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Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

Ͷ Epistemology: philosophical topics having to do with belief, justification, 
knowledge, expertise, disagreement, etc.

Ͷ One appealing idea in political epistemology: democracy is the best collective 
mechanism to find the truth 

Ͷ At the same time, many mechanisms (e.g., on social media) obstruct or 
undermine the search for truth

Ͷ Our focus is on contemporary work in analytic philosophy

Introduction 29 April 2025
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29.04. 1 Introduction / Truth in politics 
06.05. 2 Epistemic democracy 
13.05. 3 Epistemic democracy (cont.)
20.05. 4 Political ignorance
27.05. 5 Political ignorance (cont.)
03.06. 6 Political disagreement
10.06. No course (Whit Tuesday)
17.06. 7 Political polarization
24.06. No course (Wittgenstein Lectures) 
01.07. 8 Expertise
08.07. 9 Deference
15.07. 10 Echo chambers 
22.07. 11 Epistemic duties

Introduction 29 April 2025
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Ͷ For 2 credit points, you must
ᶻ read all required literature (on ELearning)
ᶻ write eight reading reflections on the ELearning platform; format: ungraded, around 200 

words each
ᶻ (voluntary) write a session summary; format: ungraded, around 2 pages, counts as three 

reading reflections

Ͷ For 5 or 6 credit points, you must in addition
ᶻ give a presentation with a short essay (around 1,500 words); graded
ᶻ OR write a long essay (around 3,000 words); graded

Introduction 29 April 2025

Credit Points6



Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

Warming Up
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Ͷ Do I have any expectations or wishes for this seminar?
Ͷ What topics within political epistemology interest me?
Ͷ tŚĞŶ�/�ŚĞĂƌ�͚ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƚƌƵƚŚ͕͛ �ǁŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ŵǇ�ĨŝƌƐƚ�ƌĞĂĐƚŝŽŶ͍

Introduction 29 April 2025
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Truth in Politics
>ĂŶĚĞŵŽƌĞ͕�͚WŽůŝƚŝĐĂů��ŽŐŶŝƚŝǀŝƐŵ͗����ĞĨĞŶƐĞ͛

Introduction 29 April 2025
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For an epistemic defence of democracy, we need to presume
Ͷ Political Cognitivism. (i) At least for some political questions, there are correct 

answers, and (ii) these answers can be approximated to some degree. (208)
Political cognitivism is opposed to:
Ͷ Political Non-Cognitivism (denies (i)). There are no correct answers to political 

ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ͘�;�͘Ő͕͘�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ�ŝƐ�ŵĞƌĞůǇ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ǀŽŝĐŝŶŐ�ŽŶĞ Ɛ͛�ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů�ƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ͘Ϳ
Ͷ Political Scepticism (denies (ii)). Political questions cannot be known with any 

degree of certainty, even a low one.

Q1. Does political cognitivism seem intuitively obvious or objectionable? Why?

Introduction 29 April 2025

Political Cognitivism10
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Ͷ Culturalist Political Cognitivism. At least for some political questions, there are 
ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚ�ĂŶƐǁĞƌƐ͕�ǁŚĞƌĞ�ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚŶĞƐƐ�ŝƐ�ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĞĚ�ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞ�ƚŽ�ŽŶĞ Ɛ͛�ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͘

Ͷ Absolutist Political Cognitivism. At least for some political questions, there are 
ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚ�ĂŶƐǁĞƌƐ͕�ǁŚĞƌĞ�ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚŶĞƐƐ�ŝƐ�ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĞĚ�ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞ�ƚŽ�ŽŶĞ Ɛ͛�ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͘
ᶻ Weak Political Cognitivism. �Ŷ�ĂŶƐǁĞƌ�ŝƐ�ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚ�ŝĨ�ŝƚ�ĂǀŽŝĚƐ�ŵĂũŽƌ�ŚĂƌŵ͘�;�ƐƚůƵŶĚ͗�͚war, 

ĨĂŵŝŶĞ͕�ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ�ĐŽůůĂƉƐĞ͕�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů�ĐŽůůĂƉƐĞ͕�ĞƉŝĚĞŵŝĐ͕�ŐĞŶŽĐŝĚĞ͛Ϳ
ᶻ Strong Political Cognitivism. An answer is correct if it aligns with some demanding 

standard of moral correctness (e.g., utilitarianism, distributive justice, economic 
efficiency).

Q2͘�/Ŷ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ĐĂŶ�ĂŶƐǁĞƌƐ�ďĞ�͚ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚ͛�ŝĨ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĚĞƉĞŶĚ�ŽŶ�ŽƵƌ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͍
Q3͘�tŚǇ�ŝƐ�ǁĞĂŬ�W��͚ǁĞĂŬ͛�ĂŶĚ�ƐƚƌŽŶŐ�W��͚ƐƚƌŽŶŐ͍͛��ĂŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�
two be upheld?

Introduction 29 April 2025
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Landemore advocates a hybrid between culturalist and absolutist political 
cognitivism:

͚/�ďĞůŝĞǀĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ�ŝƐ�ŐŽŽĚ�Ăƚ�ƉƌŽĚƵĐŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ƌŝŐŚƚ�ŬŝŶĚ�ŽĨ�ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞƐ͕�ǁŚĞƌĞ�
ƚŚĞ�͞ƌŝŐŚƚ�ŬŝŶĚ�ŽĨ�ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞƐ͟�ŝƐ�ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƉĂƌƚ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�Ă�ƐŚĂƌĞĚ�ƐĞƚ�ŽĨ�
public values that cannot claim universal but merely local validity (e.g., a certain 
view of the hierarchy between equality and freedom) but in part, also, with a 
smaller core of values that have universal validity (e.g., the ideal of human rights 
ĂŶĚ�Ă�ŶƵŵďĞƌ�ŽĨ�ďĂƐŝĐ�ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵƐͿ͛͘ �;ϮϭϵͿ

Introduction 29 April 2025

͚,ǇďƌŝĚ͛�WŽůŝƚŝĐĂů��ŽŐŶŝƚŝǀŝƐŵ12
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Landemore distinguishes three components of political questions:
Ͷ Factual claims

ᶻ ͚ĚŝĚ�/ƌĂƋ�ŚĂǀĞ�tD�Ɛ͍͛
ᶻ ͚ǁŚĂƚ�ŚĂƉƉĞŶƐ�ŝĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ�ƌĂƚĞ�ŐĞƚƐ�ƌĂŝƐĞĚ͍͛

