPs have epistemic authority due to the process that produces them, and hence, 

that people and policy makers should listen to them, we should be able to identify the precise 

set of epistemic benefits this process is able to produce. As long as we can clearly define that, 

it is not clear why we would take a randomly selected group to better produce it than a group 

particularly selected for specific combinations of skills. Additionally, if different benefits are 

needed for tackling different questions, we can supplement existing democracies with different 

types of advisory groups for each question at hand. 

So far, I have explained why an advantage in tracking a population-relative truth is compatible 

with common claims in the literature about DMPs and how it plausibly relates to the concept 

of random selection of participants. I also explained why for alternative explanations of DMPs’ 

epistemic advantage, either they are actually translatable to tracking population relative truths, 

or, if not, then referendums or group of experts will plausibly do better. Hence, it seems that 

the most promising route for finding a clear advantage for DMPs is as being superior in tracking 

population-relative truths, namely, inquiries that hinge on the interests, values, opinions, 

perspectives, or societal experiences or members of that particular society. Notably, this refers 

to those characteristics of that society at the particular time when the randomly selected group 

was chosen, as that is as far as its claim for a descriptive representation of the population can 

go. The randomly selected group’s advantage in deliberating on such matters emerges from 

their capacity to offer relevant evidence – their personal experiences, values, and viewpoints.43  

Hence, it seems premise 2 is justified. That is, that a primary type of epistemic advantage where 

DMPs seem to potentially have promise is in tracking a population-relative truth. As explained, 

in this chapter, I focus on the majoritarian interpretation of such a truth.  

2.4.3 Justifying premise 3 

According to premise 3, two key ways of tracking a population-relative truth include (1) each 

person acting as an agent promoting their own values, interests, etc. (e.g., voting according to 

 
43 This notion is supported by claims in the literature such as the following: “By bringing people from widely 

divergent groups, backgrounds, and experiences together, and having them talk and engage with each other, 

reflective lottocracy holds out the promise of creating genuine understanding, empathy, and political community 

that embraces the full spectrum of experiences and interests of that community” (Guerrero, 2024, p. 229) 
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them, advocating for them in discussions and in writing inputs to, or conclusions of, the DMP), 

or (2) each person acting as an agent promoting the interests, values, etc. of the entire 

population. Given the majoritarian interpretation I adopt, that entails promoting the interests, 

values, etc. of the majority of that population.  

Approach (1) to tracking a population-relative truth (what best aligns with the populations’ 

values, interests, and aims) is for each person to be tasked with tracking what, in the previous 

chapter, I termed “relative truth”. For, on this approach, each person’s decisions are considered 

correct according to different criteria—criteria determined by each person’s own interests, 

values, and goals. The idea of approach (1) is that if DMPs are descriptively representative of 

the population, by tasking each individual in a DMP with gathering information, arguing and 

voting according to their own interests, values, and aims, the collective decisions of the DMP 

as a whole will track the population-relative truth of what is best given the values, interests, 

and aims of the majority of the population.44 

In contrast, approach (2) tasks each individual in the DMP with gathering information on, 

deliberating about, and then voting for the option that best promotes the values, interests, etc. 

of the majority of the population. In a sense, this means each member of the DMP is tasked 

with tracking a specific type of what, in chapter 1, I called a “universal truth”, since the 

decisions of all participants are considered correct according to the same criterion. In this 

context, universal truth-tracking simply implies that the same criteria are applied to assessing 

the correctness of the decisions of different participants within the same DMP, mirroring the 

same society. That is, the same decision on a policy, for instance, will be either correct for all 

participants of that DMP, or incorrect for all, depending on whether it is what is correct given 

the values, interests, etc. of the majority of the population. Note that, despite being “universal” 

in this sense, the truth is also population-relative, in the sense that the same decision on a policy 

 
44  The interpretation of population-relative truths as what promotes the interests, values, etc. of the majority seems 

a particularly plausible interpretation of what individual-relative truth tracking will be best suited to track. For 

instance, suppose  a DMP makes their decisions by conducting a majority vote in the end of the deliberative 

process. If each person votes according to their conception of their own interests, values, and aims and their votes 

indeed accurately track these interests, values and aims, then a majority vote will reveal the interests of the 

majority of the DMP. If, furthermore, the DMP is representative of the population, then the majority vote in the 

DMP will track what would command majority support in the population at large, if they were voting in line with 

what would, genuinely, further their interests, values, and aims. It might be that for other decision-making means, 

such as concluding the deliberation only when there is consensus, individual-relative truth tracking could overall 

track something other than the majority. However, if we take the relative-truth tracking idea that each person 

continuously advocates for their own interests, values, etc. seriously, then consensus would be extremely hard to 

reach, and could only be reached on policies that are good according to what everyone considers to be their 

interests.  
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could still be considered correct for participants of a DMP in society A but not for participants 

of a DMP in society B. In what follows, I will simply refer to this as each participant “tracking 

a population-relative truth”. Since each participant themselves aims to track the population-

relative truth, it is clear why this form of truth tracking is also a plausible way for the group as 

a whole to track the same population-relative truth.  

To summarize, what defines population-relative truths is that correctness hinges in some way 

on the properties of the population (in particular, their interests, values, and aims). For both 

options for what individuals should track, the individual-relative and the population-relative 

ones, these properties of the population are being taken into account as part of the decision-

making process. Consequently, both will track a form of correctness that hinges on those 

properties. Hence, both seem like potential ways to track population-relative truths, and 

premise 3 is established.  

I will now justify the focus on these two options for truth tracking rather than on the possibility 

of so-called mixed-motive voting (Wolff 1994). Mixed-motive voting occurs when some 

participants engage in individual-relative truth tracking, and others in population-relative truth 

tracking. First, some cases that are initially perceived as mixed-motive voting will actually be 

cases of individual-relative voting. For instance, if people vote according to their own values, 

but to do so, they take the interests of others into account, that is still an individual-relative 

voting according to my definitions, as it is relative to values of individuals. Hence, the 

arguments below regarding the lack of advantage of DMPs for individual-relative voting will 

apply to such cases.  

Second, mixed-motive voting is not a great way to track what would promote the values, 

interests, etc. of the majority (Wolff 1994). Wolff (1994) shows that if some voters in a 

democracy vote according to their own interests, and others according to what is good for all, 

then it is possible that the overall vote neither reflects what is in the interests of the majority, 

nor what the majority believes to be what is good for all. This result undermines the value of 

mixed-motive voting as a way of reliably tracking population-relative truths. One might argue 

that although it is not the best way of truth tracking, mixed-motive voting is likely to occur in 

practice. However, in that case, expert groups that could be better taught not to conduct mixed 

voting will likely outperform DMPs that engage in mixed voting in tracking population-relative 

truths. 
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Finally, when mixed-motive voting is common, DMPs have important disadvantages also 

compared to direct votes. Particularly, mixed-motive voting in DMPs is likely less legitimate 

than in the general population. This is because in mixed-motive voting, the interests, values, 

etc. of the general population are unequally considered. Some are overrepresented in their own 

individual-relative voting and in the votes of others that vote according to the group, while 

others are underrepresented. While that may be legitimate when the people themselves choose 

whether to prioritize their own interests and values or not, it seems far less legitimate if 

unelected representatives conduct such an unequal treatment.45  

I therefore focus on two options – either the goal we attribute to all participants is to track an 

individual-relative truth, or the goal we attribute to all46 is to track the population-relative truth 

that the entire group is meant to track. As premise 3 states, these are two key ways of tracking 

population-relative truths. 

2.4.4 Justifying premise 4 

According to premise 4, the first type of decision-making, which tasks each individual with 

tracking their individual-relative truth, is not a promising way to finding a clear advantage to 

DMPs. To justify premise 4, I will make the following argument.  

Premise A: Either participants are already good at tracking what will best serve their own in-

terests, values, and aims prior to the start of the DMP process or they are not. 

Premise B: If they are already good at it, it is likely better to have direct votes of the population 

than DMPs. 

 
45  This criticism also applies to a case where, rather than mixed voting, where each voter chooses to either track 

their own interests, etc. or to track those of the general population, each person tracks both, deciding how to 

balance between both considerations. Some might take DMPs to be best placed with allowing people to balance 

and modulate between the questions of what would be good for them and what would be good for others.  One 

might learn, for example, that although policy A would be better for them, it would actually be incredibly harmful 

for others, and so even if there were more people like them, they should still decide not to go with policy A. 

However, such an intra-personal mixed voting leads to the same problem that interests and values of different 

people are considered unequally in the process. One participant may choose to prioritise their own interests, or 

weigh them more heavily against others, while others choose not to do so. If we want an objectively preferrable 

weighing of interests, experts have an advantage. Alternatively, if we want each to be allowed to decide how much 

to weigh their own interests, that would be more legitimate in an election of the entire population than when 

decided by unelected representatives.  
46 Attributing such a goal to participants does not necessarily entail they all actually use this rational when 

voting. However, it can be helpful in assessing how competent they can be relative to this goal.  
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Premise C: If they are not already good at it, the particular structure of DMPs is not the most 

promising way to improve this ability and hence is not the best route to competence in individ-

ual-relative truth tracking.  

Conclusion: Neither assumption about people’s ability to track what best promotes their inter-

est, values, and aims leads to this form of truth tracking being a promising justification of 

DMPs over alternatives. 

Premise A is straightforward. Let me now discuss premise B. Suppose participants of DMPs 

are already good at tracking what would best align with their interests, values, and aims before 

the DMP process starts. As explained, DMPs are meant to be descriptively representative of 

the population. Hence, participants already being competent in tracking their interests, values, 

etc. is an indication that the entire population is good at doing the same.  

In this case, direct voting will plausibly be more advantageous also in tracking population-

relative truths. Let us see why. First, the general population is competent at tracking their in-

terests, values, etc. Second, to the extent there is diversity among their views within the DMP, 

which is a major justification for its necessity, such diversity reflects diversity in the general 

population. Of course, it could be that all people share the same values and only make decisions 

according to those. But then DMPs would lead to similar results as only having one or a few 

people make decisions, and hence the randomly selected group will not have an epistemic ad-

vantage. Therefore, this condition likely entails high competence in tracking interests, values, 

etc. and low vote dependence. However, under these two conditions, majority votes have been 

shown to function quite well, as explained above. This has also been shown particularly when 

tracking individual-relative truths, and where each person votes according to their own inter-

ests, values, etc. (Miller, 1986; List & Spiekermann, 2016).47  

In chapter 1, I also established that when voters are better than chance at tracking such individ-

ual-relative truths, a direct vote usually outperforms a representative vote. For this claim, I also 

do not rely on independence or low vote dependence, as explained in the previous chapter. This 

is also an indication of a certain level of competence of individuals voting in referendums, and 

the ability of referendums to be epistemically advantageous as supplements of representative 

democracy. At the very least, this line or argument challenges proponents of DMPs to show the 

 
47  Proponents of DMPs will usually turn to the deliberation conducted in them as providing an important 

advantage. However, within this type of truth tracking, where each participant aims to track their own interests, 

the deliberation within DMPs does not seem particularly helpful in raising competence, as will be explained in 

the justification of premise C.  
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superiority of a DMP over a referendum, rather than simply over representative democracy. As 

direct votes of the entire population are more inclusive than DMPs, if they reach high compe-

tence under the same conditions needed for DMPs’ success, we may wonder why we should 

opt for DMPs. 

Let me now justify premise C. Suppose participants are not good at tracking their own interests, 

values, etc. Then, it is unlikely that the DMP will significantly improve their ability to do so, 

and other means of improving their ability will likely be a more effective way of engaging in 

individual-relative truth tracking. Let me explain.  

DMPs foster deliberation among a randomly selected group, which is meant to represent a 

diverse assortment of interests and viewpoints. The way the deliberation of such group in 

DMPs usually goes, and what it is usually praised for, is that people, coming from different 

communities and worldviews share their views with one another, each discussing their own 

thoughts, interests, relevant life experiences, etc. 

Now, in some circumstances, it may be that understanding others’ experiences, viewpoints and 

interests aids in establishing which policies truly align with one’s own interests, values, and 

goals. For example, if a person needs to establish which position on assisted dying best accords 

with her values, and according to those values, it is important how others will view the oppor-

tunity to choose assisted dying (e.g., whether they see it as essential to their autonomy), then 

she will need to learn others’ perspectives on the matter. However, even for a values based 

decision-making on assisted dying, if a person deems the testimonies of elderly or terminally 

ill people as more relevant, or if they aim to decide based on universal moral values rather than 

the opinions that characterise this particular society at a given moment in time, other processes, 

e.g., discussions with selected groups rather than a random selection of individuals, might well 

be more useful for figuring out what best fits their own values. Also, others will likely discuss 

the topics based on their own differing moral convictions that the person will often not share. 

For instance, hearing a religious person discuss the topic from a religious perspective will likely 

not help an atheist make up their minds about it given their own values. More generally, the 

particular input received in the deliberation of a randomly selected group will not be the most 

productive way for each to learn about what would best serve their own interests, values, and 

aims.  

Let us look at another example of a DMP convening to provide recommendations for COVID-

19 regulations (e.g., WMRCG, 2020). Suppose one is a small business owner whose most 
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relevant interests include how regulations will affect their business over time, and one aims to 

decipher which policies about employee protections and particular types of governmental sup-

port would aid them. To promote one’s own interests, it is plausibly more useful to discuss 

possibilities with other small business owners and to examine together particular facts relevant 

to their situation than to hear the testimonies of other interest groups, such as elderly people or 

large business owners. While these might be helpful in reaching a compromise among different 

interests, that is irrelevant for this type of voting.  

Hence, to make decisions based on a clear view of what would serve one’s own interests, val-

ues, and goals, a process of learning about the topic from the point of view of a diverse group 

of others who do not share the same interest, values, etc., may well be confusing and counter-

productive. At the very least, we could find alternative structures better suited for this goal. For 

instance, individual learning without deliberation or deliberation among smaller groups of peo-

ple who share similar interests and values, may often promote such goals better. Hence, on an 

approach that tasks each person with tracking their individual-relative truth and then taking the 

majority opinion to represent the view of the population, there will often not be an advantage 

to the particular combination of characteristics of DMPs.  

One might argue that the information provided to participants at the start, and the ability to 

process it through deliberation, are the beneficial parts when tracking individual-relative 

truths.48 However, those are achievable in alternative structures that do not include a delibera-

tion among a randomly selected group, such as deliberations among similar interest groups and 

individual learning followed by a vote. Hence, this claim does not in itself justify the DMP 

structure.  

Additionally, there are inherent tendencies towards bias in the portrayal of information in 

DMPs. This bias causes the result of the learning phase to often shape participants’ opinions in 

a way that reflects the values and opinions of the DMP organizers, rather than aiding them 

better pursue their own interests and values. I will now explain this in more detail.  

Biased information portrayal in DMPs  

DMPs that serve as supplements of a representative democracy, advising policy makers, for 

instance, do not usually last long. A long duration would be hard to justify given their limited 

 
48When justifying lottocracy, Alex  Guerrero, for instance, attributes importance to deliberation in aiding 

participants process the learned materials (Guerrero, 2024).  
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role and the cost to both participants’ personal lives and public funds. The need to provide 

concise information on complex topics due to their short duration and the non-expert nature of 

participants causes information to often be portrayed in a biased way, as I will show. 

Consequently, the learning process participants go through is substantially shaped by the 

opinions of the organizers and experts.  

The nature of many DMPs necessitates presenting information in an easily digestible manner. 

This introduces the risk of biasing participants.49 There could be many causes of potential bias 

in information portrayal. It may arise, for example, from omitting intricate yet critical 

information, neglecting to communicate uncertainty regarding specific data, failing to present 

all possible alternatives to a given action, framing discussion questions with bias, and phrasing 

information in a way that appeals to known psychological cognitive biases. To illustrate this 

vulnerability, I will now discuss the existence of such biases in several DMPs that were 

considered successful (Fournier et al., 2011; Warren and Gastil, 2015; Setälä & Smith, 2018; 

Participedia, 2021; Norheim et al., 2021; Casassus, 2021). 

One example of not listing all solution options can be found in an information booklet 

distributed at the outset of an online deliberation panel in British Columbia: “Mandating 

quarantines can be challenging to enforce. There might be technologies enabling quarantine 

enforcement, but public acceptance remains uncertain” (BC-Data-Deliberation-research-team, 

2020, p. 8). This phrasing primarily highlights the role of invasive technologies in enhancing 

quarantine adherence. However, studies show that better public education about quarantine 

effects and fostering trust can also increase public cooperation (e.g., Webster et al., 2020).  

A further example concerns a discussion question in a French citizen panel aimed at promoting 

vaccination (Casassus, 2021). Rather than allowing participants to debate the best approach to 

the handling the pandemic, the panel’s objective presupposed that vaccination is the correct 

option. However, the panel was intended to be representative of the population. Given that the 

government initiated the panel due to their awareness of the population’s mistrust of the 

vaccine, assuming a representative panel’s agreement with vaccination is problematic. To 

ensure the panel’s recommendations genuinely mirrored their opinions and, consequently, 

those of the public, alternative options should have also been debated. 

 
49 This is not needed in other methods such as direct votes, and will probably be less problematic for other 

deliberative groups, such as groups of experts. 
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Another case of omitting solution options is evident in the British Columbia assembly on 

electoral reform (CAER, 2004a, 2004b). For instance, the “Assessing electoral systems” fact 

sheet notes: “Voter turnout rates are declining in most western democracies. Aspects of an 

electoral system that could impact participation include clarity, simplicity, and choice” (CAER, 

2004b). Notably absent are other significant factors contributing to low voter turnout in 

Canada, such as public dissatisfaction with politicians and political institutions (Elections 

Canada, 2000). 

A different instance involves information phrased in a way that triggers cognitive biases. Short-

duration DMPs are especially susceptible to these biases as participants encounter a limited 

range of phrasings for relevant information and lack the knowledge to critically assess them. 

