
THE EPISTEMOLOGY OF DEMOCRACY 

 

Instructor: Simon Rippon 

Number of credits: 2 CEU credits (4 ECTS credits) 

Semester: Winter, 2020-21 Academic Year 

Course status: Elective class open to MA and PhD students 

Prerequisites: None 

Course e-learning site: https://ceulearning.ceu.edu/course/view.php?id=11614  

Meeting Time and location: TBA 

Simon Rippon’s Office hours: Winter Term regular  hours TBA 
Please visit: http://simonrippon.youcanbook.me to check availability and reserve a 
slot. 
Simon Rippon’s Office: Quellenstraße 51 / D410 

Course Description 

This course is a seminar in applied philosophy. Democracy gives ordinary citizens 
power over the institutions that govern them. To exercise power well, voters must 
have sufficient knowledge to make good political choices. The question of whether 
ordinary people have sufficient knowledge to govern, and how it is possible that they 
do, is part of the so-called problem of democratic citizenship. We will explore this 
aspect of the problem of democratic citizenship in contemporary democracies, as 
well as related questions, such as: What kind of epistemic advantages and, 
conversely, epistemic weaknesses and drawbacks do democratic systems have? What 
epistemic virtues do leaders, voters, or other participants in democratic systems need 
to possess, and what epistemic vices are to be avoided? What kind of formal and 
informal institutions and technologies help citizens acquire knowledge about things 
they need to know as voters, and conversely, what forces threaten to undermine 
knowledge? 
 

Unless we make ourselves hermits, we shall necessarily influence each other's 
opinions; so that the problem becomes how to fix belief, not in the individual merely, 
but in the community. 
[CS Peirce, “The Fixation of Belief” (1877)] 

Learning outcomes 

By the end of the course, students will be able to: 
• demonstrate a clear understanding of the problem of democratic citizenship 
• formulate and evaluate arguments for and against democracy, based on its 
epistemic advantages and drawbacks 
• formulate and evaluate arguments about how much knowledge and what kind of 
knowledge voters need in a functioning modern democracy 
• identify epistemic institutions that enable a democracy to function, or threaten 

https://ceulearning.ceu.edu/course/view.php?id=11614
http://simonrippon.youcanbook.me/
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democracy, and formulate and evaluate arguments about the significance of these 
institutions 

Requirements 

For all students, whether registered to audit or taking the class for credit, the basic 
expectations are: 
 

1. Regular, punctual attendance,  
2. Carefully completing the assigned readings before class, and  
3. Active participation in discussions in the seminar 

 
Auditors may also be required also to give a presentation, depending on class size. 
 
For students taking the class for credit, there will be the following assignments: 

1. An in-class presentation. Each student will give a short (15-20 minute) 

presentation of selected issues. The presentation should introduce an 

important argument from, or related to, the assigned readings, and raise 

questions and potential criticisms for discussion. Students may wish to 

prepare a handout (2 pages maximum strongly advised), or slides, to assist 

their presentation to the class, but will not be required to do so. Advance 

consultation during office hours on the presentation is welcome, and 

recommended. Although in- class presentations will be based on the readings, 

it is most important that they do not merely reproduce them in a briefer form: 

they should offer significant clarifications, raise important questions, and/or 

add the presenter’s own well-grounded opinions and arguments. 

2. Presentation of a 1-page draft outline plan for the final paper. This assignment 

is intended help you to work out, logically organize, and concisely 

communicate the central points you intend to make in your final paper, and to 

provide an opportunity to discuss and think through potential objections and 

amendments. The outline should clearly state the intended thesis of the paper, 

and concisely present the main steps of your argument for it (bullet points are 
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recommended!). Students may present and discuss their outlines either in 

class, time permitting, or in appointments with the instructor. Due date: TBA 

3. A 2,000-word final paper. Due date: TBA 

Assesment and Grading Criteria 

The class grade will be based on the grade for the final paper. The grade for the class 
may be adjusted from the grade for the final paper by up to 1/3 of a grade to take 
account of participation and other assignments completed during the term.  
 
All course requirements must be completed in order to earn a passing grade for the 
class. 
 
Grading criteria for final papers 
Quantity: 
All other things being equal, it's better if the paper is close to the required length. 
Writing a good paper using fewer words is more difficult than writing a good paper 
using more words, and that will be taken into account in the grading. So any 
additional length will need to be well-justified. In any event, don't go more than 20% 
over the required length. 
 
