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ABSTRACT: Riclard Posuer and Hya Somin have recently posed Joreeful ver-
stons of a conmon objection to deliberative deniocracy, the Public Ignorance
Objection. This objection holds that demonstrably high levels of public igno-
rance render deliberarive denocracy practically impossible. Bur the public-jg-
norance data show thae the public is fenorant in a way that does not neces-
sarily defear deliberative democracy. Posnier and Sontin: have overestinnated
the force of the Public lenorance Objection, so the question of deliberative
democracy’s practical feasibilivy is sull open.

Fhere s much disagreement among contemporary dehberatve democ-
rats over the details of their view: however, the core of the deliberativist
program has been caprured well by Amy Guomann and Dennis

'l'hmnp\on (2004, 3):

Most fundamentallv deliberative democracy athrms the need 1o jusuny
decisions made by crozens and ther representatives: Borh are expected o
Justity the Taws they would impose on one another. Inademocracy. lead-
ers should theretore give reasons for their decisions, and respond to the

reasons l’lhll cItizens Jive m I"L‘Ull'l].]
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Although there are several competing views among deliberative de-
mocrats concerning what is to count as a “reason,” there is general
agreement that appeals to power or expressions of private interest do
101 COUNE s TCASONS,

It we tollow the deliberativists in understanding democratic politics
I terms of processes of justification by means of reasoned exchange,
we are led to the view that such processes must be continual and ongo-

ing. Again. Gutmann and Thompson (2004, 6) express the point well:

Although dehiberation aims at justitiable decision, it does not presup-
pose that the decision ac hand will in fact be justitied, let alone that a
Justification today will suthice for the indefinite future. It keeps open
the possibility of o continuing dialogue, one in which citizens can crit-

1c1ze previous decisions and move ahead on the basis of that criticism.

Dehiberative democracy thus expects a lot from democratic citizens.
It political decisions are to reflect the ongoing rational deliberations of
democratic citizens, then citizens must be capable ot rational delibera-
tion. The kind of rational deliberation envisioned by deliberative de-
mocrats requires, at the very least, the ability to draw correct inferences
from given premises.? More importantly, deliberative democracy re-
quires that cinzens” deliberations begin from true, or at least justified,
premises. Thus, it citizens prove incapable of drawing correct infer-
ences, or it they prove unable to understand the basic political facts
from which interences are to be drawn, they are untfit for deliberative

democracy.

The Public Ignorance Objection

Richard Posner (2002: 2003: and 2004) and Ilya Somin (1998 and
2004) have recently championed an objection to deliberative democ-
racy according to which citizens are demonstrably lacking in the cog-
nitive abilities requisite for rational deliberation. In a searching review
ot the research concerning public ignorance, Somin (1998, 417) finds
that 1ignorance ot even the most basic political facts is so pervasive
that “voters not only cannot choose between specitic competing pol-
icy programs, but also cannot accurately assign credic and blame for
highly visible policy ourcomes to the right ottice-holders.”” Noting that

deliberative democracy “imposes a substantial . .. knowledge burden™
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upon citizens, Sonn (1998, 440 41) laments that “dehiberanve de-
mocrats have generallv overlooked the widespread ignorance that pre-
vents most voters from achieving even oo modest Tevels ot polineal
knowledge” Somin concludes that dehiberatve democracy s a naively
idealistic impossibihiy

Posner (2003, 151-52) agrees with Somm on the fact ot public igno-
rance. and contends that the extent of such ignorance renders delibera-
tve democracy a Upipe dream hardly worth the attenuon ot 4 sertous
person” (ibid.. 163). However, Posner pushes the argument turther than
Somin. In Posners view, dehiberative democracy'’s utopran nature ren-
ders 1t potentally: dingerous. According to Posner (20030135, 100). the
deliberativists” requirement that citizens engage cach other on contro-
versial political 1ssues can only bring to the surtace, and thus exacerbare,
deep moral ditterences among then. thereby makimg tor an imcereasimgly
antagonistic and volatle polines.