For example, the West Midlands citizens’ panel, which aimed to address the effects of COVID-

19, participants received six information cards with statistics on relevant topics. Three cards 

were entirely positively framed, portraying only good effects of COVID-19 (e.g., “1 in 5 

expressed intent to cycle more,” “Almost half plan to increase walking,” WMRCG, 2020, p. 

83), while three were entirely negatively framed (e.g., “Less than half of parents without higher 

education feel confident guiding home learning,” “Only 23% of the most deprived schools have 

online learning platforms,” WMRCG, 2020, p. 82). When participants were asked to choose 

three topics as priorities, they chose the three negatively framed topics (WMRCG, 2020, p. 26). 

This may indicate the influence of the framing effect on their responses (Druckman, 2001).  

In addition to information packets, participants are often exposed to expert testimony. A study 

of DMPs reveals that information about the witnesses and experts involved in DMPs is often 

lacking (Lindell, 2011, p. 20), making it difficult to evaluate biases in their testimonies. 

Generally, the same problematic tendencies identified in information packets can be expected 

to occur in expert testimonies. For instance, it is challenging for experts not to inadvertently 

convey their personal opinions about certain facts through specific framing. They may also fail 

to communicate the uncertainty surrounding their claims or fail to mention which statistical 

tools can be used to assess the strength of their claims. Furthermore, differences in conveying 

uncertainty among different experts could lead some claims to mistakenly sound more certain 

than others. Additionally, experts often behave as goal-oriented motivated reasoners. That is, 

they tend to favour facts aligning with their own agendas and opinions (Chong 2013, Druckman 

2012). These biases may influence their testimonies. This is especially problematic if the 

process is too short for participants to effectively challenge experts’ testimonies. 
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The examples above illustrate that DMP decisions are often influenced by the perspectives of 

organizers, who prepare information packets, and experts. While this might not be universally 

true for all DMPs, the brief gatherings of randomly selected non-experts make the process 

vulnerable to such influence. This is because conveying complex issues in nuanced ways within 

a short timeframe is inherently challenging. Consequently, the information stage of DMPs also 

does not seem to provide a strong reason to suppose they are well suited to advance people’s 

ability to track their own interests, values, and aims rather than those of organizers and experts. 

Also, as mentioned, even if an information stage could enhance such abilities, in individual-

relative truth tracking, there is no clear reason to attach it particularly to a DMP structure that 

also involves deliberation among a randomly selected group.  

Finally, I wish to briefly explain why this approach to tracking population-relative truths is 

unlikely fruitful in tracking non-majoritarian interpretations of such truths, for instance, what 

is best for the least well off. It seems that if we wish the decision-making to reach recommen-

dations that are best for the least well-off, then people should vote according to the least well 

off, rather than according to their own interests, values, etc. Otherwise, poor accuracy is guar-

anteed. While some may take the advantage of DMPs to come from enabling the group’s judg-

ments to be responsive to the minority’s complaints, leading to a better tracking of some non-

majoritarian truth, those should only be taken into account by each participant if those partici-

pants are not each tasked with tracking their own interests and values. Unless such reason re-

sponsiveness can be captured by each person still voting according to their own values, in 

which case the arguments above still hold. Hence, such potential advantage fits better with the 

type of task discussed in the next section.50  

Hence, it seems the conclusion of our sub-argument, i.e., premise 4, follows. No assumption 

about people’s ability to track what best promotes their interests, values, and aims leads to an 

approach that tasks each individual with doing that being a promising route towards establish-

ing DMPs’ epistemic authority on population-relative truths. 

 
50Also, at the end of the DMP process, generally, either a unanimity is reached, or there should be some way to 

end the process, such as a majority vote.  Generally, if each person is advocating for their own interests, values, 

etc., then the majority vote would track what a majoritarian view aims to track. Also, if we take the idea that each 

advocates for their own interests, etc. seriously, reaching a consensus would entail that the result is right according 

to the interests, values, etc. of everyone, including the majority. Hence, it again aligns with the majoritarian 

interpretation. It seems that wishing a DMP group to track non-majoritarian population-relative truths would entail 

asking for each to track what is best for all, rather than for themselves. This comes with its own set of problems 

discussed in the next section.  
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2.4.5 Justifying premise 5 

According to premise 5, tasking each DMP participant with tracking a population-relative truth, 

i.e., where each participants tries to promote what they believe is right for a majority, given the 

whole population’s values, interests, etc., is also not a promising way to establishing the 

advantage of DMPs. To justify this premise, I present three arguments.  

2.4.5.1. Argument 1: No DMP size allows participants to perceive an accurate representation 

of the population 

Ensuring that deliberation enhances people’s ability to track what aligns with the majority’s 

interests, values, and aims requires a deliberation process where members encounter 

testimonies that are sufficiently representative of the general population. I argue that 

participants are unlikely to receive the right type of exposure, making their decisions 

significantly inaccurate according to the discussed standard. This is due to an inherent tension 

between small and large-sized DMPs, causing neither to sufficiently allow the individual 

participant to be exposed to an accurate descriptive representation of the population. 

Particularly, the smaller the DMP, the less overall descriptively representative it is. The larger 

the DMP, the less likely it is that the deliberation will allow participants to accurately perceive 

the relevant properties of all other participants.  

Let me start with small DMPs. Random selection of a small-scale panel tends not to precisely 

mirror the proportional ratios of various groups within the population. Consequently, to 

increase the chance of sampling relevant properties, such DMPs often employ stratified random 

sampling. This form of sampling divides the population into sub-groups according to relevant 

properties and then randomly samples from within each group (e.g., Lacelle-Webster, 2020; 

Scully, 2020). However, the challenge with stratified random sampling is that it requires 

organizers to pre-determine the traits that should be sampled. But it is not clear which traits are 

jointly sufficient to mirror the population (Morone & Marmore, 1981). 

Furthermore, one reason why especially large groups are needed for descriptive representation 

is that it requires representing not only individual traits but combinations of traits present in 

society. Sampling combinations of traits that are found in society requires many participants. 

For example, even in the limiting case where only five characteristics matter for descriptive 

representation (e.g., religion, age, gender, ethnicity, and financial status), each restrictively 

limited to four possibilities, we would already need 45 = 1024 participants to represent all 

combinations.  
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If we adopt the reasoning behind descriptive representation, only sampling individual traits 

without accounting for trait combinations is insufficient. As mentioned above, descriptive 

representation is often justified by the assumption that if a randomly selected individual comes 

to hold a certain opinion it is “evidence that members of the political community who share 

contextually salient characteristics with that individual would also come to have those views, 

had they gone through the same experience” (Guerrero, 2014b, p. 159). This stems from the 

assumption that individuals with similar traits share similar worldviews. However, it is more 

plausible that such shared worldviews hold for individuals with the same trait combinations. 

People with specific trait combinations share distinct experiences that those lacking the 

relevant combinations do not have. This argument aligns with intersectionality literature 

(Crenshaw, 1990, 2005). Sally Haslanger, for instance, notes that “the gender norms for Black 

women, Latinas, and White women differ tremendously, and even among women of the same 

race, they differ depending on class, nationality, sexuality, [and] religion” (Haslanger, 2012, p. 

9). Thus, combinations of multiple traits likely lead to specific worldviews. Consequently, to 

accurately represent the worldviews prevalent in society, combinations of traits need to be 

represented, necessitating a larger number of representatives. 

Importantly, this may lead to drastic changes in the potential outcomes of DMPs. Suppose, 

arbitrarily, as in the example above, that 1024 participants were required to represent all 

relevant experiences in society. Then DMPs that include less than 500 participants, which is 

most of existing and proposed DMPs, would not even represent half of the viewpoints in 

society. Hence, even if participants can perceive the interests, etc. of all other participants, it 

will not allow them to have an accurate perception of those found in society. This will likely 

not allow conceiving of which policy aligns with the interest, values, etc. of the majority. In 

cases where the majority is small, this problem will be even more severe.  

The limitations of small DMPs in representing the broader public might lead us to consider 

larger DMPs. As explained, this would require significantly larger groups than are common. 

Yet, while in very large DMPs, it might be possible for the entire group to accurately represent 

the electorate, it is still challenging for each particular individual within it to gain an accurate 

perception of the electorate from their personal interactions, which, as explained, is needed for 

them to know what will promote the interest, values, etc. of the majority of participants. This 

is because the large group size makes deliberation where all voices are heard equally by all 

others highly challenging (see Sunstein, 2009; Thompson, 200; Jackman & Sniderman, 2006; 

Mendelberg & Oleske, 2000; Sunstein, 2002; Thompson, 2008; Setälä & Smith, 2018; Elstub 
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et al. 2021). While expert facilitators may help create a more balanced combination of 

testimonies (e.g., Elstub & Escobar, 2019), large groups (for instance, 1000 participants) cannot 

all effectively deliberate within a single forum. For this reason, it has been suggested (Guerrero, 

2024), and implemented in various DMPs (e.g., Campbell et al. 2011; Giraudet, 2021), that 

smaller groups form, informing the larger group. In such structures, participants may be 

unevenly exposed to different viewpoints, likely learning more about the people in their 

immediate group. Consequently, worries about not knowing precisely what would best promote 

the interests, values and aims of the majority resurface in this context, as participants will not 

be exposed to unfiltered, first-hand testimonies by and debates with all others. Even if people 

are briefly exposed to such views, they might naturally be less influenced by them than by their 

immediate group members. Hence, it is not clear whether the deliberation achieves the goal of 

improving participants’ ability to vote in accordance with what is right for the majority.  

To conclude, it appears that no participant count in DMPs is likely to cause participants to have 

an accurate view of what is best for the majority of society. Consequently, the epistemic 

advantage of DMPs is also put in doubt in aiming to track a population-relative truth by each 

individual aiming to track this truth themselves, i.e., when each participant promotes what they 

believe holds according to the interests, values, etc. of the majority of the population.  

It is worth noting that the ability of DMPs to track a population-relative truth by each 

participant aiming to track that truth themselves can also be called onto question for 

interpretations of population-relative truths that are not majoritarian. This is because many such 

interpretations also require an accurate representation of the population. If, for instance, we 

suppose that what is right for the electorate is what is best for the least well off in that society, 

and hence, that each participant needs to vote according to this standard, participants could get 

such a result wrong if they don’t encounter the least well off, and they mistakenly take the least 

well off out of those they encountered to be the least well off in society at large. In an 

unrepresentative sample, there is a non-negligible chance that this will occur. For instance, if 

they encounter less than 50 percent of societal viewpoints, as in the example above, they will 

have less than a fifty percent chance of encountering the relevant testimony to answer this 

question. Hence, a representative sample is needed. The same is true for questions such as:  
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What is right for the population most affected by this policy? Or: what is best for those most 

passionate about it?51  

Of course, it is hard to orchestrate situations where participants are exposed to the wide range 

of viewpoints plausibly needed for achieving an accurate perception of the population at large. 

For this reason, it might be better to employ certain types of experts, such as people who 

specialize in learning about societal issues, rather than attempting to gather a deliberative group 

where each individual is meant to serve as evidence of the views, interests, values of the group 

they descriptively represent. Alternatively, due to the complicated nature of each participant 

tracking a population-relative truth, it might be better to task each individual with tracking an 

individual-relative truth. I will delve more into this point in the next argument.  

2.4.5.2. Argument 2: Tasking people with directly voting on their understanding of what would 

promote the majority’s interests and values is likely outperformed by tasking them with voting 

on what would best promote their own interests and values. 

Another reason why participants engaging in tracking what is best from the standpoint of a 

majority is unlikely to provide a strong epistemic advantage to DMPs is that such a method is 

likely often outperformed by individual-relative truth tracking. I claim this for two reasons. 

First, individuals will likely be less competent in the former. This is because tracking what is 

correct for one person (the individual themselves) is likely less complicated than tracking what 

is correct for a majority of many people. The latter requires engaging in the same procedure as 

the former, i.e., examining particular interests and figuring out which policy best promotes 

them, but many times over. Also, the latter requires figuring out the prevalence of varying 

interests in society, which is an additional complex task not needed in the former. This more 

complicated procedure for truth-tracking introduces many more possibilities for fallacies and 

misconceptions. Additionally, given that people have a reason to make decisions according to 

their own interests and values, they might also be less motivated to put an effort into accurately 

 
51  One might suggest that participants’ encounter with experts will enable them to gain the relevant information 

for tracking a population-relative truth, for instance, information about the majority or the least well-off. However, 

in such a case, the truth of what is best for the least well off in society is best tracked using a group of experts 

rather than the DMP. One might suggest that there is an advantage in both tracking this truth and making decision-

making more inclusive by using DMPs rather than experts. However, DMPs are a small, select group participating 

in decision-making. As explained, they are only inclusive to the extent that their decisions reflect the general 

public. If their decisions aim to reflect the public by tracking the interests of the least well off in it, as is the case 

in the discussed scenario, we might as well opt for the method that best tracks this, hence best reflecting the public 

according to the same measure.   
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deciding according to the majority’s interests and values, which may also affect their 

competence.  

Second, the assumption that people can be competent in figuring out what would best promote 

the interests, etc. of the majority relies on the assumption that they are each at least somewhat 

competent in doing this with regards to their own interests, values, etc. This is because, as part 

of understanding where the majority’s interests, values, etc. lies, they would need to understand 

also where the interests, values, etc. of the group they themselves are meant to represent lie. 

Also, for participants to get an accurate portrayal of what such promotion for society at large 

looks like, each of the other participants they encounter needs to be able to portray that 

information regarding the group they are meant to represent. They would need to be able to 

bring up the relevant interests, values, and goals, and share the most relevant experiences on a 

given topic, indicating competence in making the needed links. Hence, it seems that in 

scenarios where people would be competent at tracking the majority’s interests and values, they 

would also be competent in tracking their individual interests and values, while the opposite is 

not true.  

It follows that, within a DMP, tasking individuals with uncovering what is best for the majority 

is likely inferior to tasking them with figuring out what is best from their perspective. But as 

explained in section 2.4.4, the latter is, in turn, worse than alternative methods of truth tracking 

that do not involve DMPs.   

2.4.5.3. Argument 3: Biased information portrayal 

The third argument is that, just as in the case of individual-relative tracking, the inherent 

vulnerability to biases that exists in information portrayed to participants is likely to harm the 

truth tracking process. In section 2.4.4, I explained why information provided to participants 

of DMPs is likely to be biased and tend to represent the opinions of organizers and experts. I 

also illustrated how that influences the decision-making and thought process of participants. 

This is also an obstacle for DMP participants’ ability to get an accurate perception of what is 

right given the interests, etc. of the majority of the population, as the “informed” opinions 

participants encounter will not necessarily represent the population but the organizers.  

I have now justified premises 1-5, leading to the conclusion that a seemingly plausible line of 

thought to justifying DMPs is not actually promising. Hence, alternative means of justifying 

DMPs are required.  
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Conclusions 

In this chapter, I have questioned the enthusiasm surrounding DMPs as supplements of current 

democracies. I have presented an argument showing how a potentially promising way of 

justifying this enthusiasm likely fails. Hence, proponents of DMPs will need to come up with 

alternative means of justifying their unique value.  

Specifically, I claimed that advantages of DMPs over alternatives are likely the result of the 

process they employ having some epistemic advantage. A natural candidate for such an 

advantage is tracking a population-relative truth, which I interpreted as what is right given the 

interests and values of the majority of the population. I then examined two means of tracking 

such a truth: (1) where each participant tracks their own interests and values, and (2) where 

they each track those of the majority. I showed that no matter which approach is adopted, DMPs 

are unlikely to offer clear epistemic advantages over alternative supplements to existing 

representative governments. I concluded that this seemingly plausible way of justifying their 

advantages is not actually promising.  

If my argument is successful, it highlights, among other things, the need for alternative means 

of making democratic systems more inclusive. Both this and the previous chapter potentially 

support the idea of enhancing current democracies using referendums, for instance. However, 

whichever form of inclusivity is chosen, it will likely benefit from changes in voters’ 

informational environments. Within this chapter, I have also touched upon the topic of how 

various means of providing individuals with information could be biased, potentially harming 

their ability to pursue their own interests, values, and goals. I argued that the DMP structure is 

particularly prone to providing information that leads to biased decision-making. I showed that 

DMPs cannot be considered descriptively representative of the general population when their 

conclusions are largely influenced by information biases reflecting the views of organizers. 

However, to some extent, such worries exist with any intervention in voters’ epistemic 

environments. Generally, in informing voters, it is crucial to take into account means of 

preserving their epistemic autonomy. This requires the development of a theory of what type 

of information portrayal preserves voters’ epistemic autonomy, a question I pursue in the 

following chapters.  
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3. Freedom of Information Choice 

 

Abstract 

This chapter explores an overlooked aspect of freedom of choice, which I term “freedom of 

information choice”. This is the ability to autonomously form evaluative judgments, such as 

opinions and beliefs, which hinges on the options one has regarding which information to 

consume. I claim this is the freedom harmed by the design of many contemporary epistemic 

environments, including ones prevalent online. I identify two distinct characteristics of freedom 

of information choice. First, it cannot be measured primarily based on pre-existing evaluative 

judgments. Additionally, as cognitive limitations are the most crucial constraint in processing 

information, I suggest that instead of the monetary budget set that is common in the evaluation 

of economic freedom, we should primarily consider a “cognitive budget set”. I therefore 

propose a new measure of enhancing freedom of information choice, namely, increasing the 

intra-bundle diversity of options. This involves a diversity of information within jointly 

possible combinations of information (i.e., within the same bundle) being accessible within the 

limits of one’s cognitive budget, instead of diversifying between mutually exclusive options. I 

illustrate how this can be achieved by highlighting a distinct quality of the cognitive budget 

set.  

 

3.1 Introduction 

A defining feature of the digital age is the unprecedented availability of information options 

provided to individuals. We might expect this abundance to provide individuals with a 

particular form of freedom: freedom of choice. This prevalence, however, is not always helpful 

to individuals’ epistemic process. In this chapter, I argue that the problem lies in the absence of 

a particular form of freedom of choice.  