Ͷ Basic (fact-insensitive) normative claims
ᶻ ͚ŚƵŵĂŶ�ůŝĨĞ�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�ƉƌĞƐĞƌǀĞĚ͛
ᶻ ͚ƚŚĞ�ĨĞǁ�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ŶŽƚ�ďĞ�ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞĚ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂŶǇ͛

Ͷ Fact-sensitive normative claims
ᶻ ͚ǁĞ�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ƌĂŝƐĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŵŝŶŝŵƵŵ�ǁĂŐĞ�;ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ĚŽŝŶŐ�ƐŽ�ǁŝůů�ďĞŶĞĨŝƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŽŽƌͿ͛
ᶻ ͚ǁĞ�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ŝŵƉŽƐĞ�ƚĂƌŝĨĨƐ�;ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ĚŽŝŶŐ�ƐŽ�ǁŝůů�ƉƌŽŵŽƚĞ�ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ�ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌǇͿ͛

Q4. Is the distinction clear?

Introduction 29 April 2025
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Ͷ Some political debates are primarily about facts
ᶻ �͘Ő͕͘�͚ŚĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ��ƵƌŽ�ŚĞůƉĞĚ�ƚŚĞ�'ĞƌŵĂŶ�ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ͖͛�ŵĂǇďĞ�ǁĞ�ĂŐƌĞĞ�ŽŶ�

ǁŚĂƚ�͚ŚĞůƉ�ƚŚĞ�'ĞƌŵĂŶ�ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ͛�ŵĞĂŶƐ͕�ďƵƚ�ǁĞ�ĚŝƐĂŐƌĞĞ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂĐƚƐ

Ͷ Some political debates are primarily about basic values
ᶻ E.g., all the facts about birth and pregnancy are mostly agreed-upon; the debate over 

abortion is primarily over the moral status of the foetus

Ͷ Most political debates are probably about a mix of facts and basic values
ᶻ We might often disagree over fact-sensitive normative principles, but not have the time 

to resolve the underlying empirical disagreements
ᶻ In practice, perception of facts and basic values are often intertwined

Q5. What if one is a cognitivist about facts and a non-cognitivist about basic values?

Introduction 29 April 2025
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1. Democracy is chacterised by (and valuable because of) open debate, mutual 
tolerance, and reversible political choices.

2. Invoking truth in political discussion closes debate, leads to intolerance of 
others, and entails making irrevisible political choices.

3. Conflict: One cannot value democracy and invoke truth at the same time.

Q6. Is this a convincing argument? How could one reject it?
Q7. What other objections might there be to truth in politics?

Introduction 29 April 2025
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Epistemic Democracy
Political Epistemology

Matthias Brinkmann
University of Bayreuth, Summer 2025
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1. Proceduralism and Instrumentalism
2. Epistemic Democracy
3. Next Week
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Proceduralism and Instrumentalism

Epistemic Democracy 6 May 2025
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Ͷ Democracy can have instrumental value
Ͷ Democracy can have intrinsic value

Something can have both instrumental and intrinsic value. It is uncontroversial that 
democracy has some instrumental value. There are three interesting questions:
1. Does democracy have intrinsic value?
2. What does that intrinsic value consist in/what is it based on?
3. How much intrinsic value does democracy haveͶi.e., how is the intrinsic value 

to be weighed against instrumental values?

Epistemic Democracy 6 May 2025

Intrinsic and Instrumental Value4



Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

Ͷ For this seminar, we wish to argue a day trip
Ͷ There are two broad ways how the day trip could be decided

ᶻ Autocracy. The (benevolent) professor decides
ᶻ Democracy. The class decides together, via democratic vote

Q1. What could the intrinsic and instrumental values of deciding democratically be?
Q2. Do these values translate to large-scale democracy? Does large-scale democracy 
have other intrinsic or instrumental values?

Epistemic Democracy 6 May 2025

A Small-Scale Example5
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No-Value 
Views
Democracy has no 
intrinsic value

Positive-Value Views
Democracy has some intrinsic value
Non-Proceduralism 

Democracy has intrinsic but not 
primary value.

Proceduralism

Democracy has intrinsic and primary 
value.

Pure 
instrumentalism

Democracy has no 
intrinsic value

Impure 
instrumentalism

Democracy has 
intrinsic but 
secondary value

Balancing views

Democracy has 
intrinsic value, of 
(roughly) equal 
weight to other 
values

Impure 
proceduralism

Democracy 
possesses intrinsic, 
and normally 
decisive, value

Pure 
proceduralism 

Democracy 
possesses intrinsic 
and decisive value

Epistemic Democracy 6 May 2025

Classifying Views6
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Epistemic Democracy

Epistemic Democracy 6 May 2025
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Ͷ Thesis: Democracy is epistemically superior to oligarchy, even if we can identify 
the brightest people in advance

Ͷ Argument: Bigger groups, even if they have lower average cognitive accuracy, 
have greater cognitive diversity. Groups which combine their cognitive diversity 
through deliberation achieve greater collective accuracy

Ͷ Model: Landemore ƌĞũĞĐƚƐ�ƚŚĞ��ŽŶĚŽƌĐĞƚ�:ƵƌǇ�dŚĞŽƌĞŵ�;�:dͿ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�͚DŝƌĂĐůĞ�
ŽĨ��ŐŐƌĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ͛�ŵŽĚĞůƐ͖�ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ͕�ƐŚĞ�ƌĞůŝĞƐ�ŽŶ�Ă�ƚŚĞŽƌĞŵ�ĨƌŽŵ�,ŽŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�WĂŐĞ�
(2004)

Q3. tŚĂƚ�ĂƌĞ�ǇŽƵ�ŐĞŶĞƌĂů�ŝŵƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�>ĂŶĚĞŵŽƌĞ Ɛ͛�ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ͍

Epistemic Democracy 6 May 2025

KǀĞƌǀŝĞǁ͗�>ĂŶĚĞŵŽƌĞ͕�͚�ĞŵŽĐƌĂƚŝĐ�ZĞĂƐŽŶ͛8
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Ͷ Landemore argues for the beneficial effects of deliberation (257)
ᶻ ŝƚ�ĞŶůĂƌŐĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�͚ƉŽŽů͛�ŽĨ�ŝĚĞĂƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ͖
ᶻ ŝƚ�͚ǁĞĞĚƐ�ŽƵƚ͛�ƚŚĞ�ŐŽŽĚ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ďĂĚ
ᶻ leads to consensus

Ͷ Landemore argues that democratic assemblies illustrate the benefits of 
deliberation and cognitive diversity on a small scale (262-4)

Ͷ The second mechanism which makes democracy superior is majority rule with 
universal suffrage (264-272)

Q4. Do democratic assemblies really exhibit the required virtues of deliberation and 
cognitive diversity?
Q5. If democratic assemblies exhibit them, why do we still need universal suffrage?