Although Somin and Posner ditter in nuance. they pose roughly
the same objection to dehberative democracys which T wall call the
Public Tgnorance Objection. Stated roughlve the argument runs as tol-
lows: . Deliberative democracy. in whatever forn. expects ciizens to
be highly informed about basic political tacts and emerging data re-
fating to complex policy questions. 2. Citizens are in fact highlv igno-
rant of even the most basic pohucal facts. 3. Theretore, dehiberanve
democracy 1s “bhoth unrealistic and. as a4 result, potentally: dangerous™
(Somin 2004, 8).

The Public Tgnorance Objecuon admictedly has an imruinve appeal.
However, it is not clear that the arguments premises warrant the con-
clusion. Therefore, the fact of widespread pubhic 1gnorance need not
necessarily defeat deliberative democracy as a model tor democratice

politics.

Tivo Coneepts of lgnorance

Dyespite 1ts straightforward and contident airs the Public Tgnorance Ob-
jection trades on an ambiguity regarding the term Tignorance.” Suppose
there 1s a policy question, Q. facing a given democratic population.
Suppose turther that a factual proposition, p.is true and bears so signihi-
cantly upon Q chat unless deliberators hold that pothey are unlikely to
reach a rationally Justifiable response to Q. Fet us sav that a typical -

zen. Alfred. holds mstead of p some instantiation ot nor-p. Now. what
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are we to say about Alfred? Surcly. Alfred has a false beliet, and, ex fiy-
pothesiche s unlikely to reach a justifiable position with regard to Q.

But 1s Alfred dgnorant? In one sense of the term, he is. He holds the
talse beliet” that nor-p, so he is ignorant of the fact that p.¥ Ignorance in
this sense 1s equivalent to false belief: hence we shall call it belief ignorance.

However, imagine that Altreds behiet that nor-p was generated by
correct terences trom popularly held and socially reinforced—but
talse—premises. More specttically, let us suppose that nor-p s the result
of a justitied interence trom premises. a and b, that are false but
noncetheless are promoted by sources of political information that are
otherwise justitiably held to be rehable. such as, say, The New York Times,
“All Things Constdered,”or Fox News. In that case, Alfred is still guiley
of beliet ignorance; however, since his false belief follows from other
premises he acquired from sources that he was justified in believing to
be reliable, the belief s, i a sense, not his fault. In this case. we would
be correct to sav that Altred is misinformed.

Contrast Alfred with Barbara. Like Alfred, Barbara believes that nor-p:
however, unlike Alfred, Barbara believes this despite the fact that she
had regular exposure, trom sources that are justifiably thought to be re-
liable, to the true premises that warrane belief that p. That is, Barbara’s
beliet” that nor-p is the result either of an mvalid inference or of some
type of carelessness with respect to her premises. Like Alfred, Barbara is
guilty of beliet ignorance: but, unlike Alfred, since she had access to the
true premises trom which p tollows, Barbara is culpable tor her false be-
liet. Thus, in addition to saving that Barbara is ignorant ot the fact that
p.owe might say simply that Barbara is ignorant.

To claim that Barbara is ignorant is not only to accuse her of false be-
licving: it is to charge her with a kind of cognitive failure: it is to say that
her beliet ignorance is her fault. In cases where the cognitive failure is
particularly egregious, we might sav that Barbara is incompetent. In any
case, as 1t mvolves an evaluation of the believer in addition to an evalua-
ton of the beliet, we shall call ignorance in this sense agent ignorance.

With this distinction in place we are better able to evaluate the Pub-

lic Ignorance Objection to deliberative democracy,

Is the Public-Ignorance Argument Valid?