Choices we face between information options influence our beliefs, and in turn, broader life 

choices. Determining which information option-sets enhance and restrict our freedom, 

however, is not an easy task. There are properties of information options that make evaluating 

the freedom they provide more elusive than in other more straightforward contexts of choice, 
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such as choosing which goods to buy in a supermarket. While in more straightforward contexts, 

it is often assumed people hold some values or opinions that allow them to have established 

attitudes towards options, information option sets are meant to shape a person’s evaluative 

judgments by providing evidence and arguments for and against them. Hence, relying primarily 

on preexisting evaluative judgments to assess such option sets defeats the purpose of offering 

them. Also, because information choices directly engage with a person’s cognitive capacities, 

considering cognitive limitations becomes a primary concern in the context of information 

options. 

In this chapter, I introduce the concept of “freedom of information choice”, the ability to 

autonomously form evaluative judgments, such as opinions and beliefs, which hinges on the 

options one has regarding which information to consume. I propose that, due to these distinct 

properties, the measurement of freedom of information choice cannot primarily rely on 

preexisting evaluative judgments. Also, to measure freedom of information choice, we should 

adopt the idea of a “cognitive budget set”, i.e., the set of all alternatives of jointly accessible 

information given our limited cognitive capacities. I argue that for freedom of information 

choice, this budget set should be our primary concern rather than a monetary one.  

As existing literature on freedom of choice has failed to take these properties into account, it 

cannot capture the nature of information option sets. As a result, I argue in this chapter, it does 

not account for our intuitions regarding which option sets offer more freedom of information 

choice. I therefore propose a new idea: that such freedom increases with an increase in the 

diversity of perspectives exhibited within each of the information bundles included in a 

person’s cognitive budget set. I term such diversity “intra-bundle diversity”. This contrasts with 

enhancing diversity among mutually exclusive alternatives or different bundles, i.e., inter-

bundle diversity. Inter-bundle diversity alone, I claim, cannot account for our intuitions about 

prominent cases of lack of freedom of information choice.  

The chapter is structured as follows. In section 3.2, I define freedom of information choice and 

offer some examples. In section 3.3, I explain the two properties that make it distinct from the 

paradigmatic cases we usually have in mind when thinking about freedom of choice. In section 

3.4, I explain why prominent theories of freedom of choice cannot accurately rank information 

option sets. In section 3.5, I explain why diversity within information bundles improves 

freedom of information choice. In section 3.6, I point to a distinct quality of the cognitive 



3. Freedom of Information Choice 

 

78 

 

budget set and use it to suggest a few adjustments to option set structuring that can enhance 

such diversity.  

 

3.2 Defining freedom of information choice  

Let us examine several scenarios.  

The “Rabbit Hole Scenario”: 

Martha opens her news website before the U.S. elections and sees an enticing partisan headline 

like “Democrats Will Rig the Elections!” or “Republicans Are Undermining Democracy!”. 

Without much thought, she clicks on the article. She reads a short piece with colourful images 

and strong statements that resonate with her views, making her angry about the situation. This 

leads her down a rabbit hole where she keeps receiving enticing recommendations to articles, 

each one slightly more extreme than the last. She keeps clicking these “click baits” until she is 

finally pulled out. By then, the radical ideas she encountered seem familiar and convincing.  

The “Intolerance Scenario”: 

Continuous exposure to one-sided opinions leads Bob to develop intolerance toward the ‘other 

side’, experiencing anger at Fox News if Democratic or at the New York Times if Republican. 

Without reading these sources, he believes everything they say is misleading or biased. 

Opposing views cause him to experience cognitive dissonance and avoid further exposure. The 

anger he experiences discourages him from considering the arguments he encounters, resulting 

in a vicious cycle where past lack of exposure prevents future exposure. 

The “Bite-Size Information” scenario:  

Hannah becomes accustomed to one-sided information from her favourite partisan sources, 

making opposing opinions mentally challenging to process, as they require more concentration, 

active searches and consolidating conflicting views. Consequently, when she wants to both 

relax and stay informed about a current topic, which happens several times a day, she consumes 

the one-sided articles she is accustomed to. Despite her abstract desire for exposure to opposing 

viewpoints, she finds it too demanding during daily moments when she typically consumes 

information, such as short work breaks, and her opinions are shaped accordingly.  
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Such scenarios are common occurrences in people’s everyday lives (e.g., Iyengar & Lelkes, 

2012; Iyengar & Westwood, 2015; Milano et al., 2020; Boucher, 2022).52 In each scenario, 

there appears to be an issue with how the available information options shape people’s 

judgments. Judgments are caught in vicious cycles, where lack of exposure to certain opinions 

perpetuates itself. Beliefs are formed on the basis of contingent circumstances, like the initial 

data one was exposed to that initiated the described vicious cycle. Additionally, people’s 

epistemic process is riddled with psychological biases and well-known threats to autonomy, 

like addiction, indoctrination, manipulation, and ignorance (e.g., Dworkin, 1988; Christman, 

1991; Buss, 2018). In the Rabbit Hole Scenario, for example, the content one clicks on is 

designed to be addictive, to manipulate one into spending more time online. Such an option-

set limits people’s control over their epistemic process and pushes them to form judgments and 

opinions in a non-ideal way. I claim such information option-sets importantly limit people’s 

freedom of information choice.53  

To define the notion of freedom of information choice more carefully, I will first introduce the 

general concept of freedom of choice. The formal freedom of choice literature, advanced by 

scholars like Amartya Sen, Prasanta Pattanaik, and Yongsheng Xu, evolved around the 

understanding in economics literature that option sets have a value beyond the benefit one 

receives from the chosen option. This is the intrinsic value of the freedom to choose (Sen, 1988, 

1995; Pattanaik & Xu, 2015), which is derived from the value of being an autonomous 

decision-maker with control over one’s actions (Sugden & Jones, 1982; Sen, 1988; Raz, 1988; 

Pattanaik & Xu, 2015) and of free development of one’s individuality through choices (Mill, 

1859). Freedom of choice has been taken to be different from freedom simpliciter in that the 

former involves the possibility of making a selection out of more than one option, while the 

latter only requires the possibility of acting (Carter, 2004).  

The freedom of choice literature explores means of comparing different sets of mutually 

exclusive options available to a person based on their ability to provide this freedom. They 

offer criteria for such a comparison that provides a ranking of option sets (Sen, 1993A; 

Pattanaik and Xu, 2015). Theorists have investigated various criteria that potentially enhance 

freedom of choice, i.e., criteria that can be used to rank option sets (e.g., Pattanaik & Xu, 1990, 

 
52 While some researchers find echo chambers less concerning (Bruns, 2019) or beneficial (Erickson, 2024), I 

appeal to those who specifically find examples of the type described here to often be problematic.  
53 While such scenarios may not be equally problematic regardless of people’s specific worldview, individuals 

lack autonomy in important aspects of their belief formation process regardless of initial viewpoint, due to 

insufficient self-control in the epistemic process, and threats such as addiction, manipulation and ignorance.  
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2000, 2008, 2015; Puppe, 1996; Sen, 1993B; Xu, 2004; Côté, 2020; Costella, 2023). Such 

criteria include, for example, whether the options in the set are preferred, and the number of 

options that could be reasonably valued. Such suggestions attempt to determine what makes 

for a more meaningful selection menu. While the aim of these suggestions has been to come 

up with general criteria that fit different types of options, the focus has been mainly on various 

options for what to do, be, or buy. Examples presented in the literature include different 

possible careers (Pattanaik & Xu, 2015; Costella, 2023), deciding between taking a bus or a 

car to work (e.g., Pattanaik & Xu, 2000), and mutually exclusive bundles of commodities (e.g., 

Pattanaik & Xu, 1990, 2000; Xu, 2004). Importantly, this literature has neglected option sets 

composed of information options, whose purpose is developing one’s ability to form 

judgments. As a result, prominent suggestions for such measurements cannot account for the 

lack of freedom of choice in the scenarios above, as I will show in section 3.4.  

I now define the concept of freedom of information choice. As mentioned, the freedom of 

choice literature compares the freedom offered by different option sets (Pattanaik and Xu, 

1990; Sen, 1993B; Pattanaik and Xu, 2000, 2008; Côté, 2020). Accordingly, a measurement of 

freedom of information choice should compare the relevant type of freedom of different 

information option sets. By “information options”, I mean items from which one can extract 

informational content, including evidence and justifications for evaluative judgments. Relevant 

sources include articles, books, papers, speech, and social media posts.  

Now, what is the relevant type of freedom that information options provide? In this chapter, I 

am concerned with information options that serve as a basis for forming beliefs and evaluative 

judgments. As mentioned, measurements of freedom of choice often aim to determine what is 

a meaningful set of options to choose from, and its value is thought to be derived from the 

value of autonomous decision-making, exercising control, and self-determination. Likewise, 

measurements of freedom of information choice should determine what is a meaningful set of 

information options. Information option sets that provide more freedom of information choice 

are ones that promote one’s ability to form evaluative judgments, such as opinions and beliefs, 

autonomously. They do so by allowing greater self-control and self-determination in the 

process of forming such judgments.54  

 
54 Providing freedom of information choice means allowing autonomy within one’s epistemic process. Therefore, 

freedom of information choice relates to the concept of “epistemic autonomy”. In recent years there have been 

several different interpretations of this concept (e.g, Prichard, 2013, Matheson, 2024). To the extent we understand 

“epistemic autonomy” to mean having autonomy, governance and self-control over one’s judgment formation 
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Importantly, in keeping with the economic tradition in this area (e.g., Sen, 1988, 1993B), I take 

the freedom to x to imply the ability to x, focusing on people’s real set of options rather than 

what we might call their nominal set or their theoretically available set. I am not taking freedom 

to only imply not having one’s choices be actively interfered with by others. Some prominent 

theories of freedom, and particularly with regards to judgment formation, adopt a similar 

understanding of the concept (e.g., Chrisman, 2024). I believe this focus is particularly helpful 

when considering typical contemporary structures of informational environments, such as the 

ones in the aforementioned scenarios. These scenarios show that typical cases of lack of 

autonomy in people’s epistemic process, especially when people have uncensored access to the 

internet, do not necessarily involve intentional active interference by others.  

Notably, there could be other uses to epistemic sources, including books and newspapers, that 

can facilitate other types of freedom of choice. For example, one could wish to have better 

options for a book to pass the time, for enjoyment, as an intellectual challenge, etc. For any of 

these uses, it might not matter, for example, if a piece of information contains false evidence 

or if one is only exposed to one-sided views. However, these are not the types of freedoms I 

am concerned with. Instead, I will ask what information option sets allow for a meaningful 

selection when forming evaluative judgments. To answer that question, we first need to 

understand what is distinct about freedom of information choice. 

 

3.3 What is distinct about freedom of information choice?  

3.3.1 Not primarily relying on pre-existing evaluative judgments. 

One thing that sets freedom of information choice apart is promoting a fundamental type of 

freedom: the freedom of forming judgements. This freedom is foundation for other types of 

freedom. Typical examples of cases where a person lacks freedom of choice often involve 

people’s choices not aligning with their evaluative judgments. Such an example is a person 

missing an appointment they value due to their cigarette addiction, which they do not (Carter, 

2022, section 1). Another example is not having the option of following a certain career a 

person values, for instance, being a doctor (e.g., Costella, 2023, p. 4). In such scenarios, we 

 
process, information option sets that better promote epistemic autonomy will be ranked as providing more freedom 

of information choice. 
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evaluate people’s lack of freedom based on their evaluative judgments and resulting attitudes 

toward different options.  

However, to assess people’s ability to autonomously form evaluative judgments, we cannot 

primarily rely on judgments and attitudes towards options, as these are meant to be formed in 

the process. In the Rabbit Hole and Intolerance scenarios above, for example, Martha and Bob’s 

judgments are shaped by the homogenous and radicalized information to which they have been 

exposed. Their beliefs were formed as part of the vicious cycle process and therefore cannot 

serve as the primary criterion for assessing it. To the extent prior judgments were not formed 

freely, using them as assessment criteria creates cycles where past unfreedoms cause future 

ones. Establishing that these prior judgments were formed freely cannot itself rely on those 

judgments. Hence, it brings us back to the initial question.  

For instance, deciding whether an abortion-related option set should include two pro-choice 

items or one pro-choice and one pro-life items cannot rely primarily on pre-existing judgments 

of the individual towards these options. As the purpose of the option set is to allow a person to 

learn about a new topic and form evaluative judgments about it, we should not assume the prior 

existence of firmly held evaluative judgments of this type. People might be new to a topic and 

not have firmly held beliefs, or they may change their beliefs in response to exposure to new 

information and arguments. For instance, they might firmly hold that pro-life views are better. 

However, to shape information options accordingly without allowing them the opportunity to 

explore alternative views would plausibly significantly undermine the purpose of gaining new 

information on the topic. 

Individuals may also have evaluative judgments towards sources of information, preferring 

certain sources over others. However, these views are also influenced by the information to 

which people have been exposed. Hence, we need to determine whether such views about 

sources were freely formed. We cannot assess the freedom of a certain judgment, such as the 

judgment that a particular partisan news source is best, given an option set that is assessed 

using that judgment itself. If we were to define freedom in terms of an option set that already 

aligns with that judgment (i.e., news source X is best), then we would take a judgment about X 

that is solely based on information from X to be freely formed. However, this, again, is a vicious 
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cycle.55 Hence, evaluating the option set in forming the judgment about news source X would 

require determining another criterion for an option set that allows freely forming that judgment. 

One might suggest using attitudes towards the option set itself, such as preferring a diverse or 

uniform set. Let’s call such views “meta views” for convenience. However, these meta views 

are also influenced by the information to which people have been exposed. For instance, if 

prior lack of exposure caused intolerance to certain views, as in the Intolerance Scenario, it will 

affect these meta views, as the person will not want to have information pieces supporting such 

views in their option set. Hence, these meta views may not be freely formed. Even if these meta 

views were independent of the content of specific options, they would still need to have been 

formed somehow. Then, again, either they have been freely formed or not, meaning we need a 

measurement for which option sets enable the free formation of such meta-views. One might 

suggest using what we may call “meta meta views”, i.e., views about the information option 

set best suited to freely form an opinion about the right design for an option set. However, we 

would then need to determine if those meta meta views were freely formed and that would lead 

to an infinite regress.  

Hence, when it comes to freedom of information choice, we need to answer the question – how 

can we measure the degree to which an option set supports the free formation of judgments 

without primarily relying on pre-existing judgments? This is essential at least for assessing the 

free formation of key judgments. Of course, this does not imply that people cannot use pre-

existing judgments as part of the evaluation of evidence they encounter. Such assessment, 

which does not prevent mere possibility of exposure to evidence, does not cause the same type 

of vicious cycles.  

Another reason why we may not wish to rely primarily on attitudes towards options is that 

often people are not initially aware of all options. Lack of awareness prevents them from being 

able to form intentions to pursue those options. For instance, searching relevant keywords on 

Google is necessary to reach a particular articbrle. Furthermore, regular consumption of news 

sources that present alternative viewpoints as insubstantial and fail to mention the existence of 

contrary evidence causes people to be unaware of the evidence’s existence, and be deprived of 

reasons to seek it. For instance, if a news source presents a bombing as being caused by A, 

neglecting to mention that whether A caused it is in dispute, its consumers are unaware of the 

 
55 Note that due to initially only being exposed to source X, people cannot have a correct prior distribution of what 

they are likely to find in each source.  
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dispute and lose grounds for seeking further evidence. Therefore, relying on pre-existing 

judgments creates vicious cycles also due to lack of awareness. Hence, to break such cycles, 

additional criteria are required. 

3.3.2 A “cognitive budget set” 

Freedom of information choice also differs from traditional ways of thinking about freedom of 

choice since the limited budget we should be primarily concerned with in freedom of 

information choice is cognitive. At the root of the idea of freedom of choice held by many 

economists, at least when economic activities are concerned, resides the notion of a budget set. 

This is the set of alternatives available to a person given their income and the prices of the 

commodities in the market. Any combination of existing commodities whose aggregate cost is 

smaller than or equal to the person’s budget is considered a separate bundle, i.e., one alternative 

(Pattanaik & Xu, 1990; Sen, 1995; Xu 2004; Böhm & Haller, 2008; Miyagishima, 2010). As 

the bundles are mutually exclusive, a person’s freedom of choice is usually measured by 

looking at a one-off choice from an option set containing these bundles (e.g., Pattanaik & Xu, 

1990, 2000). This original notion has been vastly expanded, for example, by Amartya Sen’s 

capabilities approach (Sen, 1974, 1988, 1995). Still, using a budget set to determine a person’s 

freedom of choice remains prevalent in this literature.  

For freedom of information choice, the primary budget constraint is cognitive rather than 

monetary. The abundance of information available through the internet and various devices 

comes at little to no monetary cost but is highly mentally taxing. Most individuals do not have 

a monetary limit preventing them from reaching vast amounts of content, but their limited 

cognitive capacities restrict what they are able to process. Their cognitive resources are often 

used as a currency with which they “pay” for information. For example, the cost of receiving 

information is often an implicit agreement to have constant attempts to distract their attention 

with sponsored content, which exhausts limited cognitive resources. A cognitive budget is 

generally the most relevant constraint on information options as cognitive limitations vastly 

influence the way opinions are formed. Enabling free opinion formation requires 

acknowledging our limitations rather than idealizing us as epistemic agents. 

The analogy between a monetary and a cognitive budget set works well. Like the relationship 

between commodities and money, the different information options we have each come at a 

different cognitive cost. In cognitive psychology “cognitive cost” refers to the mental effort 

required to perform a particular task (Christie & Schrater, 2015). It is widely accepted that tasks 
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have varying effort levels, ranging from automatic processes that are effortless, to tasks 

demanding high cognitive control, which often involve active concentration and suppressing 

default processes (Székely & Michael, 2021). For instance, the process of giving in to 

distracting commercials is often automatic. Conversely, reading while suppressing distractions 

requires more cognitive control (Goldstein, 2014). Familiar tasks are less cognitively costly, as 

they draw on long-term memory, rather than working and short-term memory (Chase & Simon, 

1973). High cognitive costs are also associated with active attention 85rticle85n, selective 

attention, task switching and suppressing strong emotions (Zenon et al., 2018; Christie & 

Schrater, 2015; Székely & Michael, 2021).  