Epistemic Democracy 6 May 2025

�ĞƚĂŝůƐ�ŽĨ�>ĂŶĚĞŵŽƌĞ Ɛ͛��ƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ9
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Ͷ The idealised nature of >ĂŶĚĞŵŽƌĞ Ɛ͛ argument (Josefine)
Ͷ Does this apply in reality? (Janne)

ᶻ Is the analogy to Jury deliberation realistic? (Teresa)
ᶻ Is deliberation really good? (Miriam)

Ͷ What about representatives? Are they really cognitively diverse? (Jan)
Ͷ Competence and deliberation / doubts about deliberation (Charlotte)

ᶻ Example: Brexit (Charlotte, Janne); Trump (Janne); populism (Paula)

Ͷ Does Landemore overfocus on truth? (Teresa)
Ͷ Are experts really better? Can we trust experts? (Julius)
Ͷ Principle of independence (Julia)
Ͷ Questions about how the cognitive diversity model works (Finn)

Epistemic Democracy 6 May 2025

Questions10
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Epistemic Democracy (II)
Political Epistemology

Matthias Brinkmann
University of Bayreuth, Summer 2025
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Ͷ Organisational Issues
Ͷ Models of Epistemic Democracy
Ͷ Müller on knowledge exploitation
Ͷ Müller on experimental vs. polycentric democracy
Ͷ Next Week

Epistemic Democracy (II) 13 May 2025

Today2
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Models of Epistemic Democracy

Epistemic Democracy (II) 13 May 2025

3



Brinkmann: Political Epistemology Epistemic Democracy (II) 13 May 2025

Three Models6

Condorcet Jury Theorem

If individuals voters have 
independent probabilities of being 
right only slightly larger than 0.5, 
then a group of such voters has a 
very large probability of being 
right.

ᶻ The independence assumption 
looks questionable

ᶻ If p>.5, then in large democracies 
right results are almost certain

ᶻ The result cuts both ways: if p<.5, 
wrong results are almost certain

ДaĖŘÍèīôϙĺċϙ�ČČŘôČÍťĖĺĲЍ

In large groups which have to 
independently estimate a result, 
the median guess tends to be 
close to the correct guess 
(because wrong guesses act like 
ЌſēĖťôϙĲĺĖŜôЍϽ

ᶻ The independence assumption 
looks questionable

ᶻ Threatened by systematic bias in 
individual opinions

ᶻ [ÍèħŜϙÍϙèīôÍŘϙôƄŕīÍĲÍťĖĺĲϙĺċϙЌſēƅЍϙ

Hong/Page Theorem

A larger group with more cognitive 
diversity but lower average 
accuracy outperforms a smaller 
group with less cognitive diversity 
but higher average accuracy.

ᶻ Highly mathematical, 
counterintuitive definition of 
ЌîĖŽôŘŜĖťƅЍ

ᶻ [ÍèħŜϙÍϙèīôÍŘϙôƄŕīÍĲÍťĖĺĲϙĺċϙЌſēƅЍϙ
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Ͷ Are any of the three models adequate to the realities of democracy?
Ͷ What is the role of abstract models in thinking about the epistemic benefits of 

democracy?

Epistemic Democracy (II) 13 May 2025

Discussion7
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Müller on Knowledge Exploitation

Epistemic Democracy (II) 13 May 2025
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Müller claims that his article has three aims:
1. reject the preoccupation with knowledge exploitation
2. ĐůĂƌŝĨǇ�ǁŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ŵĞĂŶƚ�ďǇ�͚ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ͛
3. polycentric democracy has a claim to be the best conceivable political 

architecture 

Epistemic Democracy (II) 13 May 2025

DƺůůĞƌ͕ �͚�ĞǇŽŶĚ�<ŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ��ǆƉůŽŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ͛9
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Ͷ dŚĞ�͚ďŽŽŬ�ŽĨ�ďůƵĞƉƌŝŶƚƐ͛�ŝƐ�Ă�ƐĞƚ�ŽĨ�ŬŶŽǁŶ�ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶƐ�Žƌ�ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĞƐ�ĨŽƌ�ƐŽůǀŝŶŐ�
social problems
ᶻ ��͚ƚŚŝĐŬĞƌ͛�ďŽŽŬ�ŽĨ�ďůƵĞƉƌŝŶƚƐ�ĐŽƌƌĞƐƉŽŶĚƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�Ă�ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ�ƉƌŽďůĞŵ-solving capacity
ᶻ DƺůůĞƌ͗�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂŝŶ�ǁĂǇ�ƚŽ�ĂĚĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ďŽŽŬ�ŝƐ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�͚ƐŽĐŝĂů�ĞǆƉĞƌŝŵĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ͛�;ϭϮϳϴͿ
ᶻ Social engineering knowledge is the ability to create new blueprints (1279)

Epistemic Democracy (II) 13 May 2025

͚�ŽŽŬ�ŽĨ�ďůƵĞƉƌŝŶƚƐ͛11
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Ͷ Stage 1: Identifying a social problem
ᶻ It is an intersubjective issue what counts as a social problem
ᶻ Identifying social problems requiers moral knowledge ĂŶĚ�͚knowledge about social 

causes and effects͛�;ϭϮϳϵͿ

Ͷ Stage 2: Production of tentative solutions
ᶻ Müller emphasises that this is a creative process; it is about a lack of knowledge (1281)
ᶻ Democracy plays a central role in this stage

Ͷ Stage 3: Error elimination
ᶻ Scientific theories have a central role in this stage, as they proscribe inappropriate 

solutions

Ͷ Stage 4: Evaluation
ᶻ We decide on, implement, and evaluate a tentative solution
ᶻ Similar to first stage, relying on moral knowledge and cause-effect knowledge

Epistemic Democracy (II) 13 May 2025

DƺůůĞƌ Ɛ͛�&ŽƵƌ�^ƚĂŐĞƐ12
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Ͷ �ŽĞƐ�DƺůůĞƌ Ɛ͛�ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ�ŚĞůƉ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů�ƐŚŽƌƚĐŽŵŝŶŐƐ�ŽĨ�>ĂŶĚĞŵŽƌĞ Ɛ͛ 
position? Does it improve the argument for epistemic democracy?