Quality: 
To earn a B+, the paper must clearly and concisely address the question and must be 
written in good academic English. Insofar as these are relevant, the paper must 
demonstrate a solid understanding of the arguments from readings in the course as 
well as in-class presentations and discussions. Important principles and concepts 
should be clearly explained. The views of others should, where necessary, be 
accurately, charitably, clearly and succinctly reconstructed, and properly cited with a 
bibliography. The paper must show that you have analyzed and independently 
organized the material yourself in response to the question, rather than simply 
following the organization of in-class presentations or parts of the literature.  
 
To earn an A-, the assignment must demonstrate all the above plus evidence of 
genuine progress as a result of your own independent thinking, such as your own 
substantive evaluation and critique of the validity and soundness of the arguments of 
others, or your own original positive argument. If there are any problems with the 
exposition or arguments in the paper, these will be minor. Any obvious objections to 
your argument will have been anticipated and answered. 
 
Papers that earn an A will demonstrate all the above virtues to the extent that they 
are nearly flawless in writing style, organization, exposition and soundness of 
arguments. While remaining entirely relevant to the question, such a paper will be 
relatively ambitious in scope and will demonstrate an exceptional degree of 
understanding and of the topic. 
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Resources that you may find useful throughout the course 

The online Stanford Enyclopedia of Philosophy is an up-to-date professional 
reference work for all areas of philosophy. Articles are often long and challenging, 
but nearly always worth consulting: http://plato.stanford.edu  
 
 
WEEKLY SCHEDULE OF TOPICS AND READINGS 
 
NB This is a research seminar class, and the schedule could change during the term 
according to the particular interests of participants. It may also change before the 
start of term if I find new pieces I’d like to discuss! 
 
PART I: Weeks 1-2 Democracy, legitimacy, and the problem of democratic 
citizenship 
We will discuss how democracy might ground legitimate authority, and the epistemic 
assumptions involved in this relationship. We will discuss the problem of democratic 
citizenship: the fact that most voters are apparently not sufficiently informed to wield 
power well (and that they have no good reason to be better informed). 

 
Week 1 
Required 

• Brennan, J., 2016, Against Democracy. ch.1 "Hobbits and Hooligans" and 
ch.2 "Ignorant, Irrational, Misinformed Naturalists"  (pp.1-53), especially 
pp.1-17, 23-43, 49-53. 

Recommended 

• Talisse, Robert B. ‘The Epistemology of Democracy: An Overview’. In The 
Routledge Handbook of Social Epistemology, edited by Miranda Fricker, 
Peter J Graham, David Henderson, and Nikolaj J. L. L Pedersen, 357–66, 
2020. 

 
Week 2 
Required 

• Downs, Anthony. ‘Ch.14 The Returns from Information and Their 
Diminution’. In An Economic Theory of Democracy, 238–59. New York: 
Harper, 1957. 

Recommended 

• Plato, The Republic book VI 
 
PART II: Weeks 3-4 Epistemic arguments for democracy 
We will discuss epistemic instrumentalist arguments and epistemic proceduralist 
arguments for democracy. 
 

Week 3 
Required 

• Mill, John Stuart. On Liberty, ch 2 “Freedom of Thought and Discussion”. 
Either the original version, available for example at 
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/34901, or Jonathan Bennett’s version at 
http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/authors/mill. 

Recommended 

http://plato.stanford.edu/
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/34901
http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/authors/mill
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• Landemore, Hélène. Democratic Reason: Politics, Collective Intelligence, and 
the Rule of the Many. Princeton ; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2012, 
selections (pp.97-108, 195-198) 

• Bohman, James. ‘Deliberative democracy and the epistemic benefits of 
diversity.’ Episteme 3 no. 3 (2006):175-191. 

• Anderson, Elizabeth. ‘The epistemology of democracy.’ Episteme 3 no. 1–2 
(2006): 8-22. 

 
 
Week 4 
Required 

• Peter, Fabienne. ‘The Epistemic Circumstances of Democracy’. In The 
Epistemic Life of Groups: Essays in the Epistemology of Collectives, edited by 
Michael Brady and Miranda Fricker, First edition. Mind Association 
Occasional Series. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198759645.001.0001. 

Recommended 

• Anderson, Elizabeth S. ‘Democracy: Instrumental vs. Non-Instrumental 
Value’. In Contemporary Debates in Political Philosophy, edited by Thomas 
Christiano and John Philip Christman, 213–27. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2009. 