‘The public-ignorance literature endorsed by Posner and Somin, among

others, aptly demonstrates a disturbingly high degree of belief ignorance
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among citizens ot the United States (and clsewhere). However, it the
Public Ienorance Objection 18 to suceeed. what must be demonstrated s
that there 15 a high degree of agent 1ignorance. Put otherwise, the public-
1ignorance hirerature reveals that the pubhe 1s signiticantdy misimtormed
about fundamental pohucal tacts. but the Public Ignorance Objecton re-
quires the prenmise that the public s not simply misintformed. but
incompetent and henee sable to muster the cognitive resources neces-
sary for dehberative democracy. Wichout such a premise, the argument is
tormally mvalid: the conclusion does not tollow trony the prenises.

To see why, consider that, unless 1t could be shown that agent 1gno-
rance 1s widespread. the deliberative democrat can respond that o high
degree of belief wgnorance indicates the extent to which tundamental
democratie istitutions, such as the media or the education svscem, are
taling. The deliberauve democrar could then sav that the public-
ignorance data show only that the pubhic is ma stace much hike Alfredys,
not Barbaras, and as such, that the proper response 1s to eriicize and at-
tempt to repair the civie mstitutions that are responsible tor enabling
deliberavion, such as the sources of political information. anahvsis. and
commentary.

In fact. many deliberatve democrats make this kind ot argument.!
To take one example, Bruce Ackerman and James Fishkm (2004, 5)
agree with Somin and Posner that 71f six decades of modern public
opinton rescarch establish anyvthing. it 1s that the general public’s poliu-
cal ignorance 1s appalling by any standard.” However. they Lav the blame

tor such ignorance upon a tailing civic svstem. They write,

We have a public diadlogue that is ever more etticienty segmented in
s audiences and morselized mies sound bites We have an ever more
tablotd news agenda dulling the sensitvities of an mcreasingly matten-
uve auzenry, And we have mechansins ot teedback trom the public,
from viewer cal ins to selt selected mternet polls: that emphasize in
tense constituencies, unrepresentatve of the public at Large. (Ibidio sy
Ackerman and Fishkin further contend that experiments with delibera-
tve polling and ciozen juries demonstrace that “when the pubhic s
given good reason to pay attention and focus on the 1sues. 1t is more
than capable of living up to demandig democratie aspiranons”™ bad..
7). Thus. the retform of existing civie mstitutions is central to the delib-
CTAtIVISt prograi.

Ackerman and Fishkin accept the premises ot the arcument pre-
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sented 1 the Public Ignorance Objection, but deny the conclusion. Ac-
cordingly, the Objection as 1t stands 1s invahd.

OF course, showing that the objection tails 1s not sufficient to vindi-
cate dehberative democracy: it s merely to demonstrate that the Public
Ignorance Objection is. by 1tself, insutticient to deteat the deliberativist

programni.

The Objection Revised: Uninterested Ignorant Citizens

Perhaps T have moved too quickly. One ot the thoughts explicitly dri-
ving Posner’s criticism ot deliberative democracy 1s that citizens are ig-
norant ot politics because they are inchined to fgnore politics. According
to Posner (2003, 104). the United States s a “tenaciously philistine soci-
ety and 1ts citizens have “litde appetite™ tor the kind of “abstractions™
and arguments that deliberation involves: accordingly, they tend to dis-
engage trom polities to the greatest extent possible, preferring to pursue
“other, more productive activities™ (ibid., 172). Posner takes this ten-
dency to be a good thing, and thus criticizes deliberative democracy on
the grounds that it “hopelessly exaggerates™ (2003, 144) the degree to
which 1t 1s reasonable to expect citizens to care about politics. With
characteristic frankness, then, Posner (2004, 41) presses the following
objection against Ackerman and Fishkins proposal for a paid holiday,
Deliberation Day: “If spending a day talking about the issues were a
worthwhile activity, vou wouldn't have to pay voters to do it

We may revise the Public Ignorance Objection in light of this line of
reasoning. It would seem now that the objection to deliberative
democracy is that widespread belief ignorance indicates the extent to
which citizens are uninterested in politics. It citizens generally do not
care. much about political issues, then any pardicipatory theory of
democracysincluding deliberative democracy, must fail, regardless of the
actions ot aivie mstitutions. Thus, although public ignorance does not
iselt constitute an objection to deliberative democracy, it provides evi-

dence that citizens are unfit for deliberative democracy.