Ͷ �ŽĞƐ�DƺůůĞƌ Ɛ͛�ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ�ŽĨ�͚ƉƌŽďůĞŵ-ƐŽůǀŝŶŐ͛�ŚĞůƉ�ƵƐ�ŝŶ�ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ͍
Ͷ tŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�͚ƉŽůǇĐĞŶƚƌŝĐ͛�ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ͕ �ĂŶĚ�ǁŚǇ�ĚŽĞƐ�DƺůůĞƌ�ƚŚŝŶŬ�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌ͍�

tŚĂƚ�ǁŽƵůĚ�͚ƉŽůǇĐĞŶƚƌŝĐ͛�ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ�ůŽŽŬ�ůŝŬĞ�ŝŶ�ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ͍
Ͷ In general, how could one modify or improve the defence of epistemic 

democracy?

Epistemic Democracy (II) 13 May 2025

(Original) Questions for Discussion13
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Müller on experimental vs. 
polycentric democracy

Epistemic Democracy (II) 13 May 2025
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Ͷ ͞dŚĞ�experimental account of democracy maintains that the appropriate 
means of dealing with social knowledge problems is straightforward piecemeal 
ĞŶŐŝŶĞĞƌŝŶŐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǀĞŝŶ�ŽĨ�WŽƉƉĞƌ�ĂŶĚ��ĞǁĞǇ͘͟�;ϭϮϴϯ-4)

Ͷ ͞tĞ�ĐĂŶ�ĚĞĨŝŶĞ�polycentric democracy as an institutional arrangement 
involving a multiplicity of polities acting independently, but under the 
constraints of a democratically supervised framework for institutional 
ĐŽŵƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ͘͟ �;ϭϮϴϰͿ

What does this mean in practice? Why would polycentric democracy perform 
better?

Epistemic Democracy (II) 13 May 2025

Definitions15
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Ͷ Empirical Evidence & Epistemic Democracy
Ͷ Rational Ignorance
Ͷ Political Bias and Tribalism
Ͷ Epistocracy
Ͷ Next Week

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025

Today2
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Empirical Evidence and Epistemic 
Democracy

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025
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A. What would be required to count as competent/knowledgeable about politics?
B. What is the empirical evidence concerning voter ignorance? How is ignorance 

commonly measured in this literature? 
C. Putting A and B together, does the empirical evidence measure the right thing? 

Does it overestimate or underestimate voter competence?
D. How do empirical results about voter ignorance affect

1. The Condorcet Jury Theorem?
2. The Miracle of Aggregation?
3. >ĂŶĚĞŵŽƌĞ Ɛ͛�ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ�ŽŶ�ĚĞůŝďĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĞƉŝƐƚĞŵŝĐ�ĚŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ͍
4. DƺůůĞƌ Ɛ͛�ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ�ŽĨ�ƉŽůǇĐĞŶƚƌŝĐ�ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ͍

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025

Discussion4
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Rational Ignorance

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025
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Analogy 1. You are about to cross the street. Should you gather information? YesͶ
not gaining information has high costs/risks, and gaining information has low costs
Analogy 2. Information about where to find 1 million dollars is hidden in a book in 
the Harvard Library System (which has 17 million books). Should you gather 
information? NoͶthe cost of gaining information far outweighs the expected 
benefits

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025

Rational Ignorance6
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P1 Your vote does not make a difference, or only has a tiny statistical chance of 
making a difference

Thus, 
C1 Gaining no information about politics, or gaining information irrationally, is 

not costly
P2 Gaining information about politics is costly (e.g. time-intensive, loses 
friends)
P3 It is rational to engage in the activity with higher expected benefits
Thus,
C2 It is irrational to gain information about politics, and rational not to gain 

information about politics or to gain information irrationally

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025

Rational Ignorance7
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Political Bias and Tribalism

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025
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1. Low-information voting would not matter if there was no systematic differences 
in opinion between high-information and low-information voters

Example: in the Miracle of Aggregation, ignorance does not matter as long as it is evenly 
distributed around the right answer

2. However, there are systematic differences in opinion between high-information 
and low-information voters

E.g., high-information voters tend to be more accepting of free trade, minority rights, 
abortion rights, and more critical of legal paternalism, military intervention, etc.

3. Political psychology tells us that we are subject to a variety of systematic biases

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025

Systematic Bias9
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Ͷ Rational Theory of Voting: People identify with/vote for a political party on the 
basis of which party aligns with their (prior) opinions

Ͷ Identity Theory of Voting: People hold their political opinons on the basis of 
what the party they identify with advocates

For the majority of voters, it seems that the Identity Theory is more empirically 
ĂĐĐƵƌĂƚĞ�ƚŚĂŶ�ƚŚĞ�ZĂƚŝŽŶĂů�dŚĞŽƌǇ�;͚ƚƌŝďĂů�ǀŽƚŝŶŐ͛Ϳ�
Supporting Evidence. dŚĞ�͚ĐůƵƐƚĞƌŝŶŐ͛�ŽĨ�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů�ŝƐƐƵĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�ůŽŐŝĐĂůůǇ�
independent
Analogy. Sports is tribal. People are motivated by their allegiances and this 
motivates them to participate. People seek out and process information selectively 
;͚ŶŽ�ǁĂǇ�ƚŚŝƐ�ǁĂƐ�Ă�ƌĞĚ�ĐĂƌĚ͛Ϳ

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025

Identity before Reason10
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Ͷ If politics is tribal, how does this affect the value of democracy? 
Ͷ What type of political institutions could help combat tribalism?

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025

Discussion11
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Epistocracy

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025
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Analogy 1. Imagine a doctor operates on you. You have a right that your doctor is 
competent.
Analogy 2. Imagine a group of doctors operates on you who decide by majority 
rule. You have a right that only competent doctors participate 
General Argument.
1. The right to vote gives you power over others
2. You can only have a right to exercise power over others if you are competent in 

exercising that power
3. You can only have a right to vote if you are competent in politics

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025

The Right to a Competent Electorate13
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Ͷ What would epistocracy look like in practice? What different institutional forms 
might there be?