Also, analogously to money and commodities, the cognitive cost of processing information 

comes from a limited budget. It is well established in cognitive psychology that every usage of 

cognitive resources creates opportunity costs at other tasks’ expense (e.g., Kurzban et al., 

2013). The level of cognitive effort people invest in a task directly influences the accuracy and 

completion time of subsequent tasks (e.g., Marcus et al., 1996; Sweller et al., 2011). According 

to the “law of least mental effort”, people seek less cognitively demanding strategies, wishing 

to preserve limited cognitive resources (Kahneman et al., 1991; Christie & Schrater, 2015). 

Cognitively demanding tasks cause a feeling of fatigue (e.g., Borragán et al., 2017).  

I therefore suggest treating our cognitive capacities at a given timeframe as a limited budget 

determining a budget set. Behavioural economics and bounded rationality show that 

considerations of cognitive cost significantly influence how individuals make choices within a 

monetary budget set (Kahneman et al., 1991; Kahneman, 2011; Thaler & Sunstein, 2009; 

Thaler, 2016). For instance, whether people need to opt in or out of a pension plan changes the 

chance they will participate in it, due to the cognitive cost associated with the process (Thaler, 

2016). However, I suggest that when dealing with information options, the cognitive cost 

becomes the primary constraint, and we should treat it as determining a cognitive budget set.  

As with a monetary budget set, the cognitive budget set is the set of all informational 

alternatives that are feasible within the limitations of the cognitive budget. Each alternative is 

itself a bundle of information pieces, and any combination of available information pieces 

whose aggregate cognitive cost is smaller than or equal to the person’s cognitive budget will 

be considered a separate bundle, i.e., one alternative. For example, a commodity bundle will 

include both bread and eggs only if a person has money for both. Similarly, an information 

bundle will include both a pro-life and pro-choice article only if the person has sufficient 
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cognitive resources to open, read, and comprehend both articles. Consequently, to improve 

freedom of information choice we should focus on improving people’s “cognitive budget set”, 

the mutually exclusive combinations (i.e., bundles) of information pieces attainable within their 

cognitive budget for a given timeframe. 

Notice that the cognitive budget set does not need to be modelled in precisely in the same way 

as the classic modelling of the monetary budget set (e.g., Mas-Colell et al., 1995). As explained, 

cognitive costs exhibit important similarities to monetary costs, allowing them to be depicted 

as falling within the limits of a budget, with the consumption of some information pieces falling 

outside the budget. Yet the way the cost of each item is determined also differs in some crucial 

respects from that of a monetary price, suggesting the need for a modified model for this budget 

set. I discuss this more in section 3.6.  

3.3.3 Using these distinctions to explain our intuitions. 

Using a cognitive budget set to describe freedom of information choice helps explain the 

scenarios above, where a person theoretically has many options but ends up in an informational 

“echo chamber”, i.e., an environment where she only encounters views similar to her own. In 

such cases, opposing views may reside outside the person’s cognitive budget set. This could be 

because opposing views require diverting attention from distracting recommendations (the 

Rabbit Hole Scenario), suppressing strong emotions and overcoming cognitive dissonance (the 

Intolerance Scenario), or tackling task switching and unfamiliar tasks (the Bite-Size 

Information scenario). In each case, exposure to opposing views has a higher cognitive cost, 

possibly leaving options requiring it outside people’s cognitive budget within a specific 

timeframe.  

This may often be the case if we consider the limitations put on a budget set by the combined 

cognitive cost of daily life and learning about a new topic. For instance, if a person only finds 

time to consume new information after a demanding workday, their cognitive resources may 

already be exhausted, preventing them from consuming cognitively demanding information. It 

is important to account for the demands of daily life when considering the cognitive budget a 

person can allocate to learning new information. These demands can be considered a part of 

what needs to fit within the same cognitive budget or as a factor influencing budget allocation, 

which limits the resources a person can dedicate to specific topics at certain times. 

Importantly, the cognitive limitations are not the only constraint on freedom of information 

choice. Even though there is a hard limit to a person’s mental capacity, within this limit, the 
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allocation of a specific budget to a certain topic at a particular time is partly within the person’s 

control. However, the vicious cycles that arise from relying on pre-existing judgments deprive 

people of the opportunity for deciding on a budget allocation that best matches their most 

crucial knowledge gaps. If, for example, people are only exposed to one-sided views that are 

dismissive of opposing opinions, or unaware of the existence of certain evidence, they do not 

have the opportunity to fully realise that the topic at hand includes substantial unresolved 

questions. Consequently, they are deprived of reasons to suffer the opportunity cost to devote 

more of their limited cognitive resources to studying it.   

Hence, together, the two distinct qualities of information options explain why people are not 

free to explore alternative points of view on specific topics. Namely, they have a limited 

cognitive budget and are deprived of reasons to suffer opportunity cost when appropriate. As 

mentioned, the type of freedom I am concerned with here is people’s real set of options rather 

than the theoretically available one. I am not taking freedom only to imply not having one’s 

choices be actively interfered with by others.  

Cognitive budget sets also help explain other intuitive characteristics of freedom of information 

choice. For example, people have differing cognitive capacities, which causes differences in 

the amount and complexity of information they can process (Eysenck et al., 1994). Similar to 

monetary differences in individual budgets, this causes disparities in the level of freedom of 

information choice they have.  Some bundles or specific information pieces are outside the 

reach of some people but not others. For example, no matter how hard they try, not everyone 

can understand quantum physics. Discussing people’s freedom of information choice in terms 

of their cognitive budget set helps explain the difference in the level of freedom caused by such 

differences between individuals.  

Importantly, the two distinct criteria of freedom of information choice affect which 

modifications to people’s option set will increase freedom of choice, as I will explain in the 

next section.  

 

3.4 What criteria of freedom of choice get wrong about freedom of information choice 

In the literature on freedom of choice, various criteria have been proposed to rank option sets 

by the freedom they provide, but many are unsuitable for measuring freedom of information 
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choice due to the distinct qualities discussed earlier. I will examine prominent proposals and 

explain their limitations for freedom of information choice. 

3.4.1 The preference criterion 

A common idea is that better preferred options increase freedom of choice (Sen, 1991, 1993). 

However, as mentioned, when ranking information options, it is not fitting to primarily rely on 

pre-existing attitudes towards options, such as preferences. This is because these options are 

meant to shape those attitudes. The scenarios above illustrate this problem. For example, in the 

Intolerance Scenario, Bob’s original one-sided option-set shapes his preferences, causing a 

vicious cycle. Bob cannot tolerate opposing views and strongly prefers the one-sided 

information he is used to consuming. Moreover, known characteristics of cognitive cost may 

render a preference-based ranking meaningless. There is a typical correlation between the 

options people will tend to prefer and the less cognitively costly options, which easily fit within 

a budget. That is, continuous exposure to a certain type of information both causes people to 

prefer it and to more easily process it. One-sided exposure provides only evidence-based 

reasons for adopting those opinions, causing a preference for them. Additionally, as these 

opinions are familiar, they require less task switching, generate less cognitive dissonance, and 

need less anger suppression, reducing their cognitive costs and raising the likelihood of them 

fitting within the cognitive budget. This creates a self-reinforcing compatibility between 

preferences and the option-set, making preferences an inadequate measure of freedom of 

information choice56   

3.4.2 The reasonableness criterion 

Another proposal in the freedom of choice literature is that having additional options that could 

be reasonably valued increases freedom of choice (Dowding & Van Hees, 2007; Jones, 1982; 

Pattanaik and Xu, 1990; Sen, 1993). According to Pattanaik and Xu, reasonable is determined 

by “the values prevailing in the society to which the individual under consideration belongs”, 

and “the preferences of a reasonable person in I (the person faced with the option set)’s 

community” (Pattanaik & Xu, 2015: p. 373). 

 
56The idea that the range of choices available to a person can influence their preferences is also discussed in studies 

on adaptive preferences (e.g., Elster, 1983; Nussbaum, 2001, Costella, 2023). This research highlights how 

oppression can cause individuals to develop preferences that are not genuinely their own. This phenomenon is not 

treated as inherent to all option sets, in contrast to what I claim to be the case for information options due to their 

unique qualities. Also, unlike the scenario described in adaptive preferences research, where pre-existing genuine 

preferences are assumed, our goal when considering information choices is to identify the conditions that enable 

the free development of preferences.  
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The reasonableness measure is also problematic, as it again relies on pre-existing evaluative 

judgments, though not necessarily those of the individual. This undermines the goal of allowing 

people to form opinions about what they find valuable, reasonable, etc. Even if the evaluative 

judgment is made by the person’s community, an option set guided by it can still limit their 

freedom. Consider a person from a closed community functioning as an echo chamber. That 

person’s community is strongly opinionated against certain views and does not value them. If 

we were to take values prevailing in this community as a benchmark for reasonableness, we 

would wrongfully consider information options presenting similar views as providing more 

freedom of choice than those offering opposing views. Hence, we would again allow a lack of 

sufficient exposure to perpetuate itself. Broader societal values can also be problematic, 

because society at large could also sometimes function like an echo chamber, suppressing 

certain views and promoting others. The Catholic Church’s ban on books supporting the theory 

that the earth revolves around the sun exemplifies this. We wouldn’t want to claim that option 

sets that limit people’s information according to such standards enhance freedom of 

information choice. Hence, there is something problematic about freedom of information 

choice criteria being primarily determined by current societal values.    

One might interpret the reasonableness criterion as a rationality criterion, i.e., valuable options 

are ones that a person can rationally prefer. However, it is commonly thought that rational 

beliefs are updated based on available evidence. Insofar as the options a person may rationally 

value depend on the evidence they are exposed to, using such a measurement creates vicious 

cycles. Given common types of initial evidence bases, people would be deprived of important 

reasons to rationally value information promoting the same line of thought as what they have 

previously seen, as explained above. For example, an evidence base presenting opposing views 

as biased or manipulative makes it somewhat irrational to want to consume them. Additionally, 

if people are exposed to information presenting a certain fact as certain – for instance that side 

A of a conflict caused a certain bombing, neglecting to mention that in other sources that 

information is treated as dubious and contrary evidence are presented, people will be deprived 

of reasons to look out for such opposing views. Such cases, which are prevalent in polarised 

media and online platforms (e.g., Iyengar & Westwood, 2015), make the reasonableness 

measure compatible with lack of exposure to opposing views perpetuating itself, and hence 

with the scenarios described above. 
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3.4.3 The size and volume criteria 

Another idea in the literature is that increasing the number of options in a set is one of the 

factors enhancing freedom of choice (Pattanaik & Xu, 1990, Sen, 1993B).57 According to 

Michael Garnett, for instance, a cardinality criterion is essential for preserving a commitment 

to value neutrality, as other criteria, such as option variety, are value-laden (Garnett, 2016).  

Monetary budget sets are often listed as a central example of the type of option sets that 

theorists have in mind. It has also been proposed that increasing the volume of one’s monetary 

budget set enhances freedom of choice (Xu, 2004). However, increasing the number or volume 

of options that fit within one’s monetary budget will often not increase freedom of information 

choice, and might even reduce it. This is because it will not necessarily increase the number or 

volume of options that fit within one’s cognitive budget, as these two types of budgets have 

different constraints. Moreover, increasing the options within one’s monetary budget set might 

actually reduce the amount of options within one’s cognitive budget set. This is because too 

many options can cause choice overload, i.e., being overwhelmed and unable to process options 

effectively for informed decisions (e.g., Park & Jang, 2013; Schwartz, 2012). This can lead to 

choice paralysis, where not choosing becomes the only manageable option. When a person 

experiences choice paralysis, the option of not choosing remains the only option available 

90rticl the cognitive budget set. Opting for specific choices, such as opening and reading a 

specific article, becomes too costly. This clearly offers less freedom of choice than a more 

varied set. Hence, increasing the size of one’s theoretically available options may decrease the 

size of one’s real option set, depicted by the cognitive budget set. Therefore, this criterion 

should be revised considering the limitations of cognitive budget sets. Since for freedom of 

information choice our primary budget concern is a cognitive one, we should only consider an 

increase in the number or volume of options that fall within people’s cognitive budget to 

enhance freedom of information choice. 

3.4.4 The accessibility level criterion 

Some theories also take the ease or difficulty of achieving certain options to affect the level of 

freedom they provide (Sunstein, 2019; Côté, 2020). Nicolas Côté, for example, suggests that 

 
57 Pattanaik and Xu suggest increasing the number of options that could be reasonably valued icreases freedom of 

choice. This proposal still takes an increase in the number of (reasonable) options to increase freedom of choice, 

therefore taking cardinality to be an important factor in increasing freedom of choice. In Sen’s proposed 

measurements, one of the determining factors for A to provide at least as much freedom of choice as B is if there 

is some “one-to-one correspondence” between set B and a subset of A, putting an emphasis on size. The criticism 

here applies to such accounts. 

. 
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option set A provides more freedom of choice than set B if they contain the same options, but 

some options are more accessible in A, without any options being less accessible. He interprets 

accessibility as the probability of choosing an option conditional on intending to do so. For 

example, the option to study is highly accessible to Sarah if there is a high probability that she 

will study if she intends to do so. Although not explicitly categorized as literature on freedom 

of choice, literature on nudging aims to describe a choice architecture where the difference in 

the accessibility levels of different options benefits individuals (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009). 

Sunstein argues that a good measure of a freedom-enhancing choice architecture is one that 

influences choices in a way that will make people better off “as judged by themselves” 

(Sunstein, 2019: p. 72). For example, a smoker who desperately wants to quit judges a choice 

architecture that makes quitting easier to be better. Hence, such choice architecture provides 

them with more freedom (p. 63).  

Both these suggestions are often not sufficient for freedom of information choice, as they rely 

on pre-existing evaluative judgments and attitudes to options. Such interpretations only tell us 

what freedom consists of given certain intentions or judgments. Hence, it cannot account for 

cases where we have not yet formed such intentions or judgments, or when harms to our 

freedom are caused by the alteration of our intentions and judgments.58 For example, in the 

Rabbit Hole Scenario, overexposure to a single-minded line of thought influenced Martha’s 

judgments. Accordingly, her intentions changed. She now intends to read more articles that 

agree with this radical line of thought. Such problematic changes cannot be accounted for by 

such theories. 

3.5 A new criterion for improving freedom of information choice 

Having examined how unique characteristics of information options make certain criteria 

unsuitable for assessing freedom of information choice, I now propose a new method. I argue 

that one aspect contributing to freedom of information choice is the extent of diversity of 

information within the same bundle, which I term “intra-bundle diversity”. As mentioned 

earlier, an information bundle is a combination of information pieces that can be jointly 

consumed given the limits of one’s cognitive budget. Hence, intra-bundle diversity is the 

diversity within the information that can be jointly consumed by an individual, given their 

cognitive limitations. Notably, just like general freedom of choice criteria, there can be multiple 

 
58 In this regard, there is some similarity between information options and the idea of a transformative experience 

(Paul, 2014), as in both cases, a person’s attitudes towards options change dramatically after the intervention, 

leaving judgments about its value less useful.  
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criteria relevant to increasing freedom of information choice. It could be, for instance, that 

certain evaluations of the quality of information provided within the cognitive budget set are 

also relevant to a freedom of information choice ranking. In this section, I claim that intra-

bundle diversity is one overlooked criterion that is essential for raking information option sets 

according to their ability to enable autonomous judgment formation, and hence the freedom of 

information choice they provide.59 

Free judgment formation requires diverse information. Individuals must be exposed to various 

opinions for the scenarios outlined in the first section, which result from underexposure to 

opposing views, not to occur.60 Exposure to diverse views is thought to allow people to reflect 

on their views, plausibly switch views if they find others more convincing, and to justify their 

views if they don’t. According to Mill, without the challenge of opposing views, the “grounds 

of the opinion are forgotten” (Mill, 1859: p. 55). Thomas Scanlon claims that autonomous 

agents need to consider different reasons for judgments (Scanlon, 1972). Recent epistemic 

autonomy literature claims autonomous agents rely on their own judgments when forming 

beliefs (Goldman, 1991; Fricker, 2006, p. 226), This plausibly requires awareness to opposing 

views. Others posit that an autonomous person not only acts in accordance with their beliefs 

but also reflects and reasons about them (Christman, 1991; Friedman, 2003; Meyers, 2005). 

Many other theories posit that an autonomous person not only acts in accordance with their 

beliefs and preferences but also reflects on those beliefs and preferences (Christman, 1991; 

Friedman, 2003; Meyers, 2005) and can reason about them (Buss, 2018). This plausibly 

requires some familiarity with opposing views. For example, Christman maintains that: “[a] 

person who endorses his decisions … having been denied minimal education and exposure to 

alternatives, does not adequately reflect in this way” (2009: p. 147). Also, Meyers notes, “When 

individuals have little opportunity to explore alternative value systems … function as 

indoctrination, which precludes critical reflection on the values and desires that shape one’s 

choices” (2005: p. 30). 

Considering diversity’s essential role in autonomous agency, option sets that facilitate it should 

count as enhancing freedom of choice. Hence, the suggestion from the literature on freedom of 

 
59 Note also that, in this paper, I focus on obstacles to our freedom caused by problematic option sets, rather than 

on obstacles to epistemic improvement. 
60 In these examples, an essential part of the problem is the vicious cycle caused by lack of exposure perpetuating 

itself. Hence, in those examples, lack of exposure is an essential and major part of the problem.  
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choice that comes closest to rightly ranking information option sets61 is that diversity of 

alternatives enhances freedom (e.g., Klemisch-Ahlert, 1993; Pattanaik & Xu, 2000; 

Rosenbaum, 2000; Bervoets & Gravel, 2007). It has been proposed that option sets providing 

more types of options or a wider range of alternatives should be ranked as offering more 

freedom of choice (Pattanaik & Xu, 2000; Klemish-Ahlert M, 1993; Rosenbaum, 2000). 