Are Citizens Uninterested?

But the clam that citizens are utterly uninterested in politics is dithicult

to square with the tact that political commentary is now a billion-dollar
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business. The prevalence of politcal tatk shows and call-in forums on
television, radio, and the Internet. as well as the success ot books offer-
g popular pohtical analvais, suggests that citizens are not uninterested
in the way Posner suggests.

More importantly. these forums explicitly emphasize the need tor ra-
tonal deliberation and reasoned exchange. Thus, purvevors of political
mformation claim to otter a “no spin zone™ i which “tar and bal-
anced™ analvsis promises to expose “bhias” rreason.” and Clving lars T OF
course, this 15 tor the most part merelv an image. The rhetorie of ratio-
nality and mtellectual fairness 15 surely part ot o marketing strategy de-
signed to maximize revenues for networks, book publishers, and news-
papers. Yet given the pressures of the information marketplace, market
strategies prevail only it they are effective. This suggests chat citizens are
not only mterested m politics, but are also interested in the kind ot en-
gagement that the deliberativists advocate. Deliberative democrats, espe-
cially msticutionally minded ones such as Ackerman and Fishkin, aim to
promote or create forums in which this nterest in public deliberation
can be channeled mto effective political action.

Posner and Somin have overestimated the force of their arcument.
The Public Ignorance Objection, even in its revised form. i insutticient
to deteat deliberative democracy. This does not mean that deliberative
democrats have won the day. There are many challenges that the delib-
crative democrat must contront. and perhaps further work on public 1g-
norance will produce a decisive objection to it T have suggested that a
successtul objection to deliberative democracy based i public-igno-
rance data would have to show that citizens are highly <usceptible to
agent ignorance. Such findings surely would consteure o serious chal-
lenge to dehiberative democracy. However, it sceems likelv that such
findings would prove devastating to crery conception of democracy, not
Just deliberativist versions.

Inany case, the question of deliberative democracys practical poten-
tal remains open.

NOTLES

t. Although T draw exclusively from Guomann and Thompson i sketching the
basic contours of dehiberative democracy, T do not mean to mmply that Gut
mann .”)d '1411(‘”]}1\(‘”'\ VICW IS I'CPI'U\C”(J[I\‘C or l](\[](()l]“'\\\CI'\]J]. I cannot e
view here the tmportant philosophical ditferences among dehiberative democ-

rats. The main statements thereot” can be tound in Bohman and Rehg 199-
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and Elster 1998, More recent work can be found i Macedo 1999 and Fishkin
and Laslett 2003, 1o get a sense of the spectrum of the views in currency, see
Fishkin 1991, Dryzek 2000, Misak 2000, Valadez 2001, Smith 2003, Goodin
2003, Laib 2004, James 2004, and Talisse 2005, Review essays by Samuel Free-
man (2000) and James Bohman (1998) are also mstructive,

>, Public deliberation arguably requires much more ot citizens, mcluding the
readiness to histen respecttully to opposing views, the willingness to admit
once’s crrors, and the public-spiritedness to set aside one’s interests for the sake
ot a conunon good.

3. Here Tam excluding the complicating possibilities of self=deception and other
torms of irrational beliet.

4. In addition to the work of Bruce Ackerman and James Fishkin that 1s dis-
cussed below, see Sunstein 2001 and 20031 Page 19960; the essays collected
Chambers and Costain 2000: and Shane 2004.

5. Ackerman and Fishkin (2003 and 2004) propose a new national holiday on
which citizens would be paid a modest honorartum for voluntary participa-

ton in a day-long deliberative polling event they call "Deliberation Day”
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