Ͷ Why would one think that epistocracy is superior to democracy?

Political Ignorance 20 May 2025

Discussion14
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Political Ignorance (II)
Political Epistemology
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Ͷ Organisational Issues
Ͷ �ĂŐŐ Ɛ͛��ƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ
Ͷ Minimalist Democracy
Ͷ Discussion
Ͷ Next Week

Political Ignorance (II) 27 May 2025

Today2
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�ĂŐŐ͛Ɛ��ƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ

Political Ignorance (II) 27 May 2025
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Ͷ Intrinsic Defence of Democracy: democracy is desirable because it is 
intrinsically better than alternatives

Ͷ Epistemic Defence of Democracy: democracy is desirable because it is 
epistemically better than alternatives (Estlund, Landemore)

Ͷ Epistocracy: epistocracy is desirable because it is instrumentally better than 
alternatives (Bell, Brennan)

Ͷ Limited Government: because democracy cannot be made to work reliably, we 
should limit the extent of democracy (Somin)

Bagg is dissatisfied with all four models; he wishes to offer an alternative defence 
ŽĨ�ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ�ŽŶ�ƉƌĂŐŵĂƚŝĐ�;͚ƌĞĂůŝƐƚ͛Ϳ�ŐƌŽƵŶĚƐ

Political Ignorance (II) 27 May 2025

Four Models6
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Ͷ Intrinsic Defence of Democracy: democracy is desirable because it is 
intrinsically better than alternatives

Bagg thinks that intrinsic defences are not tenable and philosophically controversial

Ͷ Epistemic Defence of Democracy: democracy is desirable because it is 
epistemically better than alternatives

Bagg thinks that the empirical evidence from voter ignorance disproves this defence, and 
that the abstract models epistemic defenders invoke are unconvincing

Political Ignorance (II) 27 May 2025

�ĂŐŐ Ɛ͛��ƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ�ŽĨ��ůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ�DŽĚĞůƐ7
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Ͷ Epistocracy: epistocracy is desirable because it is instrumentally better than 
alternatives

�ŐĂŝŶƐƚ��Ğůů Ɛ͛�ŵĞƌŝƚŽĐƌĂƚŝĐ�͞�ŚŝŶĂ�DŽĚĞů͕͟ ��ĂŐŐ�ŽďũĞĐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĞůŝƚĞƐ�ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ�ďĞŝŶŐ�
ŝŶĐĞŶƚŝǀŝƐŝĞĚ�ďǇ�ĞůĞĐƚŽƌĂů�ĐŽŵƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ�ǁŝůů� Đ͚ĂƉƚƵƌĞ͛�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚĂƚĞ
�ŐĂŝŶƐƚ��ƌĞŶŶĞŶ Ɛ͛�ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚĞĚ�ĨƌĂŶĐŚŝƐĞ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĂů͕��ĂŐŐ�ŽďũĞĐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƉĂƌƚŝĞƐ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ƌŝŐ�ƚŚĞ�
electorate in their favour; moreover, enfranchised voters will vote in their own interests

Ͷ Limited Government: because democracy cannot be made to work reliably, we 
should limit the extent of democracy

Bagg objects that even a minimal state fulfils many functions, and that limiting government 
ĚŽĞƐ�ŶŽƚ�ĚŝŵŝŶŝƐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĂŶŐĞƌƐ�ŽĨ�ƐƚĂƚĞ�ĐĂƉƚƵƌĞ�ĂŶĚ�͚ĞůŝƚĞ�ĞŶƚƌĞŶĐŚĞŵĞŶƚ͛�ďǇ�ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ�
interestes

Political Ignorance (II) 27 May 2025

�ĂŐŐ Ɛ͛��ƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ�ŽĨ��ůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ�DŽĚĞůƐ8
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Analogy 1. Imagine a doctor operates on you. You have a right that your doctor is 
competent.
Analogy 2. Imagine a group of doctors operates on you who decide by majority 
rule. You have a right that only competent doctors participate 
General Argument
1. The right to vote gives you power over others
2. You can only have a right to exercise power over others if you are competent in 

exercising that power
3. You can only have a right to vote if you are competent in politics

Political Ignorance (II) 27 May 2025

Brennan: The Right to a Competent Electorate9
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Ͷ What would epistocracy look like in practice? What different institutional forms 
might there be?

Ͷ Why would one think that epistocracy is superior to democracy?

Political Ignorance (II) 27 May 2025

Discussion10



Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

Minimalist Democracy

Political Ignorance (II) 27 May 2025
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Ͷ tŚĂƚ�ĚŽĞƐ��ĂŐŐ Ɛ͛�ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ�ŵŽĚĞů�ůŽŽŬ�ůŝŬĞ͍�tŚǇ�ĚŽĞƐ�ŚĞ�ĨĂǀŽƵƌ�ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ͍
Ͷ What real-ǁŽƌůĚ�ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚŝŶŐ��ĂŐŐ Ɛ͛�ŵŽĚĞů�ŚĂǀĞ͍
Ͷ tŚĂƚ�ĂƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�ďŝŐŐĞƐƚ�ŽďũĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ��ĂŐŐ Ɛ͛�ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ�ĨĂĐĞƐ͍

Political Ignorance (II) 27 May 2025

Questions12
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Discussion

Political Ignorance (II) 27 May 2025
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Ͷ Groups
ᶻ Epistemic Defence of Democracy (Landemore)
ᶻ Minimalist Defence of Democracy (Bagg)
ᶻ Epistocracy (Brennan)

Ͷ Tasks
ᶻ Find the strongest argument in favour of your position and prepare a brief description of 

these 
ᶻ Find the strongest arguments against the alternative proposals and prepare a brief 

description of these
ᶻ Anticipate what other groups might claim the biggest weakness of your position might 

be and prepare a brief response

Political Ignorance (II) 27 May 2025

Discussion14
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Ͷ Peer Disagreement in Epistemology
Ͷ &ƌĂŶĐĞƐĐŽ Ɛ͛�WƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ
Ͷ Political Liberalism
Ͷ From Epistemology to Political Liberalism
Ͷ Next Week

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025

Today2
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Peer Disagreement in Epistemology

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025
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How should we rationally adjust our beliefs if an epistemic peer 
possesses a different belief?
Ͷ ^ŚŽƵůĚ�͙�ƌĂƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ: normative question
Ͷ beliefs: subjectively held to be true

ᶻ Tertiary Scheme: belief that p / belief that not-p / suspend belief
ᶻ Degrees of Credence: belief that p with confidence 0.6

Ͷ peers: roughly: whoever has the same information and rational capacities as 
me

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025

Basic Question4
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Ͷ At t0: A has no opinion about p, but believes that A and B are epistemic peers 
concerning p

Ͷ At t1: A gains evidence E concerning p, and knows that B gains the same 
evidence E (and no additional evidence)

Ͷ At t2: A forms the belief that p on the basis of E (or: believes that p with 
credence x)

Ͷ At t3: A learns that B believes that not p (or: that B believes that p with a higher 
or lower credence than x)

Should A adjust his belief in B, or his level of credence in p?
(The situation is the same from the point of view of B.)