However, this suggestion ranks the freedom offered by option sets according to the diversity 

between different mutually exclusive alternatives, such as different commodity bundles 

(Pattanaik & Xu, 2000., 2008; van Hees, 2007; Rosenbaum, 2000; Klemish-Ahlert M, 1993), 

or having the option to travel to a desired location by either bus or train (Pattanaik & Xu, 2000). 

This criterion still falls short in capturing freedom of information choice. Freedom of 

information choice requires not just the option to be exposed to either side A or, instead, side 

B but mainly the option to be exposed to both.62 Instances in our daily lives lacking freedom 

of information choice are precisely those where we have the option to choose between side A 

or B but not both. For example, we could have the option to immerse ourselves in a left-wing 

echo chamber or a right-wing echo chamber, providing a diversity of mutually exclusive 

alternatives, but intuitively not allowing the diversity needed to freely form judgments. 

Consider scenarios like the Rabbit Hole, Intolerance, and Bite-Size Information introduced 

earlier. In each case, the person had the initial option to choose from a diverse set of online 

sources, i.e., inter-bundle diversity. However, once they made a choice, without much thought, 

switching to the opposing view seemed outside the person’s cognitive budget. The initial 

diversity did not offer true freedom of information choice, as it did not enable diversity within 

the same information bundle—diversity that is not mutually exclusive.  

Therefore, I propose a new criterion for ranking information option sets, focusing on intra-

bundle diversity rather than inter-bundle diversity. That is, rather than diversity in mutually 

exclusive information options, we rank them according to diversity in non-mutually exclusive 

options that their combination resides within a person’s cognitive budget. This depicts the level 

of diversity within the pieces of information a person can jointly consume given their cognitive 

 
61 Besides the simple cardinality rule, which is not considered sufficient for ranking option setoption sets 

(Pattanaik & Xu, 1990). 
62 Simple cardinality ranking is insufficient. It would correctly rank the set {homogeneous opinions of type A, 

homogeneous opinions of type B, diverse opinions bundle 1} above {homogeneous opinions of type A, 

homogeneous opinions of type B}, Yet, we would also need the set {diverse opinions bundle 1, diverse opinions 

bundle 2} to rank higher than {homogeneous opinions of type A, homogeneous opinions of type B}, even though 

these sets are the same size. Also, of course, a model of a monetary budget set allows the existence of diversity, 

in the sense that it is possible to buy several different commodities within the budget. However, this has not been 

proposed as a measurement of freedom of choice.  
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limitations. According to an inter-bundle diversity ranking, a budget set with two bundles, 

where the first contains only right-wing views and the other only left-wing views, would rank 

higher than a budget set with two bundles, each containing both views. However, it would rank 

lower according to the proposed intra-bundle diversity ranking.  

Despite the difference between inter and intra-bundle diversity, we can still find inspiration for 

a more precise definition of the freedom-enhancing diversity we refer to in intra-bundle 

diversity in the freedom of choice literature’s discussions on inter-bundle diversity. One simple 

approach, suggested by Pattanaik and Xu (2000), involves categorizing items into groups 

where two items can be either similar or dissimilar, i.e., either in the same group or not. 

Diversity among items refers to such dissimilarity between them. This suggests classifying a 

set of information pieces as diverse or non-diverse based on whether they are in favour of a 

similar or dissimilar opinion. For example, two pro-life articles would count as similar, and a 

pro-choice and pro-life article would count as dissimilar. As explained above, this ability to be 

exposed to opposing views represents a basic form of diversity, prominently thought to be 

necessary for autonomous decision-making. Hence, enhancing this minimal intra-bundle 

diversity seems crucial for improving freedom of information choice. I therefore assume such 

a definition of diversity as a starting point. 

Some literature also suggests that the definition of freedom-enhancing diversity should be 

sensitive to the degree of similarity among options (e.g., Klemisch-Ahlert, 1993; Bervoets & 

Gravel, 2007; Rosenbaum, 2000). To illustrate, choosing between a red and a white car is 

considered less diverse than choosing between a red car and a white train. Suppose we accept 

that a higher degree of dissimilarity further enhances freedom of information choice. Then, we 

might rank an option set with bundles of information pieces from The New Yorker and CNN 

as relevantly less intra-diverse than a Fox News-CNN bundle, for instance. Besides degree of 

similarity, we might also wish to rank option setoption sets according to the proportion of intra-

diverse bundles, or the variety of information pieces that can be found in intra-diverse bundles. 

Notably, intra-bundle diversity is not necessarily the only relevant measure for freedom of 

information choice. Other measures of information quality might also be relevant, and could 

affect the ranking of option sets that include such bundles (e.g., Fox News-CNN vs. The New 

Yorker-CNN) according to the freedom of information choice they provide. I leave all these 

matters as topics for further investigation. 
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Now, let us examine in more detail why intra- rather than inter-bundle diversity is potentially 

helpful for the scenarios above. Consider the Rabbit Hole Scenario, where, intuitively, the 

option to either fall into a left or right-wing rabbit hole is problematic. The challenge here is 

that once an initial choice is made, subsequent recommendations provided by a recommender 

system portray only similar views. The option to continuously have access to diverse 

information, whatever initial choice one makes, is what may be helpful. That is, non-mutually 

exclusive diversity. Similarly, in the Intolerance Scenario, the possibility to choose between 

inter-diverse bundles translates to the possibility to either develop intolerance towards left wing 

views or towards right wing views, but not to the possibility of not developing such intolerance 

at all. Tolerance implies intra-bundle diversity within one’s budget set. In the Bite-Size 

Information Scenario, inter-bundle diversity does not ensure the integration of diverse sources 

into one’s daily routine. In all these cases, the problem is forming opinions without exposure 

to opposing viewpoints. Thus, what is lacking is intra-bundle diversity—having diverse pieces 

of information with an aggregated cognitive cost low enough to fit within one’s cognitive 

budget. 

 

3.6 A distinct property of the cognitive budget set and improving intra-bundle diversity 

How can we improve the intra-bundle diversity within a cognitive budget set? With monetary 

budget sets, one way to enable new bundles within the set is by lowering the costs of 

commodities. Similarly, we can change cognitive costs to fit diverse information within a 

cognitive budget. This requires acknowledging a distinct quality of cognitive costs, which 

affects how available bundles are formed. 

Within the classical literature on monetary budget sets and some related discussions of freedom 

of choice, each commodity has a fixed price that is not influenced by one’s choices (e.g., 

Pattanaik & Xu, 1990, 2000).63 This might be a reasonable simplification for monetary budget 

sets, where all items could theoretically be purchased together. However, spending cognitive 

resources necessarily occurs over time. Information that was consumed in the past affect the 

cognitive costs of information consumed later on. For instance, familiar information costs less, 

 
63 Exceptions include literature on adaptive preferences (e.g., Bowles, 1998). However, the relationship between 

past consumption and cost differs in freedom of information choice because it follows cognitive patterns. 
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while information challenging existing views or causing cognitive dissonance costs more, due 

to tasks like switching focus or learning new information. 

Therefore, the order of information consumption within the bundle affects whether that bundle 

resides within the cognitive budget set. For instance, let A denote a pro-life 96rticle and B 

denote a pro-choice article. The information consumption sequences (A,A,A,B,B,B) and 

(A,B,A,B,A,B) may have different cognitive costs. Consequently it is possible that only one of 

them will reside within the cognitive budget set.64 This is due to the different forms of task 

switching, levels of familiarity, and possibly discomfort and cognitive dissonance in exposure 

to opposing views exhibited in each sequence, due to the differing order of consumption. 

While the budget set analogy is useful, cognitive budget sets differ from the classical models 

of monetary ones. Both budgets sets include combinations that are joinly affordable given the 

budget. However, the modelling of the cognitive budget set needs to account for the fact that 

the order of consumption of information affects its cognitive costs. While in both cases it is 

possible to simplify series of item choices in a choice between bundles, in the case of cognitive 

bundles, the pricen of those bundles should be influenced by order of information consumption. 

Hence, the price function should be take into account previous items in the consumption 

sequence.65  

It follows from this distinct quality of the cognitive budget set that achieving intra-bundle 

diversity it requires different techniques than achieving it within a monetary budget set. While 

presenting a precise model of the cognitive budget set is beyond the scope of this chapter, 

understanding this distinction already enables us to identify possible interventions that can 

increase intra-bundle diversity within a cognitive budget set. As explained, the cognitive cost 

of consuming a certain information piece 𝑖 is not determined independently for each piece, but 

rather is a function of the sequence of pieces consumed prior to this piece (1, … , 𝑖 − 1) as well 

as the current piece. Hence, we can influence the cost of diverse options at the ith position in 

the sequence either by (1) modifying that information piece, or by (2) altering something about 

 
64 Consequently, the price function, which may assign a cognitive cost to each sequence, must reflect these order-

dependent effects. For instance, while the cost of the first instance of B in the former sequence depends on the 

preceding subsequence (A, B), the cost of the first B in the latter sequence depends on the full preceding 

subsequence (A, A, A, B), thereby capturing the differing cognitive burden as a function of the consumption 

history. 
65 One way to incorporate the significance of consumption order is to model bundles as finite sequences, and 

define cognitive costs via a function that assigns a “price” to each item based on the entire consumption sequence 

up until that item. In this chapter, I do not lay out a precise model of this type, and leave the different possibilities 

open. My goal is to explain the criterion a plausible model must uphold, namely, that order of consumption matters 

to costs.  
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the prior pieces of information consumed, or (3) by altering the function determining precisely 

how prior information influences the present cost. Let us examine an example of each.  

Modifying the information piece at point I (1) can include, for instance, modifying the 

complexity level of that piece. For instance, it is possible to use an introductory pieces 

supporting a certain opinion rather than a more complex one. Reducing the complexity can 

balance the added costs of having intra-diverse information pieces. This also lowers the cost of 

processing subsequent complex pieces with similar views as it increases familiarity, preventing 

scenarios like the bite-size information problem.66 

Modifying prior selected information pieces (2) can involve restricting the order of selections. 

For example, requiring opposing opinion selections after m same-opinion selections. This can 

reduce intolerance from lack of exposure and lower the cost of consuming diverse options. 

Thus, a larger proportion of initial choice combinations within one’s budget set could be found 

in intra-diverse bundles, solving the Intolerance Scenario issue by ensuring initial diversity and 

leaving a larger proportion of the series of choices compatible with an intra-diverse bundle, 

keeping those options open. 

It is also possible to adjust the precise way prior information influences the present cost, i.e., 

to achieve 3. Although prior information consumption inherently affects current costs, its effect 

can either be weakened or amplified. Recommender systems, for example, reduce the cognitive 

cost of consuming similar items to what was previously consumed by directing the attention of 

users’ to such items. Similarly, measures that would direct attention to dissimilar options would 

reduce the cost of consuming intra-diverse bundles. This also prevents a lack of awareness 

from limiting options. Directing attention to alternative views is different from “attention 

capture” (Milano et al., 2020), where platforms are designed to be addictive precisely because 

attention is directed towards dissimilar options, hence it rarely becomes highly costly to resist 

a recommendation. 

 

Conclusion  

In this chapter, I have discussed what I term “Freedom of Information Choice”, the ability to 

autonomously form evaluative judgments. I explained why contemporary epistemic 

environments often harm this freedom.  I then outlined two distinct characteristics of freedom 

 
66 This translates, then, to replacing a certain item X with a less costly yet similar item X’. 



3. Freedom of Information Choice 

 

98 

 

of information choice. First, ranking option-sets cannot primarily depend on evaluative 

judgments. Second, we should use what I termed a “cognitive budget set” to assess such 

freedom. I clarified how these distinctions render well-known measurements of freedom of 

choice less relevant to freedom of information choice. I then proposed that increasing intra-

bundle diversity enhances freedom of information choice, and suggested a few ways in which 

that could be achieved, given that cognitive prices depend on the history of consumption. These 

measures, I claim, can help avoid different harms to freedom people exhibit in their daily lives.  



4. The Epistemic Empowerment of Voters 

 

Abstract 

The term voter empowerment is often used in public discourse. However, insufficient 

philosophical thought has been devoted to what such empowerment entails. In this chapter, I 

will develop an understanding of empowerment with respect to the use of information in the 

decision-making process preceding a vote, which I term “epistemic voter empowerment”. 

Drawing on literature on empowerment in development studies, I argue that epistemic voter 

empowerment should be measured by the development of particular capabilities, including a 

voter’s control over their epistemic process and their ability to use their vote to promote their 

interests. I develop a conditional subjectivist approach to these capabilities. I argue that all 

voters should possess the capabilities essential for epistemic autonomy, and once they do so, 

their own views determine which information is relevant to promoting their interests. I then 

explain the advantages this approach has over prominent alternative proposals that are directed 

at improving voters’ knowledge and briefly discuss practical implications for possible 

interventions with voters’ epistemic environments.  

 

4.1 Introduction 

Campaigns, government acts, and projects conducted by NGOs use the term “voter 

empowerment” (e.g., Environmental Health Coalition, 2025; Independent Sector, 2025). That 

term is commonly thought to refer to giving voters the power to use their votes and participate 

in politics. Voter empowerment is generally understood to be important and is presented as the 

goal of different interventions. However, within philosophical discussions, the precise meaning 

of such empowerment is underdiscussed. In this chapter, I discuss a particular type of voter 

empowerment, which I term “epistemic voter empowerment”. Adopting a particular 

understanding of such empowerment may aid understanding what type of interventions would 

empower voters in practice.  

Voters’ epistemic deficits have mostly been discussed within evaluations of the ability of 

democratic decision-making to produce good outcomes. It is widely thought that voters are 

https://independentsector.org/nonprofit-voter-empowerment-project/
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generally uninformed (e.g., Bartels, 1996; Althaus, 1998; Brennan, 2016, 2022). However, this 

literature does not in itself tell us what is required for voters to be epistemically empowered, 

that is, whether the lack of knowledge of certain facts results in a lack of empowerment. This 

distinction is important for determining which of the interventions proposed for increasing the 

competence of majority votes would also empower voters. For that purpose, we need a better 

understanding of voter epistemic empowerment.  

The chapter proceeds as follows. In section 4.2, I summarize common claims about voter 

ignorance and proposals for informing voters, explaining why those are not equivalent to 

questions of empowerment. In section 4.3, I extract some pertinent ideas from the existing 

literature on empowerment in the field of development studies. In section 4.4, I propose a 

specific understanding of epistemic voter empowerment, which I term a “conditional 

subjectivist” approach. In section 4.5, I discuss the normative stance of epistemically 

empowering interventions compared to methods suggested for raising the competence of 

voters. In section 4.6, I briefly discuss some practical implications.  

 

4.2 Voter ignorance 

Ample empirical literature discusses voter incompetence (e.g., Palfrey and Poole 1987; Lupia 

1994; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Bartels, 1996; Althaus, 1998; Caplan 2007; Somin 2013; 

Brennan, 2016, 2022). Some suggest that to vote competently, voters need to be well informed 

(e.g., Brennan, 2016). Others say it is enough for voters to mimic other well-informed voters with 

similar opinions (Lupia, 1994). This literature usually measures a competent vote using 

interviews, tests of knowledge of political facts, or by comparing voters’ vote to the vote of 

other voters with similar demographic characteristics that rank highly in such tests. For 

example, Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) and Althaus (1998) tested voters’ ability to vote 

competently using data collected by the American National Elections Studies (NES), with 

questions such as identifying an office held by a public figure and the party that held a majority 

status in both houses of Congress (Althaus, 1998). Such studies usually conclude that voters 

are not well-informed (e.g., Somin, 2013, p. 192; Achens & Bartels, 2017)  

However, the fact that voters do not know certain facts does not necessarily mean that they are 

not epistemically empowered. For example, voters might not wish to know certain facts they 

do not find relevant. Insofar as their judgments of what is relevant matter, part of their 

empowerment is allowing them to exercise their agency in this respect, since, as I will explain, 
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empowerment is linked to agency and self-governance. Hence, the question of whether voters 

are epistemically empowered remains open.  

Following such analyses of voter ignorance, several theorists have suggested means of causing 

the electorate to produce more competent voting results. For example, Jason Brennan suggests 

creating a knowledge test, which includes about 50 basic questions, out of 200 overall questions 

posted online. Such questions can include – “who are their representatives, which party controls 

which house, what are recent bills that were passed, how much money is spent on this or that, 

questions about recent events, questions about social indicators (such as the unemployment 

rate)” (Brennan, 2022, p. 96).67  

Brennan also suggests different ways of motivating voters to educate themselves sufficiently 

to pass such a test. Citizens could either be compensated monetarily for knowing the answers 

to the questions (“voter achievement day”, p. 96) or they could vote, but only their demographic 

characteristics will be considered, and their preferences will be simulated based on people with 

similar demographic characteristics and higher scores (“enlightened preference voting”, pp. 

97-102), or, they could not be allowed to vote without knowing these facts (“epistocracy”, p. 

102). The latter proposal bears some similarity to Mill’s suggestion that the better educated 

should receive more votes (Mill, 1865, Chapter VIII). 

While such proposals may increase the chance that voters, or the people whose vote matters, 

will learn the specified facts, it still does not mean such interventions empower voters. For 

some such methods, the opposite may be true. For example, not allowing voters to vote without 

knowing such facts will disempower certain voters by denying them voting power. 