• Estlund, David. Ch. 9. ‘How Would Democracy Know?’ In Democratic 
Authority. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008. 159-83 

 
PART III: Weeks 5-6 Testimony, trust and expertise 
We will discuss how much of our knowledge depends on testimony and trust in 
experts, the particular role of experts in a deliberative democracy, the institutions 
that enable this, and some limits of expert knowledge. 
 

Week 5 
Required 

• Christiano, Thomas. ‘Rational Deliberation Among Experts and Citizens’. In 
Deliberative Systems: Deliberative Democracy at the Large Scale, edited by 
John Parkinson and Jane Mansbridge, 27–51. Cambridge University Press, 
2012. 

Recommended 

• Christiano, Thomas. ‘Voter Ignorance Is Not Necessarily a Problem’. Critical 
Review 27, no. 3–4 (2 October 2015): 253–69. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08913811.2015.1111669. 

• Anderson, Elizabeth. ‘Democracy, Public Policy, and Lay Assessments of 
Scientific Testimony.’ Episteme 8 no. 2 (2011):144-164. 

 
Week 6 
Required 

• Origgi, Gloria. ‘Trust and Reputation as Filtering Mechanisms of Knowledge’. 
In The Routledge Handbook of Social Epistemology, edited by Miranda 
Fricker, Peter J Graham, David Henderson, and Nikolaj J. L. L Pedersen, 78–
86, 2020. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198759645.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1080/08913811.2015.1111669
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• Coady, David. ‘Epistemology and Climate Change’. In The Routledge 
Handbook of Social Epistemology, edited by Miranda Fricker, Peter J 
Graham, David Henderson, and Nikolaj J. L. L Pedersen, 466–73, 2020. 

Recommended 

• Hardwig, John. ‘The Role of Trust in Knowledge’. The Journal of Philosophy 
88, no. 12 (1991): 693–708. https://doi.org/10.2307/2027007. 

• Oreskes, Naomi and Erik M. Conway. Ch 6. ‘The Denial of Global Warming’ In 
Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of Scientists Obscured the Truth on 
Issues From Tobacco Smoke to Global Warming. London: Bloomsbury. 2012. 
169–215. 

 
 

PART IV: Weeks 7-11 Trouble in paradise: Partisanship, polarization, conspiracy 
theory, and fake news 
We will discuss epistemic problems that have become very apparent in several 
Western democracies in recent years. Among other things, we will examine the 
phenomena of polarization, conspiracy theory, and fake news and discuss what role 
social media plays in these phenomena. 
 

Week 7 
Required 

• Cassam, Quassim. ‘Ch. 4 Epistemic Postures’. In Vices of the Mind: From the 
Intellectual to the Political, First edition., 78–99. Oxford Scholarship Online. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198826903.001.0001. 
(on epistemic insouciance, epistemic malevolence, and intellectual arrogance) 

 
Week 8 
Required 

• Sunstein, Cass R. ‘The Law of Group Polarization’. Journal of Political 
Philosophy 10, no. 2 (2002): 175–95. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-
9760.00148. 

 
Week 9 

• Watch documentary Behind the Curve 
 

Week 10 
Required 

• White, Jonathan, and Lea Ypi, Ch. 4 ‘The Epistemic Contribution of 
Partisanship’ (I-II). pp. 90–96. In The Meaning of Partisanship. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2016. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199684175.001.0001. 

• Rini, Regina. ‘Fake News and Partisan Epistemology’. Kennedy Institute of 
Ethics Journal 27, no. 2 (21 September 2017): E-43-E-64. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/ken.2017.0025. 

Recommended 

• Achen, Christopher H. and Larry M. Bartels, Ch. 9 ‘Partisan Hearts an 
Spleens: Social Identities and Political Change’ In Democracy for realists. 
Princeton, Oxford: Princeton University Press. 232–266. 

 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2027007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198826903.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9760.00148
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9760.00148
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199684175.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1353/ken.2017.0025
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Week 11 
Required 

• Catarina Dutilh Novaes and Jeroen de Ridder. ‘Is Fake News Old News?’ 
(2020; unpublished ms) 

Recommended 

• Rini, Regina, ‘Deepfakes and the Epistemic Backstop’ (2019; unpublished ms) 
https://philpapers.org/archive/RINDAT.pdf 

 
PART V: Week 12 Wrap Up. Reasons for hope? 
Can democracy be saved from the epistemic threats to its existence?  
 

Week 12 
Required 

• Cassam, Quassim. ‘Ch.8 Self-Improvement’. In Vices of the Mind: From the 
Intellectual to the Political, First edition., 167–87. Oxford Scholarship Online. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198826903.001.0001. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198826903.001.0001