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025

͚WƵƌĞ͛�^ĐŚĞŵĞ5
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Objection: (1) it is difficult in practice to identify peers, or (2) we are never peers in 
reality.
One answer: method of isolation (similar to modelling in economics)
We want to know whether the mere fact that other people disagree with us 
matters; for that, we need to isolate mere disagreement from other factors

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025

Relevance6
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Ͷ Equal Weight View. I should give the opinion of epistemic peers and my own 
opinion equal weight (ceteris paribus)
ᶻ E.g., if I believe that p, and my peer believes that not-p, then I should suspend belief 

concerning p
ᶻ E.g., if I believe that p with credence 0.9, and my peer with credence 0.7, then I should 

adjust my credence to be 0.8
Ͷ Extra Weight View/Conciliatory View. I should give the opinion of epistemic 

peers some weight, but less weight than my own view (ceteris paribus)
ᶻ E.g., if I believe that p with credence 0.9, and my peer with credence 0.7, then I should 

adjust my credence downwards, but not as low as 0.8
Ͷ Steadfast View. I should give the opinion of epistemic peers no weight (ceteris 

paribus)
ᶻ E.g., if I believe that p, and my peer believes that not-p, then I should continue believing 

that p

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025

Three Theories7
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Ͷ What speaks for and against the three theories?
Ͷ What would these theories mean if applied to political beliefs?

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025

Discussion8
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Ͷ Peter: Individuals do not merely have beliefs and evidence
ᶻ There might also be evidence that cannot be shared
ᶻ There might be forms of belief formation that cannot be shared

Ͷ This adds two further sources of reasonable disagreement
Ͷ WĞƚĞƌ͗�ƚŚĞ�KƉĂĐŝƚǇ�sŝĞǁ�ŝƐ�Ă�͚ŵŝĚĚůĞ�ŐƌŽƵŶĚ͛�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞ��ts�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�^s

ᶻ If we have shared evidence, then I should remain steadfast
ᶻ But if we have non-shared or non-shareable evidence, then I should adjust my beliefs

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025

The Opacity View9



Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

Political Liberalism

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025
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Ͷ In A Theory of Justice (1971), Rawls defends two principles of justice on the 
basis of a complex moral argument; claim: a society which implements these 
principles will be stable

Ͷ In the mid-80s: Rawls starts to doubt whether his principles of justice 
guarantee stability; maybe he underestimated political 
disagreement/pluralism?
ᶻ DĂǇďĞ�ZĂǁůƐ͚�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů�ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞƐ�ŽĨ�ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ�ĂƌĞ�ŵĞƚĂƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůůǇ�ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚ͕�ďƵƚ�ĐĂŶ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�

accept them?

Ͷ �ƌŽĂĚ�ĂŶƐǁĞƌ͗�ǁĞ�ŶĞĞĚ�Ă�͚ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ͛�ŽĨ�ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ŶŽƚ�ďĂƐĞĚ�ŽŶ�
controversial metaphysical assumptions

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025

Background11
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A Political Conception of Justice12

Political Conception of Justice
-- No metaphysical foundations ;͚ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů�ŶŽƚ�ŵĞƚĂƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů͛Ϳ

-- ƌĞƐƚƐ�ŽŶ�͚ƉƵďůŝĐ�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů�ƌĞĂƐŽŶ͛

Different reasonable doctrines
-- Many of these doctrines are comprehensive, containing metaphysical descriptions of 
the world, epistemological theories, religious assumptions, etc.
-- controversial, not shared between citizens

overlapping consensus
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Problems with Reasonableness13

The political liberal needs to 
draw a line between reasonable 
and unreasonable people. Can 
this be done convincingly?
Desiderata for drawing the line
1. Inclusive: most people should 
be classified as reasonable
2. Non-empty: there should be 
principles every reasonable 
person can accept
3. Liberal: the principles just be 
able to justify liberalism

reasonable

Political principles that can be
justified to all reasonable people

Political Liberalism

unreasonable
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From Epistemology to Political 
Liberalism

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025
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1. Reasonable disagreement about moral and religious truths is possible
a) Our evidence concerning fundamental moral and religious truth is not shareable (615); 

nor is the method how we access these truths (616)
b) Thus, the Opacity View entails that we should reduce our credence in those truths (617)

2. If such reasonable disagreement is possible, then public justification of political 
institutions is necessary for legitimacy 

a) >ĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ�ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞ�ŚĂǀĞ�ƐƵĨĨŝĐŝĞŶƚ�ƌĞĂƐŽŶ�ƚŽ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚ�ŽŶĞ Ɛ͛�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů�
institutions (618)

b) I cannot have sufficient reason to accept political institutions if I should reduce my 
credence in those reasons

c) Thus, I cannot have sufficient reason to accept political institutions if they are based on 
moral and religious truths