Additionally, proposals such as simulating the well-informed vote prevent self-governance by 

the people. Those opinions might not actually match what the people themselves would want 

were they well-informed. There might also be disputes regarding who is well-informed in the 

relevant sense. Furthermore, as argued in Chapter 1, it is challenging to identify demographic 

resemblance sufficient for a claim for true representation. Additionally, even if such 

preferences reflect what people would choose were they well-informed, it does not reflect their 

current choice. Hence, such methods provide less self-governance than actual voting. To the 

extent that autonomy and self-governance are needed for empowerment, such proposals will 

 
67 Of course, others have claimed that “being informed is not simply a matter of having been immersed in high-

quality information, but also of having attained specific cognitive styles and strategies, and acquired a rich set of 

political information that has implications for how new information is subsequently processed” (Ahlstrom-Vij, 

2022). However, such literature still relies on a basic set of facts for knowledge measuring.  
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therefore disempower voters. Such interventions also particularly harm voters’ epistemic 

autonomy,68 as voters are strongly encouraged to go down a particular epistemic path. This, 

again, may clash with epistemic voter empowerment.  

Another approach to overcome voter ignorance is deliberative opinion polls (Fishkin, 2018). In 

those, a random group meant to represent the demographic characteristics in society receives 

information and deliberates for a short amount of time, after which they express their updated 

opinions. Some take those to simulate the opinion of the population were they well-informed 

(e.g., Fishkin, 1995). As James Fishkin suggests, “the deliberative poll can be thought of as an 

actual sample from a hypothetical society-the deliberative and engaged society we do not have” 

(Fishkin, 1995, p. 171). However, as explained in Chapter 2, this judgment is often inaccurate, 

because facilitators may lack objectivity and fail to present unbiased summaries of information, and 

because the claim for descriptive representation of the epistemic outcomes of the randomly selected 

group is often false.  

Hence, we cannot rely on the literature on voter ignorance and consequent proposals for improving 

collective decision-making as a guide for interventions that would empower voters. We require a 

better understanding of what voter epistemic empowerment entails. Developing such an 

understanding deserves more attention than it has been given so far, as it can enable a path to more 

legitimate interventions in voters’ epistemic environments.  

Moreover, proposals that encourage citizens to learn specific political facts potentially 

attributes too much importance to memorizing information, especially when thinking of voter 

empowerment. Voters today have information easily accessible to them. When they begin their 

epistemic process to decide how to vote, they often turn to online resources if they realize that 

they are missing relevant knowledge that they find relevant. Therefore, to enable voters to reach 

a well-informed voting decision, it may be sufficient to provide them with easy access to 

relevant information and raise their awareness of its existence. The fact that voters cannot 

answer factual questions at a given point in time might not be a sign of lack of empowerment. 

It could be, for instance, that they would not have considered those facts relevant had they 

known them. Alternatively, they might realize their relevance later on, look them up and vote 

accordingly, even if those facts do not enter their long-term memory. In such cases, knowing 

 
68 By “epistemic autonomy”, I simply mean autonomy in epistemic processes, that is, self-control and self-

governance in using information to form opinions. I do not attach my account to a specific conception of epistemic 

autonomy, out of the ones discussed in recent literature (e.g., Goldman, 1991; Fricker, 2006; Pritchard, 2013; 

Matheson, 2024).  
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that fact in advance likely would not have changed how the voters voted. This consideration will 

factor into the approach I develop in the following sections.  

 

4.3 Empowerment 

As mentioned, the concept of voter or citizen epistemic empowerment is underdiscussed in the 

literature on epistemic aspect of democracy, a lacuna which I aim to correct. To do so, I will 

first survey the discussion of the term “empowerment” within the context where it has been 

most thoroughly discussed, namely, development.  

Development work often sets as its goal to empower oppressed and deprived people (e.g., 

Khader, 2011). When considering the type of interventions that would lead to such 

empowerment, there is a shared understanding that empowerment is not about making 

decisions on behalf of people or forcing change in their lives. Rather, it is about enabling them 

to take control over their own lives.  

In unpacking this idea,69 a resemblance has been identified between empowerment and freedom 

of choice. Various theorists have taken empowerment to be primarily linked to improving 

people’s option sets (Kabeer, 1999; Hadi, 2001; Khader, 2011; Alsop and Heinsohn, 2005). 

Naila Kabeer (1999), for example, takes disempowerment to be a form of lack of choice. She 

describes empowerment as “the process by which those who have been denied the opportunity 

to make strategic choices acquire such an ability” (Kabeer 1999, p. 435). Following a similar 

line of thought, Ruth Alsop and Nina Heinsohn (2005) suggest empowerment relates to the 

question “if you wished to make decisions with respect to X, could you?” Serene Khader also 

claims that choice-based definitions of empowerment illuminate the important fact that people 

who are disempowered face very limited option sets (Khader, 2011, p. 180).  

In the freedom of choice literature, Amartya Sen’s capability approach (e.g., Sen, 1987) has 

been highly influential. According to the capabilities approach, what truly matters in an option 

set is the actual capabilities the options provide. That is, being able to achieve valuable goals, 

such as being well-nourished, good health and self-respect, is what matters to freedom of 

choice, rather than the commodities one can buy, which compose one’s immediate options.    

 
69 I will not survey economic empowerment in the sense of poverty reduction, even though it is sometimes 

discussed in these contexts (see Pettit, 2012), as it is irrelevant to my debate. 
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The capability approach has been adopted as a central conception of empowerment by many 

in the development literature (Clark, 2005; Alkire and Deneulin, 2009; Byskov, 2016, 2018; 

Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 1999; Nussbaum, 2011; Comin, 2018; Biggeri et al., 2019). This 

understanding of freedom is particularly important in this context, as it enables discussing the 

true capabilities people need to be empowered, rather than the mere options they have. For 

instance, people should possess the ability not to starve, rather than have the option to buy 

bread, which may or may not be sufficient for them not to starve. Additionally, the 

transformation to discussing capabilities rather than options allows acknowledging the 

differences between people, and the fact that a fulfilment of those capabilities would require 

different types of interventions for different people. For instance, for women, different dietary 

options are required for good health than for men (Sen, 2017, pp. 198-9).  

However, to apply the empowerment approach in practice via interventions, it is necessary to 

decide what the relevant capabilities are that people require to be empowered. A common 

conception in development work is that empowerment involves enabling people to make 

choices aligned with their interests. Khader, for example, states that people “are disempowered 

to the extent that choices that would allow them to unambiguously advance their interests are 

unavailable” (p. 187). Similarly, empowerment can be thought of as the freedom to promote 

one’s well-being, a focus of the capabilities approach (e.g., Sen, 2017).  

Finally, among the capabilities relevant to justice is the freedom to collaborate with others in 

pursuit of social change. Sometimes, taking control over one’s life cannot be done individually. 

Some social changes require collaboration among social groups. This has been noted in the 

empowerment literature. Jo Rowlands claims there is a personal, relational, and collective 

dimension to empowerment (Rowlands, 1997, p. 14). The collective dimension involves people 

working together to reach a more extensive impact than they could have had individually (p. 

15). One aspect of empowerment, she writes, is “a sense of the whole being greater than a sum 

of the individuals, especially when a group tackles problems together” (p. 13). Iris Marion 

Young similarly discusses two types of empowerment. One involves developing individual 

autonomy, self-control, and confidence. The other involves a group of people collectively 

having influence over the social conditions that affect their lives (Young, 1997, p. 89). 

According to Julian Rappaport (1984) empowerment is the mechanism that causes people, 

organizations, and communities to gain control over their lives (p. 3).  
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These interpretations of the concept of “empowerment” do not yet tell us what type of access 

to and curation of information is needed to create a voter who is epistemically empowered. In 

the next section, I will use them as a basis for proposing such requirements. 

 

4.4 The epistemically empowered voter 

The capabilities approach has several important advantages. First, it acknowledges individual 

differences, which is also essential for epistemic empowerment, as people’s interests, values, 

goals, and consequently the information they require to promote their well-being, naturally 

differ. Additionally, the approach’s focus on enhancing agency is essential for any type of 

empowerment. Hence, I adopt the capabilities approach as a framework for epistemic voter 

empowerment, asking what minimal capabilities voters need to be epistemically empowered. 

Answering this question will determine what information should be offered to different people 

to enable such empowerment. 

As we have seen, conceptions of empowerment and of capability sets focus on strengthening 

people’s agency, autonomy, and self-control, while equipping people with the ability to 

promote their well-being and their other interests, alone and with others. Following this logic, 

for epistemically empowering voters, the purpose of the capability set would be to allow voters 

control over their epistemic process and improve their epistemic autonomy, particularly within 

the process of gathering information to make up their mind about their vote. Additionally, 

epistemically empowering voters entails providing them with information that will enable them 

to vote in accordance with their interests and well-being.  

For practical interventions, it is essential to determine which sub-capabilities are included 

under those overarching capabilities. These sub-capabilities help us determine which 

informational options, when made available to people, will enable their empowerment. Within 

the capability literature, there is a longstanding debate regarding the best way to determine 

essential capabilities. Two prominent proposals are Sen’s proposal to focus on options that 

people “value and have reason to value” (Sen, 2002, p. 5), and Nussbaum’s proposal for a set 

list of essential capabilities, which are necessary for living a life “worthy of the dignity of a 

human being” (2000, p. 72). Other theorists have also suggested combining the derivation of a 

list of capabilities from moral principles with procedural processes, such as democratic 

deliberation (Byskov, 2018).  
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I address this question specifically in relation to the capabilities required for an epistemically 

empowered voter, in light of the overarching capabilities discussed above. I propose a 

conditional subjectivist approach, arguing that from the standpoint of the role of the state all 

voters should be provided with a minimal set of capabilities that guarantee epistemic autonomy 

across time, and that once this condition is met, individuals should determine for themselves 

what information they find relevant and what their interests are. I elaborate on this account in 

the sections that follow. 

4.4.1 What limits available capabilities 

In Sen’s capability approach, the capabilities arise from the alternatives available to a person.70 

That is, helpful interventions open options that give rise to the desired capabilities. However, 

in what sense should options be available? In classic examples provided by Sen, such as the 

option of being well-nourished, the option needs to be available in the sense that one can 

physically access the relevant products. Also, the person should be able to purchase the relevant 

products given the limitations of their income.71 A common approach in economics is depicting 

monetary restrictions using a budget set –the set of alternative combinations of commodities, 

i.e., different bundles, that are jointly affordable given the budget (e.g., Pattanaik & Xu, 1990; 

Xu 2004; Böhm & Haller, 2008).  

For such modelling, a capability set (or just “capability”, Pattanaik & Xu, 2020) can be 

envisioned as the set of all the bundles of functionings that are available to the individual given 

their budget, where functionings are things the individual chooses to do or be, such as taking a 

walk or being well-nourished (e.g., Kaushik et al., 2011, Pattanaik & Xu, 2024). A “utilization 

function” builds on the person’s unique “conversion factors”, i.e., characteristics of the person 

or their surroundings that enable the conversion of commodities found in the budget set into 

functionings. For example, to turn a car into the functioning of traveling to a certain place, one 

needs both good roads and legal permission to drive. Hence, those serve as conversion factors. 

Thus, the utilization function can transform a commodity bundle into a functioning bundle. In 

this manner, the bundles of available functionings still depend on the original budget set. All 

 
70 Some capabilities, such as breathing clean air, are available across all alternative. Hence, they are not a choice 

that one can opt out of. 
71 In other classical examples, such as the capability for political influence, laws and regulation also limit the 

capability set (Clark, 2005).  



4. The Epistemic Empowerment of Voters 

 

107 

 

functioning bundles feasible for the person in this way are included in the capability set (Sen, 

1999; Leßmann, 2004; Pattanaik & Xu, 2020).72  

When it comes to information options, a different approach is needed for what options count 

as available. This is because money is often not the primary constraint on voters’ epistemic 

empowerment. To provide people with real epistemic power, it is necessary to consider human 

cognitive limitations, as explained in Chapter 3.  

Today, in wealthier nations, the main reason voters are not epistemically empowered is not a 

lack of access to information or monetary constraints. I have defined epistemic empowerment 

of voters as the ability to control their epistemic process and vote in accordance with their 

interests and well-being. As explained, the literature on voter ignorance does not in itself 

address the question of voter empowerment, since voters can choose to purposefully be 

ignorant of specific facts they do not deem important. However, voters do seem to lack 

empowerment as they are not only ignorant but seem to lack control of their own epistemic 

process. Many voters report they perceive themselves as lacking information they themselves 

deem essential (Graham, 2020; Asano, 2023). This, as opposed to failing to meet someone 

else’s standards, shows lack of control and clear lack of ability to pursue their interests.  

Access to the internet allows voters theoretically have access to vast amounts of information 

that could enable them to pursue their interests and well-being. However, this abundance makes 

it cognitively demanding to identify the most relevant options to casting their vote. In such 

cases, the abundance of information becomes “a hindrance rather than a help” (Bawden & 

Robinson, 2020, p. 2) to voters’ control over their epistemic process and ability to pursue 

interests. Researching a topic thoroughly usually involves searching for the most relevant 

information on multiple platforms and aggregating information from multiple sources. The 

obstacles voters experience are not due to lack of existing information, but rather due to a 

limited cognitive capacity to process it, and the opportunity cost of doing so. 

Moreover, voters are also disempowered due to finding themselves in filter bubbles and rabbit 

holes (Milano et al., 2020). Their attention is being guided by algorithms online, sometimes 

distracting them from information they would have valued. They also encounter biases and 

misinformation, which they cannot assess critically due to lack of sufficient background 

knowledge (Milano, 2020). Cognitive biases such as familiarity and confirmation bias also 

 
72 This is somewhat simplified, as Pattanaik and Xu point out, the choices of many consumers can affect the price 

vector and hence the budget set. However, this is the base comparison. 
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weaken their control over their epistemic process (e.g., McKee & Stuckler, 2010; Boston, 2017; 

Jacobs, 2016). These sources of lack of empowerment are also connected to cognitive, rather 

than monetary, limitations. Due to a limited cognitive capacity to process information, voters 

often use heuristics such as aligning with party lines, and hence are more vulnerable to populist 

rhetoric and political manipulation (e.g., Sabl, 2010; Noggle, 2021; Rozīna & Karapetjana, 

2009). Unsurprisingly, it is commonly claimed that voters often unknowingly vote against their 

own interests (e.g., Mansbridge, 1983, pp. 24–26; Althaus, 1998; Somin, 2004; Brennan, 2022).  

Hence, I suggest the best way to epistemically empower voters is to review the capability set 

that stems from their “cognitive budget set”. As mentioned, an individual’s monetary budget 

set represents the set of alternatives available to them given their income and the prices of the 

goods in the market, where each alternative is a bundle of commodities whose aggregate price 

is equal to or lower than the individual’s income (Pattanaik & Xu, 1990; Sen, 1993; Xu 2004; 

Miyagishima, 2010). Analogously, their cognitive budget set is the set of combinations (i.e., 

bundles) of information options that can be jointly consumed within the limits of a person’s 

cognitive budget. As explained in Chapter 3, in a manner analogous to the relationship between 

commodities and money, the different information options one has come at a different cognitive 

cost. Also, cognitive resources come out of a limited budget in any given timeframe. Hence, it 

makes sense to treat our cognitive capacities as determining a limited budget for investment in 

particular topics, such as a particular vote.  

Therefore, the question we should ask is what interventions would allow sets of bundles of 

information-related functionings to fall within the cognitive budget set in a way that allows 

voters to have epistemic autonomy, control over their epistemic process, and the ability to 

become informed about which policy would best advance their wellbeing and interests, given 

their unique conversion factors. This epistemic capability set needs to arise from the set of 

information options available to the voter before casting their vote.  

This definition entails specific types of sub-capabilities that need to reside within the cognitive 

budget set. Although importantly, just like other capability sets, the information needed for 

providing these capabilities differs between people. I view this as a significant advantage 

compared to the lists of facts voters are required to know to be considered “well informed” 

according to the prominent theories discussed in Section 4.2 of this chapter, which do not take 

into account voters’ differing interests, abilities for crucial thinking and information processing, 

etc.  
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4.4.2 The relevant sub-capabilities 

In this section, I outline the sub-capabilities that should be promoted to ensure that voters can 

control the epistemic process leading up to their vote and vote in a way that promotes their 

interests and well-being. 

As explained, I propose that under the condition that certain capabilities essential for agents to 

have epistemic autonomy are continuously available within people’s cognitive budget sets, 

people should be allowed to choose what information they deem relevant. This will allow both 

control over their epistemic process and the pursuit of their conception of their own well-being, 

under circumstances of epistemic autonomy, avoiding many cases of problematically shaped 

views.  

In this proposal, I offer a new middle ground for the role of the state, which I believe is needed 

for treatment of contemporary issues with voter empowerment. I claim that this type of 

intervention is what is justified, at least if we believe that it is outside the role of the state to 

make value judgments on issues in large dispute among the population. The latter view is 

prevalent in philosophical thought. Liberal thought commonly supposes the state should 

maintain a level of neutrality with regards to evaluative questions that are in dispute among the 

population (Garnett, 2016). Rawls and Sen (e.g., Sen, 2017) claim the state should adopt “a 

point of view that everyone can adopt on an equal footing” rather than a “personal slant” 

(Rawls, 1971, p. 516–17). On the other hand, I take the state to still have a role in intervening 

with individuals’ epistemic environments. While private companies, such as social media 

companies, shape the majority of voters’ epistemic environments, harming their freedom of 

information choice, I consider measures that treat individuals as deserving of epistemic 

autonomy as justifiable. This is especially true for epistemic autonomy, which is arguably the 

root of any possibly legitimate agreement to forgo other types of autonomy. In the next section, 

I develop this line of thought, justifying this view specifically with respect to epistemic 

empowerment of voters.   

4.4.3 Justifying the conditional subjectivist approach 

To see why a conditional subjectivist approach is needed, let us first see why pure objectivist 

and pure subjectivist approaches fail when it comes to the capabilities required for being an 

epistemically empowered voter.  

Perhaps the most prominent objectivist account of capabilities was proposed by Martha 

Nussbaum. Nussbaum’s prominent account provides a set of what she takes to be a minimum 
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threshold of central human capabilities (Dixon & Nussbaum, 2011), which she claims are 

needed for basic human dignity (Nussbaum, 2000). These include life and bodily health, but 

also capabilities such as imagination and thought, play, and control over one’s environment 

(Nussbaum 2006, p. 76).  

If the definition of the epistemically empowered voter were to follow this view, it would entail 

that voters are epistemically empowered when information options that explain which policy 

promotes the particular capabilities Nussbaum lists reside within the cognitive budget set. 

However, I reject this direction for three reasons.  

First, providing information only on those particular capabilities will violate epistemic 

autonomy according to prominent conceptions of such autonomy. Mill prominently opposed 

state censorship of particular views, even if they are wrong. This was part of his interpretation 

of epistemic autonomy as enabling people to determine for themselves which views they would 

like to accept or reject (Mill, 1859). This applies to interventions favouring particular 

worldviews over others. Hence, following an extensive list of one particular view of well-

being, such as Nussbaum’s, would violate this conception of epistemic autonomy. As epistemic 

autonomy and control over one’s epistemic process are essential for epistemic empowerment, 

this seems to be a futile path for epistemic empowerment.  

Second, since voting is the mechanism by which governing members of the state are elected, 

we should be particularly cautious about the state interfering with voters’ epistemic 

environments preceding their votes in a way that entails particular conceptions of what the 

good life consists of, and which might favour a particular way of voting over another. It seems 

this should not be the role of the state in such situations. There is a common conception that 

elections are meant for voters to determine general goals or values, while the role of elected 

representatives and other mechanisms is to advance these goals (Christiano, 1996, 2018; 

Hanson, 2013). This conception implies that values, goals and conceptions of the good should 

be determined bottom up through the voting process. They should not be determined indirectly 

by the state shaping voters’ epistemic environments prior to their votes in a way that influences 

this vote. Hence, any state interventions with voters’ epistemic environment should not be 

based on overly specific conceptions of the good life or the relevant values.  

Finally, epistemic autonomy involves a fundamental type of autonomy, which is essential for 

forming evaluative judgments that are later used for achieving other types of autonomy. For 

instance, a person may be considered autonomous if they are able to pursue the options that 
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they judge to be valuable, as explained in Chapter 3. Hence, if self-governance is not provided 

at this stage, it will lead to a graver lack of autonomy, due to all the consequent uses of the 

evaluative judgments formed. Such autonomy is arguably even more important than not being 

able to agree to be sold into slavery, which Mill takes to be an important limitation needed to 

protect freedom (Mill, 1859, chapter 5). This is because, even if we were to take a person 

consenting to being sold into slavery as legitimate, that would plausibly only be the take if that 

decision was made in a reasonably epistemically autonomous manner by that person. If we 

were to suspect it was based on brainwash or manipulation, that decision would seem less 

legitimate. Since the epistemic capability set is used in shaping evaluative judgments, it is 

prone to manipulation, where the capabilities given could influence people’s basic world 

conceptions. Hence, it is essential this particular type of autonomy is not being infringed on by 

interferences adopting a specific conception of well-being. 

The case of abortions can exemplify the problem with relying on such an objective list of 

capabilities. Together with Rosalind Dixon, Nussbaum has claimed that laws restricting 

abortions violate central capabilities, including bodily integrity and health (Dixon & 

Nussbaum, 2011). Hence, abortion rights are protected under Nussbaum’s conception of central 

capabilities. This idea has been disputed in the literature, as it does not seem to arise from 

“overlapping consensus” (Robeyns, 2006), which Nussbaum has claimed as a central 

justification for her list of capabilities (Nussbaum, 2000). According to Nussbaum’s list of 

capabilities, voters should have access specifically to information regarding which policies will 

increase their chances of having abortion rights. This would skew the information accessible 

in favour of pro-choice options, which seems to undermine epistemic autonomy. The three 

arguments provided above suggest that information should be introduced in a balanced way, 

including both pro-life and pro-choice options. Notably, such a balanced information sample 

will be included under the requirement for having access to opposing views within the 

cognitive budget set, which is one of the objective requirements I list below.  

Contrary to Nussbaum, Sen has prominently objected to providing a list of capabilities that will 

count as objectively promoting well-being. He says that specifying a list of “‘proper’ objectives 

and values… can be a source of a substantial ‘unfreedom’” preventing people from using 

reason to determine their values and goals (Sen, 2002, p. 6). Hence, he argues that relevant 

capabilities involve “what a person would want to have and have reason to value having”, 

focusing on people’s own attitudes towards options (Sen, 2002, p. 5). What it means to 

“reasonably value” an option remains vague in Sen’s work, and different interpretations have 
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been discussed (Clark, 2005). He has sometimes claimed that the preferences people have 

reason to value are the ones that stand up to scrutiny in individual or public deliberation (Sen, 

2002; Byskov, 2020). 

Sen’s proposals are, in themselves, also insufficient for epistemic empowerment. As explained 

in chapter 3, when it comes to information options, primarily relying on pre-existing attitudes 

towards options to assess the option set is problematic. It cannot provide freedom when such 

judgments have been problematically shaped. In that chapter, I also argued that, for this reason, 

the prominent interpretation of “reasonably valued options” in the freedom of choice literature, 

which also relies on pre-existing evaluative judgments, is problematic for evaluating 

information options. To the extent that people’s judgments are already problematically shaped, 

the interpretation of “reasonably valued” options as what stands up to scrutiny is also 

problematic. Public deliberation is also based on societal principles and pre-existing 

judgments. Hence, my criticism of such an understanding of “reasonableness” applies to here 

as well. That is, if applied to information options, it will prevent information that goes against 

societal conceptions from being available and will consequently prevent societal openness.  

Even though purely relying on evaluative judgments is insufficient, taking them into account 

is essential for epistemic autonomy. This is because, if people cannot use their own judgments 

to navigate information options, they cannot be said to have true control over their epistemic 

process. Also, it likely harms their well-being. Hence, the ability to exercise one’s judgments 

is a main aspect of empowerment.  

For this reason, I suggest that the most plausible approach is a conditional subjectivist 

approach, where what people find relevant is considered, however, under specific conditions. 

Those conditions serve to break the vicious cycles of problematically shaped judgments 

explicated in chapter 3. They include minimal conditions needed for people’s judgments follow 

from autonomous decision-making regarding the capabilities they find valuable and can truly 

reflect control over their epistemic process. 

More specifically, I submit that under certain conditions, promoting epistemic autonomy entails 

providing, within the cognitive budget set, the information people themselves find relevant to 

their well-being (as they conceive of it), and to their other interests and goals. These necessary 

conditions, as I explain below, include the continuous access within one’s cognitive budget set 

to: (1) awareness of the various information options, e.g., topics and types of options that could 

be relevant; (2) information on opposing views; (3) the ability for epistemic collaborations; and 



4. The Epistemic Empowerment of Voters 

 

113 

 

(4) information on whether a policy promotes or harms capabilities essential for the very 

possibility of being an epistemically empowered voter (e.g., non-starvation, literacy, the right 

to vote). Together, these conditions ensure that multiple epistemic paths are genuinely open to 

voters, and consequently, that their perceptions of relevance are not due to lack of true choice. 

Interventions making such information available within the cognitive budget set will be 

epistemically empowering. The need for this list is justified by it being essential for epistemic 

autonomy.  

Both Sen and Nussbaum claim that a given list of capabilities need not be a complete list of all 

capabilities required for well-being. Nussbaum takes her list to include minimal essential 

capabilities and to be open to future revisions (Nussbaum, 2000). Sen claims the central aim is 

not to describe a utopian ideal, but to decrease the level of injustice in current societies (Sen 

2006, Clark, 2005). I follow this line of thought in suggesting that the list detailed below is a 

minimal list of essential capabilities that are required for voters’ epistemic empowerment, 

without arguing they are necessarily sufficient for an epistemic ideal. They are needed as they 

allow voters to have multiple epistemic paths, which is a crucial part of epistemic autonomy. 

Hence, they provide good initial guidelines for interventions in voters’ epistemic environments 

to improve on the current situation. 

4.4.4 The minimal set of objective capabilities 

The minimal set of objective capabilities enables agents to continuously access the type of 

information that allows them to have multiple epistemic paths, including the possibility of 

changing direction during their epistemic process. This ensures that their decision not to choose 

certain paths is not due to a lack of ability. This, I claim, is essential for control over their 

epistemic process and for epistemic autonomy.  

4.4.4.1 Opposing views 

Improving voters’ autonomy and control over their epistemic process plausibly involves 

enabling voters to have access to diverse points of view and opposing arguments within their 

cognitive budget. Literature on autonomy has long taken exposure to diversity of information 

and viewpoints to be a key component of it (e.g., Christman, 1991; Friedman, 2003; Meyers, 

2005). This is particularly true for epistemic autonomy. As explained in the previous chapter, 

according to Mill, exposure to diverse opinions enables individuals to discuss and justify their 

thoughts. It also enables people to challenge their opinions and have reasons to change them. 

Consequently, Mill supports free speech and opposes state censorship. Of course, the lack of 
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censorship does not entail people being force-fed opposing views, only that such views exist 

in the public sphere and are easily accessible to people. Such access is essential for epistemic 

autonomy because it enables people to have different possible epistemic paths they can follow, 

i.e., have the possibility of changing their mind about an issue. Without access to opposing 

views, people may find themselves conditioned to believe the one-sided view that is available. 

They might not realize any compelling challenges to it exist. When such access does exist, their 

choice to adopt, develop, and investigate particular views seems more substantial, given that 

they had the ability to do otherwise. 

An important addition on Mill’s original notion, which is essential when many of voters’ 

obstacles to empowerment come from an overabundance of information or strategic curation 

of information, is that such accessibility is required within the limits of the cognitive budget 

set. As explained in chapter 3, people often have theoretical access to opposing views, but 

overexposure to one-sided information from polarized media sources has limited their 

cognitive capacity to seriously consider opposing views. Hence, such access means a person 

can entertain opposing views and is not led by vicious cycles shaping their beliefs. Importantly, 

this requires the ability to jointly access opposing views, rather than having the mutually 

exclusive ability to access opposing views, which people already have today. Hence, as 

explained in chapter 3, intra-bundle diversity, i.e., joint exposure to opposing views, should 

reside within the cognitive budget set. Importantly, such views need to be continuously 

accessible, so that voters cannot enter informational echo chambers that they later cannot exit. 

An empowering intervention may hence include limiting certain long-duration one-sided 

epistemic paths, at least in cases where such paths will result in the consumption of opposing 

views requiring cognitive costs beyond that individual’s budget. Alternatively, it may require 

directing attention to opposing views. 

4.4.4.2 Awareness of the existence of various information options 

Importantly, self-control also implies that people’s judgment regarding which information is 

relevant is based on awareness of various options. Otherwise, people’s judgment or 

prioritization would not reflect their complete ranking, but a random subset that was 

determined by the previous information they accidentally were exposed to. Suppose, for 

example, a voter was trying to form an opinion about a new abortion policy. Initially, they 

might think they solely care about foetal development stages. However, this might be due to 

their lack of awareness of the fact that many women have illegal abortions when legal ones are 

not available. This aspect of the question might have never crossed their minds. Once it is 
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brought to their attention, they may realize that they consider it to be highly relevant. Hence, 

another guideline for information curation is that various topics related to the question are 

brought to the voter’s attention. Information curation that follows what voters themselves find 

relevant should only come after such awareness is cultivated.  

Interventions to include awareness of options within the cognitive budget set could, for 

example, include directing people’s attention to the existence of various types of information, 

as is done by recommender systems (Burke et al., 2011). Instead of recommendations for 

similar material, one could receive suggestions for directions of investigation that cover a wide 

range of possible topics or summarized information about existing research areas. This is 

because active direction of attention is cognitively costly (Van Merrienboer, et al., 2002).  

4.4.4.3 Epistemic collaboration 

Sometimes, the information needed to determine which policy will best promote voters’ 

interests and well-being cannot reside within an individual voter’s cognitive budget set. This is 

because some topics are inherently complex. In such cases, supplying people with the 

capability to pursue their interests implies enabling epistemic collaboration for the sake of 

pursuing shared interests. This could be thought of as a form of distributed epistemic 

empowerment.  

Epistemic collaborations involve people coming together to aid each other in studying a topic 

or to divide the epistemic labour between them to collectively reach better decision-making. 

Examples of epistemic collaboration include co-authoring work, engaging in discourse where 

each learns of the other’s ideas, recommending information sources to one another, etc. Some 

forms of epistemic collaboration typically occur between voters, who engage in informal 

discussions about politics or read articles written by others whose salaries are partly funded by 

their tax money. However, epistemically empowering voters involves enabling and facilitating 

particular epistemic collaborations that are helpful in promoting these voters’ goals, interests 

and well-being. Those involve beneficial epistemic collaborations. A voter may read an article 

that was recommended to them, but does not relate to their interests or what they find relevant. 

They may also engage in discussions with members of an opposing political group that are 

poorly grounded in facts and often result in conflict. These collaborations would not be 

particularly epistemically empowering. Importantly, empowering collaborations should be 

beneficial when taking into account voters’ cognitive limitations. Hence, a recommendation for 

an article that might be somewhat relevant to the voter, but not worth the opportunity cost of 
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exploring more relevant options, hence overall derailing that voter’s epistemic process, will 

also not be an empowering epistemic collaboration.   

Epistemically empowering options plausibly include the ability to find other people with shared 

interests, values and goals and to collaborate with them in a manner that enhances one’s ability 

to pursue those interests, values and goals. This idea reflects a broader understanding of 

empowerment as a social phenomenon. Historical social changes that empowered people were 

often caused by collaborations among people sharing similar interests or values. In the 

Women’s Suffrage Movement and the Civil Rights Movement, for example, individuals 

collaborated by marching together and conducting collective boycotts. The collaboration could 

achieve what the individual alone could not.  

We can understand distributed epistemic empowerment in similar terms. That is, facilitating 

connections that allow the collective to achieve what the individual cannot. Due to the 

overabundance and complexity of information, individuals can only access a fraction of the 

information relevant to their interests. Since decisions based on more complete information 

tend to be better, this limitation reduces people’s ability to promote their well-being and 

interests. For example, someone trying to vote for the economic policy that would best promote 

equality, job growth, and higher wages for minorities may find it extremely difficult to 

determine the most effective policy, due to the complexity of assessing the long-term influence 

of different policies. If this complexity undermines their ability to pursue their own interest, it 

constitutes a lack of empowerment. In such cases, a more empowering approach may be to 

enable them to participate in a collaboration that promotes shared goals through a division of 

epistemic labour. This way, individuals can rely on knowledge they would wish to include but 

that is too complex to master alone. 

Suppose a group of people sharing similar interests have gathered together to study a topic 

prior to a vote. What type of division of epistemic labour would enable them to better promote 

their shared interests? They might decide, for instance, to conduct a pre-vote among 

themselves, preceding the actual vote. Then, each voter from the group would the vote 

according to the majority vote in the pre-vote (see Goodin & Spiekermann, 2015 for details of 

such a collaboration)73, or at least use the information revealed in the pre-vote in their decision-

making process preceding the actual voting. Or they might decide to raise their group’s 

competence within the final vote by making sure that as a group, their majority vote has 

 
73 Goodin & Spiekermann discuss masses coming together to overcome elites using such a method. 
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increased competence. For this purpose, they could divide among themselves the information 

they consume preceding a vote in a way that aims to enhance their group competence, even at 

the expense of their individual competence levels.  

Enhancing group competence through a division of labour could be done using the 

understanding prevalent in jury theorems (e.g., Ladha, 1995; Goodin & Spiekermann, 2018) 

that low dependence between votes can increase collective competence on majority votes. This 

might be achieved by ensuring a diversity of information between people who choose to 

participate in such an epistemic collaboration. That is, if different information pieces are being 

made accessible to different people, allowing them to develop different expertise, or study 

different aspects of the same topic, their collective vote could reach a higher competence. 

Suppose that all voters believe that the same three pieces of information are the most relevant 

so that, were they not in a collaboration, they would all consume the same three pieces. 

Nonetheless, being in a collaboration, they might choose to diversify their sources as a group. 

This could come from the understanding that, although individually their competence may 

slightly drop, as a group promoting the same interests, they are more likely to promote those 

interests during the vote.  

Hence, one path to empowering voters is making it easier for them to learn of other individuals 

with similar interests or values who wish to enter an epistemic collaboration. That could be 

achieved, for example, by enabling a type of “matchmaking” service for potential collaborators. 

Additionally, interventions that distribute diverse information between members of the group 

according to agreed-upon principles can aid in such collaboration. Such a division of labour 

could reduce dependence between voters and raise their group competence.74 Importantly, for 

 
74 Let’s see why that is the case. Suppose each voter has a competence level of 0.6, that is, each person votes 

correctly on 60 percent of the issues. If voters were maximally dependent, they would all be right on the same 60 

percent of issues. In that case, there would be complete consensus on 60 percent of the issues (everyone voting 

correctly), and complete error on the remaining 40 percent (everyone voting incorrectly). The overall group 

competence would remain at 0.6. While such alignment may be advantageous under a unanimity decision rule, it 

is less effective under a majority vote. To maximize group performance under majority rule, it is preferable for 

correct votes to be spread across different issues, so that on as many topics as possible, a small majority of voters 

is correct. Suppose there are n voters and x topics to vote on. Then, across all topics, there are x n individual votes. 

Achieving a correct majority outcome on all topics requires at least (xn / 2) + x correct votes, just over half the 

votes for each topic. Therefore, to maximize the number of correct majority outcomes, it is optimal to distribute 

correct votes across topics rather than concentrate them. Yet, any improvement in the spread of competence across 

topics, even if not maximal, will result in the majority vote being correct on more issues, i.e., in higher 

competence. Such improvements are possible to achieve without complete independence. Hence, a helpful type 

of diversity is one that allows voters to develop different expertise, making them much more likely to answer 

certain questions correctly than others, even if their expertise areas are not completely independent from one 

another. This logic guides uses of diversity in the training data in Machine Learning methods (See, for example, 

Li, 2021).  
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a division of labour to work, the group must collectively possess the necessary resources. For 

example, a financial boycott can only succeed if the group has enough combined economic 

influence to put pressure on existing institutions. The same is true in our case for mental and 

epistemic resources. That is, the shared interest group that agreed to participate in the 

collaboration should collectively be able, within the limits of their respective cognitive budget 

sets, to handle a complex topic. Hence, interventions for summarising information and fitting 

the complexity level to group capabilities will also aid in distributed epistemic empowerment.  