3. Thus, public justification of political institutions is necessary for legitimacy

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025

ZĞĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŶŐ�WĞƚĞƌ Ɛ͛��ƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ15
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͙�ƚŚĞƌĞ�ŝƐ�Ă�ƌĞĂƐŽŶĂďůĞ�ĚŝƐĂŐƌĞĞŵĞŶƚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƌĞŐĂƌĚ�ƚŽ�Ă�ĐůĂŝŵ�Ɖ͕�ĨŽƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ�͚Ă�
ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďůĞ�ůĞĂĚĞƌ�ĨŽůůŽǁƐ�'ŽĚ Ɛ͛�ǁŝůů͛͘ �͙�/Ĩ�ƚŚĞ�KƉĂĐŝƚǇ�sŝĞǁ�ŝƐ�ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚ͕�ƚŚĞ�
disagreement arises because of difficulties they have to access and share evidence 
for the claim in question. This gives each of them reason to diminish confidence in 
their beliefs and to acknowledge the possibility that the belief of the other party 
might be correct. If there is such a reasonable disagreement, neither p nor not-p 
can be used in the justification of political institutions. If p is used, the party that 
justifiably believes not-p will not regard the institution as justified. If not-p is used, 
the opposite occurs. So if there is a reasonable disagreement about whether or not 
͚Ă�ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďůĞ�ůĞĂĚĞƌ�ĨŽůůŽǁƐ�'ŽĚ Ɛ͛�ǁŝůů͕͛ �ƚŚĞŶ�ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ�ƚŽ�ũƵƐƚŝĨǇ�ƚŚĞ�ĞǆƉĂŶƐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�
the political authority of the executive branch of government based on that 
controversial claim will fail. (618)

Political Disagreement 3 June 2025
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Ͷ Remaining Topics
Ͷ :ĂŶ Ɛ͛�WƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ
Ͷ Nguyen on Polarization and Propaganda
Ͷ Joshi on Partisanship and Disagreement
Ͷ Next Week

Political Polarization 17 June 2025

Today2
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Nguyen on Polarization and 
Propaganda

Political Polarization 17 June 2025
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Ͷ The Polarization Story. Our society has become (symmetrically) more 
polarized. The solution is greater social intermingling, mutual understanding, 
etc.
ᶻ WĞŽƉůĞ�ƐŽƌƚ�ŝŶƚŽ�ĞŶĐůĂǀĞƐ͕�ĂŵƉůŝĨŝĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚĞĐŚŶŽůŽŐǇ͕ �ǁŚŝĐŚ�ůĞĂĚƐ�ƚŽ�͚ďĞůŝĞĨ�ƉŽůĂƌŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ͛
ᶻ Talisse: too many areas of everyday life have become politicized; we need to find ways to 

connect to each other in non-political ways

Ͷ The Propaganda Story. Our society has been misled by intentionally false or 
manipulative information. The solution is regulating the flow of information.
ᶻ �ŝĂƐĞĚ�ŶĞǁƐ�ŽƵƚůĞƚƐ�ŐĞƚ�Ă�͚ƉƌŽƉĂŐĂŶĚĂ�ĨĞĞĚďĂĐŬ�ůŽŽƉ͛�ƐƚĂƌƚĞĚ͕�ǁŚĞƌĞ�ƚŚĞ�Ăŝŵ�ŽĨ�

communication stops being truth
ᶻ This story did not happen symmetrically, but primarily on the right (Fox News, Breitbart)

Political Polarization 17 June 2025

Two Stories5
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Ͷ Belief polarization vs political polarization
Ͷ Belief polarization is an irrational process where people merely become more 

extreme because they are in a group
Ͷ �Ƶƚ�ƚŚĞƌĞ�ĂƌĞ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ�ǁĂǇƐ�ƚŽ�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�͚ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶƚ�ĞŶĐůĂǀĞƐ͛

ᶻ A community might just be appropriately sensitive to the evidenceͶe.g., the scientific 
community

ᶻ People might return to the right level of confidence by interacting with each other 
ᶻ The truth might have a bias: there is no reason to think it lies in the middle

Political Polarization 17 June 2025
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Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

Ͷ Polarization First
ᶻ Because our societies have become polarized and less intertwined on a personal level, 

propaganda can become effective

Ͷ Propaganda First
ᶻ Because we have been manipulated into thinking of certain activities along political 

lines, we start sorting into groups and polarizing in our beliefs

Political Polarization 17 June 2025
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Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

Ͷ tŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�Ă�͞ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶĐĞ�ĞŶĐůĂǀĞ͟�ĂŶĚ�ŝƌƌĂƚŝŽŶĂů�ďĞůŝĞĨ�
polarization?

Ͷ tŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�͞ƉƌŽƉĂŐĂŶĚĂ�ĨĞĞĚďĂĐŬ�ůŽŽƉ͍͟�
Ͷ /Ɛ�ŝƚ�ƚƌƵĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�͞ƐĂĨĞ�ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͟�ĐĂŶ�ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞ�ŝŶ-group epistemic rationality?
Ͷ tŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽďůĞŵ�ǁŝƚŚ�ĚĞďƵŶŬŝŶŐ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚƐ͍�tŚǇ�ĂƌĞ�ƚŚĞǇ�͞ĐŚĞĂƉ͍͟
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Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

Joshi on Partisanship and 
Disagreement

Political Polarization 17 June 2025
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Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

1. Different political questions are orthogonal to each otherͶi.e., which position 
one takes on one question is logically independent from other positions

2. However, orthogonal political opinions tend to cluster together
3. There is no good explanation why political opponents should be wrong not only 

on a few topics, but on all clustered issues
The opposing side would not only need to be unreliable, but anti-reliable

4. Thus, if you are partisan, it is unlikely that all your political opinions are right. 
You should reduce confidence in the opinions of your ideological camp

Joshi argues that this is both different from, and stronger than, the problem of peer 
disagreement.
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Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

Ͷ Cognitive Inferiority͘ ��ůĂŝŵƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŽŶĞ�ƐŝĚĞ�ŝƐ�ŵŽƌĞ�ďŝĂƐĞĚ�Žƌ�ůĞƐƐ�ŝŶƚĞůůŝŐĞŶƚ�ĚŽŶ͛ƚ�
hold up empirically. 

Ͷ Distrust in Expertise. Conservative scepticism towards certain experts (e.g., 
ĐůŝŵĂƚĞ�ƐĐŝĞŶƚŝƐƚƐͿ�ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ�ŐĞŶĞƌĂůŝǌĞ�ĂĐƌŽƐƐ�ĚŽŵĂŝŶƐ͘��ůƐŽ͕�ůŝďĞƌĂůƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�
credulous about pseudoscience (e.g., astrology).

Ͷ Psychological Differences. While there are differences (e.g., conservatives may 
ŚĂǀĞ�ŚŝŐŚĞƌ�ŶĞŐĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ�ďŝĂƐͿ͕�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ĚŽŶ͛ƚ�ŝŵƉůǇ�ĂŶƚŝ-reliability. 
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Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

Ͷ Maybe there is a general difference between liberals and conservatives which 
can explain why one side generally gets things right?