Distributed epistemic empowerment is also essential for epistemic autonomy. Feminist 

conceptions of autonomy tell us that this concept should not necessarily be taken to mean being 

self-sufficient (Jaggar, 1985; Stoljar, 2024). The feminist conception of “relational autonomy” 

values social relations and places importance on the influence of social context. For instance, 

in bioethics, some theorists have taken relational autonomy to entail decision-making about 

major events, such as end-of-life decisions, to involve shared decision-making with loved ones 

(Gómez-Vírsedaet et al., 2019).  

We may also treat epistemic autonomy in this general spirit, measuring it not only in relation 

to people’s ability for to achieve certain goals individually, but also in relation to their ability 

to form epistemic relations and collaborations. The latter, we may suppose, is just as important, 

and if people are deprived of opportunities for such collaborations, their epistemic autonomy 

is lacking. This is especially the case if many of the epistemic goals they wish to promote 

cannot be sufficiently achieved when working individually, due to the complexity of the 

information involved and their personal cognitive limitations. Hence, I suggest extending the 

notion of control over the epistemic process to incorporate the ability to form epistemic 

collaborations, where people harness their shared resources to promote their shared interests.  

Consequently, if we want to take people’s judgments as to what they find relevant to express 

true control of their epistemic process, these judgments need to be shaped in a context in which 

epistemic collaborations are possible. This is because people may deprioritise certain 

information and deem it insufficiently relevant if they suppose they cannot process it given 

their limited cognitive resources. However, suppose they could collaborate with others and 

expand overall resources. Then, perhaps they would have deemed the information relevant and 

thought the group should collectively become informed of it. Hence, evaluations that are not 

based on the ability to collaborate may express preferences that have been adapted to a sub-

ideal set of options, and that do not reflect an empowered choice. 
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Importantly, a division of epistemic labour does not contradict improvement in other essential 

capabilities, such as access to information one deems relevant or awareness of options. There 

is ample information available regarding each specific topic one deems relevant, as well as 

about the necessities of epistemic voter empowerment. Suppose, for example, one is facing a 

vote on a COVID-19-related policy and wishes to compare the risk to one’s health vs. the risk 

to one’s economic security caused by a specific policy. The information relevant to such an 

assessment could be highly complex. For example, a comparative analysis with other countries 

may be necessary to assess the potential impact of a policy on the spread of the virus and its 

economic effects. Hence, different people could opt into a collaboration, based on a shared 

understanding of the importance they attribute to these two goals. One possible division of 

epistemic labour could involve different people studying the effect in different countries. The 

epistemic diversity achieved will likely raise the collective competence of the group’s votes as 

long as each voter gains a competence of above chance level, and different voters are competent 

on different questions.75 

4.4.4.4 Information about policies that would threaten capabilities that are preconditions 

for being an epistemically empowered voter 

As mentioned above, a broad list of objective capabilities, such as the one suggested by 

Nussbaum, should be excluded from the definition of an epistemically empowered voter. 

However, I maintain that a limited set of objective capabilities that are preconditions for 

epistemic autonomy should be included. These are capabilities whose absence would be in 

direct contradiction to someone being an epistemically empowered voter. Those include 

capabilities necessary for existence (e.g., not starving), capabilities required for being a voter 

(e.g., access to voting rights), and ones essential for epistemic empowerment itself (e.g., 

literacy). Because the absence of these capabilities directly contradicts the very possibility of 

being an epistemically empowered voter, the ability to pursue their continuation must be 

considered part of what defines such empowerment. Hence, the cognitive budget set should 

include information about whether the policy or candidates put to vote could infringe upon one 

of these rights of voters. Such information could be made to reside within the cognitive budget 

set by, for instance, providing summaries of relevant points in accessible language or directing 

attention towards such information. 

 
75 See previous footnote. 
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4.4.5 Information people find relevant 

According to the conditional subjectivist approach, if the aforementioned capabilities remain 

continuously available within the limits of people’s cognitive budget sets, interventions to 

include more information voters themselves find relevant within their cognitive budget set (or 

distributing it among collaborating groups who agree it is relevant) will also count as 

epistemically empowering.76  

When people have continued access to the aforementioned types of information, including 

being aware of information options in existence and continuously being cognitively able to 

process opposing views, this means they have power in paving the path of their epistemic 

process. Hence, their judgments about which information is relevant can be taken to reflect 

control over this process. Such control is needed for epistemic autonomy. Consequently, we 

can apply Sen’s reasoning and allow people to determine what is relevant to their well-being, 

interests, and goals.  

The idea of empowering individuals by ensuring that information they find relevant to decision-

making fits within their cognitive budget also aligns with prominent interpretations of how 

people pursue their interests. An example is the “enlightened preferences” interpretation used 

in the literature on voter ignorance (e.g., Althaus, 1998; Brennan, 2016), which has often been 

used to justify autonomy-violating interventions that disempower voters, as discussed in 

section 4.2. This prominent definition of people’s interests was first given by Jane Mansbridge, 

who takes “enlightened preferences” to be what option they would prefer if they could see how 

things would turn out for either option (Mansbridge, 1983, pp. 24-6).  

At first glance, that would seem to entail simply giving them full information about potential 

consequences of each policy. However, notice that what is relevant according to this 

interpretation is a vote being aligned with people’s preferences regarding the way the future 

will look. What matters for people to vote in alignment with their own preferences is only the 

information about future implications they themselves deem relevant, as that information could 

potentially have changed their preferences and influenced their votes. Information they would 

have been exposed to that would have resulted in no change of preference is therefore unneeded 

for them to vote in alignment with their “enlightened preferences”. Importantly, though, there 

 
76  This implies people can decide what their interests and well-being consists off. It could entail, for instance, that 

on a policy question regarding lock-up to prevent the spread of an epidemic, people can decide whether the impact 

on risk to physical health, impact on the economy, taxes and employment, or both, are priorities. Following such 

decisions, information can be recommended.   
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could be aspects of the policy consequences that the voter was not aware of in advance, or did 

not sufficiently reflect on, but once they would have seen the new reality, they would have 

realized its relevance their preferences. Hence, what is important for discovering people’s 

“enlightened preferences” is what they find relevant given that they are made aware of different 

related topics and questions, and can properly reflect on them to see if those views are stable. 

An essential part of the latter is the ability to examine challenges to their views. Additionally, 

as Mansbrige notes, finding out consequences of policies is highly complex, and voters are 

unlikely to be able to know in advance all the policy’s implications, which is needed for fully 

enlightened preferences. Hence, methods that increase likelihood of processing complex 

information improve on the ability to reach enlightened preferences. This could be achieved by 

epistemic collaborations that enhance collective resources. Therefore, the proposed conditions 

(awareness to options, access to opposing views, epistemic collaborations and basic 

preconditions of voting, literacy, etc.) will improve voters’ ability to track their enlightened 

preferences. Given such conditions, tracking their enlightened preferences involves providing 

them with information they find relevant, and hence may have a real influence on those 

preferences. Thus, the conditional subjectivist approach would work increase people’s ability 

to pursue their interests according to this conception.  

Notice that for the objective capabilities proposed to be continuously available within the 

cognitive budget set, certain paths of investigation might not be possible, even if people find 

them relevant. For instance, if viewing only one-sided information for a long time makes a 

person cognitively incapable of viewing and processing opposing views, then the option for 

opposing views would not be continuously available within the cognitive budget set. Hence, 

an intervention enabling the continuous viewing of one-sided information within the limits of 

the cognitive budget set would not count as epistemically empowering, even if the person finds 

it most relevant. The rationale for this judgment, which differs from the judgment of the 

individual in question, is that in such scenarios, the evaluative judgment might be 

problematically shaped and not indicate true control. Additionally, allowing information that 

people find relevant to fit within the cognitive budget set might mean adjusting its complexity 

level, for instance.   

So far, we have discussed a few characteristics of the information that are likely essential for 

people to have the desired capabilities. However, to convert such information option sets into 

the capability set, i.e., to truly provide people with the desired capabilities, it is important to 

note that people’s unique conversion factors will affect what information is most helpful for 
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their empowerment. For instance, if one has higher abilities in comparing and contrasting 

different complex views, more nuanced and complex pieces would better promote the desired 

capabilities. Alternatively, if someone lacks integration skills across various information 

sources, perhaps fewer but more comprehensive ones would be more empowering.  

To conclude, I have listed a few important criteria for the cognitive budget set to be 

empowering, representing a conditional subjectivist approach to the desired capabilities. I have 

argued that interventions to empower voters by enhancing their access to information should 

focus on curating the informational environment to promote these capabilities. Importantly, 

those capabilities should be enabled when taking into account the limits of people’s cognitive 

budget set. Notice that for voters with access to the internet, almost all these capabilities could 

be thought to exist already if one does not account for cognitive limitations. Due to people’s 

access to the internet, they have theoretical access to almost all information in existence, 

including the best information possible for promoting each of the listed capabilities. However, 

the current curation of information, characterized by constant distractions, algorithmic bias, 

and the complexity of content that is often not presented in accessible formats, prevents voters 

from being epistemically empowered. 

 

4.6 Revisiting the voter ignorance literature 

The unpacking of voters’ epistemic empowerment provided in this chapter supports 

interventions with voters’ epistemic environment that align with the presented conditional 

subjectivist approach. As explained, such interventions include making accessible the 

information people themselves find relevant, conditional on a list of essential capabilities 

remaining continuously accessible. This list of capabilities is essential for voters’ epistemic 

autonomy. This condition bears resemblance to Mill’s idea that it should not be possible for 

people to agree to be sold into slavery (Mill, 1859). Mill states that the “principle of freedom 

cannot require that [a person] should be free not to be free” (chapter 5). Similarly, the minimal 

restrictions on information consumption include only those that allow people to have 

continuous access to alternative epistemic paths, rather than making one decision that prevents 

future epistemic freedoms (e.g., as they lack awareness to options, do not have the mental 

capacity to internalise views that challenge their current path, or unknowingly vote for a policy 

that will prevent them from voting in the future). Although, as mentioned above, this is 
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plausibly even more essential when it comes to epistemic autonomy than with being sold into 

slavery as it is a more fundamental type of autonomy.  

Interventions guided by this proposal can be contrasted with the interventions prominently 

offered to tackle voter ignorance, which were introduced in section 4.2. Recall that such 

interventions primarily included providing benefits to voters who learned a specified list of 

facts. These proposals harm voters’ epistemic autonomy as they pressure voters to follow a 

predetermined epistemic path. The proposal in this chapter, on the other hand, ensures the 

continuous availability of multiple epistemic paths. Additionally, as argued above, these 

proposals violate democratic principles, such as equality and self-governance. Brennan himself 

sees “epistocracy” (where the right to vote depends on learning specific facts) as an alternative 

to democracy. The proposal made in this chapter aims to preserve democratic values. It 

increases self-governance in the epistemic process, by offering interventions that better allow 

people to choose and pursue what they find relevant within the cognitive limits, up until the 

point where those choices contradict their self-governance (e.g., information about whether a 

certain policy will take away one’s right to vote is always supplied). Additionally, by relying 

on the capabilities approach, it prioritizes actual equality, aiming to provide the same 

capabilities to different people given their unique conversion factors, rather than merely 

supplying the same information.  

Importantly, there are also reasons to believe that interventions aimed at enhancing voters’ 

epistemic empowerment could improve their collective competence according to the same 

criteria used to justify these existing proposals. For instance, Brennan’s proposed interventions 

to increase voter knowledge are grounded in the “enlightened preferences” literature. As 

explained, such literature does not suppose people should end up voting according to the same 

values or conceptions of the good, but rather according to their well-informed preferences. In 

section 4 of this chapter, I explain how the conditional subjectivist approach enhances people’s 

ability to pursue their enlightened preferences. This is due to providing people with information 

that they find relevant to their own preferences, conditional on them being in a better epistemic 

position to evaluate their preferences. They are more likely to change their vote due to 

information they personally find relevant to their vote. This approach is more likely to help 

voters vote in alignment with their enlightened preferences than causing them to learn a list of 

facts they may not find relevant to their vote (e.g., recent bills passed or government spending 

on various issues; Brennan, 2022). Such lists may consume cognitive resources at the expense 

of information that would influence voters’ choices. 
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There are also reasons to think interventions to epistemically empower voters can increase 

competence according to other similar conceptions of such competence that exist in the 

literature. In chapter 1, I discussed two types of voter competence, competence with respect to 

universal truths and competence with respect to relative truths. Competence in voting on 

relative truths involves voting according to one’s interests, values or goals, and prominent 

literature adopts such understanding of democratic voting, particularly focusing on voters 

voting in accordance with their interests (e.g., Schumpeter, 1942, Downs 1957, Mansbridge, 

1983, 1990; Miller, 1986, Goldman, 1999, List & Spiekermann, 2016, Goodin & Spiekermann, 

2018, Spiekermann, 2020). The definition of empowerment provided here includes enhancing 

voters’ ability to do that, and consequently plasibly their competence according to this 

conception.  

In chapter 2, I also argue that a natural explanation for the potential epistemic advantage of 

DMPs is in tracking population-relative truths. I identify two means of tracking population-

relative truths. One of them is by each person making decisions based on their own interests, 

values, etc, which I also claim is likely to lead to higher competence. Again, the definition of 

empowerment provided here includes enhancing voters’ ability to do that. Hence, such 

empowerment may enhance their ability to vote competently according to interpretations of 

voter competence that should be used to assess prominent means of improving democratic 

decision-making.  

Finally, I have explained that the capability of epistemic collaboration, which is part of the 

offered account, can aid in reaching collective voter competence, due to an epistemic division 

of labour and lower vote dependence. Although not all individuals will choose to participate in 

such collaborations, enabling this opportunity increases the likelihood that some will. Such 

division of labour is likely to raise competence also on universal truths, as is noted in jury 

theorem literature.  

This plausibility of competence enhancement coupled with empowerment and perseverance of 

epistemic autonomy suggests that epistemic voter empowerment should be further investigated 

as means of either enhancing various proposals for democratic-decision making, such as 

representative votes or deliberative mini publics, or aiding in replacing them with more 

inclusive methods.  
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4.7 Practical interventions 

One might argue that, compared with encouraging voters to learn a specific finite list of facts, 

the proposal made here for epistemic empowerment is much more complex to execute. This is 

because the suggested form of empowerment entails the particular information pieces that 

should be made accessible differ between different individuals, according to their personal 

traits, what they find relevant, their cognitive capacities, etc.  

However, this proposal for epistemic voter empowerment is in alignment with recent 

technological advancements and the possibilities they bring. The ability to personalize 

information according to metrics of this type is already in existence.  

Many of the listed goals align with capabilities employed by recommender systems to shape 

informational environments, although these systems currently shape those environments 

according to different standards. For example, adjusting informational environments to what 

people find relevant resembles the capability of adjusting people’s recommendations according 

to “liked” posts, except it asks for a different type of feedback from users. Promoting opposing 

views for the sake of epistemic autonomy is also possible, and recommender systems that 

promote such diversity have been developed (Zhao et al., 2025), although insufficiently used 

on large existing platforms. Moreover, it is possible to tailor information to account for the 

different cognitive costs items impose on different individuals, since current systems already 

track detailed information consumption histories, which influence the present cognitive cost 

associated with different information. For example, recommender systems currently hold 

sufficient information to assess whether a certain content would be familiar to a particular user, 

which reduces its cognitive cost. Additionally, there exist tests for the cognitive cost of a 

specific task for a specific person, which are easily automatable (e.g., Marcus et al., 1996; 

Sweller et al., 2011). Those include, for instance, time spent on next article, which is already 

tracked (Ge et al., 2024, Facebook Help Centre, 2025).  

Additionally, interventions that could be helpful for epistemic collaborations can rely on 

existing technologies. Matchmaking between people with shared interests involves similar 

capabilities to current matchmaking algorithms, although the input parameters differ. Means of 

distributing diverse information across voters who engage in a collaboration differ slightly 

more for current usages of these technologies, however, capabilities of text classification and 

clustering information can be helpful to achieve this goal (Di Lascio et al., 2017; Ahmad, et 

al., 2021; Shahina & Kumar, 2022). Online votes preceding the actual vote are also easily 
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achievable. Finally, large language models have been making major progress in automatically 

summarizing relevant information in a way that reduces the cognitive cost of internalizing it.  

Hence, the proposed type of empowerment is a natural candidate for providing guidelines as to 

how online information curation should happen to make it empowering rather than 

disempowering. It highlights the potential of existing technological capabilities to 

epistemically empower voters. In this sense, the personalized nature of the suggested 

empowerment makes the proposal timely and could be seen as an advantage of the theory rather 

than a burden. Of course, each possible intervention to epistemically empower voters using 

such technological capabilities should be examined more closely to identify possible AI safety 

concerns. However, I believe this chapter provides initial justification for the pursuit of such 

investigations, the plausibility of some justifiable interventions of this type, as well as 

guidelines for assessing them.  

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have unpacked the concept of an epistemically empowered voter. I have argued 

that to be epistemically empowered, voters must possess certain capabilities that arise within 

the constraints of their cognitive budget sets. These capabilities include the ability to access 

information they find relevant, conditional on the continuous availability, within their cognitive 

budget, of: (1) awareness of the various information options; (2) information on opposing 

views; (3) the ability for epistemic collaborations; and (4) information on whether a policy is 

compatible with the preconditions for being an epistemically empowered voter. I outlined the 

advantages of interventions guided by this framework over prominent alternatives in the 

literature, particularly in terms of preserving and enhancing epistemic autonomy and improving 

competence by similar standards. I have also explained why this approach highlights the 

potential of existing technological capabilities in empowering voters.  
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