Ͷ Haidt: there are five moral dimensions
ᶻ Care/harm
ᶻ Fairness/cheating
ᶻ Loyalty/betrayal
ᶻ Authority/subversion
ᶻ Sanctity/degradation

Ͷ Liberals are sensitive to the first two dimensions, conservatives to all five
Ͷ Maybe some of these dimensions are sources of moral error (or moral insight)?
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Moral Foundations Theory (Haidt)12



Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

Ͷ ,Žǁ�ĂƉƉůŝĐĂďůĞ�ŝƐ�:ŽƐŚŝ Ɛ͛�ǀŝĞǁ�ƚŽ�ƌĞĂů-world disagreements? 
Ͷ ,Žǁ�ĐŽƵůĚ�ǁĞ�ĞŵďĞĚ�ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĂů�ĐĂƵƐĞƐ�ŝŶƚŽ�:ŽƐŚŝ Ɛ͛�ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ͍
Ͷ �ŽƵůĚ�ŽŶĞ�Ɛƚŝůů�ŝŶƐŝƐƚ͕�ŝŶ�ůŝŐŚƚ�ŽĨ�:ŽƐŚŝ Ɛ͛�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ͕�ƚŚĂƚ�ŽŶĞ Ɛ͛�ŽǁŶ�ƐŝĚĞ�ŝƐ�ƌŝŐŚƚ͍�

How might one argue this case?
Ͷ tŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶ͕�Žƌ�ůĂĐŬ�ŽĨ�ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶ͕�ŽĨ�:ŽƐŚŝ Ɛ͛�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�

debate about peer disagreement?
Ͷ tŽƵůĚ�:ŽƐŚŝ Ɛ͛�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ĂůŝŐŶ�ǁŝƚŚ�WĞƚĞƌ Ɛ͛�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ŝŶ�ĨĂǀŽƵƌ�ŽĨ�ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů�

liberalism?
Ͷ tŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�:ŽƐŚŝ Ɛ͛�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĞŵƉŝƌŝĐĂů�

observations concerning political incompetence?
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Discussion13



Brinkmann: Political Epistemology

Ͷ EŐƵǇĞŶ�ĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐĞƐ�dĂůŝƐƐĞ Ɛ͛�ƐƚŽƌǇ�ĨŽƌ�Ă�ĐŽŵĨŽƌƚŝŶŐ�ďƵƚ�ĞŵƉŝƌŝĐĂůůǇ�ĨĂůƐĞ�ƐǇŵŵĞƚƌǇ͗�
both sides are equally to blame

Ͷ Nguyen: an assumption of symmetry naturally seems to push us towards the 
political centre; but there is no reason to think this true

Ͷ On the other hand, from a first-person perspective, Joshi claims that partisans 
have symmetrical reasons to reduce confidence in their beliefs

Ͷ Nguyen thinks that in some circumstances, in-group polarization can be 
rational; Joshi thinks that it is normally evidence of irrationality

Political Polarization 17 June 2025
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Hannon on Post-Truth  
Political Epistemology, University of Bayreuth, !!  July !"!#  
Dr Matthias Brinkmann, matthias.brinkmann@uni-bayreuth.de 

TRUTH AND TRUTHFULNESS (!" ) 
Truth, as a concept, has not been given up in contemporary political 
discourse ($! -%). It is dif&cult to know what it would even mean to do 
without truth with respect to activities like believing, asserting, etc. 
Williams suggests that truthfulness is accuracy plus sincerity. 
Perhaps people have given up on truthfulness. Frankfurt suggests 
that the contemporary problem is bullshit. But most voters seem to 
believe what they assert ($$); indeed, the problem is that they often 
think that it is obvious what they believe. This is compatible with 
people sometimes making exaggerated, identity-af&rming 
statements. But these claims are not Òbullshit all the way downÓ. 

POST-SHAME AND POST-TRUTH (!# ) 
Perhaps the problem is that objective facts have started to have less 
sway in politics. If we are surrounding by dishonesty, we become 
desensitised, and trust erodes. But at least an initial de&nition of 
post-truth from the OED is unhelpful ($#-' ). 

VALUING SINCERITY OVER ACCURACY (!$ ) 
Perhaps we have started to value sincerity over accuracy. Perhaps 
when Trump makes misleading statements, he just Òspeaks his 
mindÓ. But this supposes that voters are aware of the lack of truth in 
their statements, and value something else over truth ($(). As a 
descriptive matter, this seems unlikely. 
Perhaps people think there are no political truths (metaphysical post-
factualism), or claim that we cannot come to know them (epistemic 

post-factualism). But Hannon is again sceptical that the two types of 
post-factualism are particularly prevalent in our culture ($) ). 

ARE WE POST-TRUTH? (!%) 
Contrary to epistemic post-factualism, it is more likely that people 
are Ònaive realistsÓ about politics: they think they are true answers, 
and that these are in some way obvious. 
We should also not be romantics; contemporary problems are not in 
some way radically discontinous from those of the past. ($*) 
Post-truth rhetoricÑ i.e., to invoke the notion of post-truth in 
diagnosing political discourse as toxicÑ is itself toxic (#"). It is used 
often in asymmetric ways by liberals to accuse their political 
opponents (#"). To say that someone doesnÕt care about the truth is 
normative: a way of asserting epistemic authority over them (#"). 
Indeed, accusations of post-truth themselves tend to fall prey to a 
naive realism: my opponents disagree with me, so they must be 
stupid (#"-+). Lee McIntyreÕs invokation of Orwellian motto on book 
on post-truth (#%): the truth is obvious. 
The example of Corona lockdowns (#!): the right choice wasnÕt 
obvious. Levy: our opponents are as rational as us. Friedman: modern 
society is so complex that disagreement is always reasonable (#+). 
Post-truth rhetoric also ignores how values shape information 
processing (#%-$). 

ÒPOST-TRUTHÓ IS BAD MORALITY (#! ) 
Post-truth is an expression of smug American liberalism. It presumes 
that you are in possession of the truth, and other people arenÕt. This 
threatens paternalism and an anti-democratic attitude (#$-#). 
This rhetoric also contributes to affective polarization (##). The ill 
effects of affective polarization (#' ). 
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