
DOI: 10.4018/IJT.291551

International Journal of Technoethics
Volume 13 • Issue 1 


Copyright©2022,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



*Corresponding Author

1

Epistemic Democracy and Technopolitics:
Four Models of Deliberation
Pierpaolo Marrone, University of Trieste, Italy*

ABSTRACT

Inthisarticle,theauthorexaminesthestructureoffourdeliberativemodels:epistemicdemocracy,
epistocracy,dystopicalgocracy,andutopianalgocracy.Epistocracyandalgocracy(whichinitstwo
versionsisanextremizationofepistocracy)representachallengetotheallegedepistemicsuperiority
ofdemocracy:epistocracy for itsemphasison the roleofexperts;algocracy for itsemphasison
techniqueasacognitivelyandethicallysuperiortool.Intheconcludingremarks, theauthorwill
advancethethesisthatthesechallengescanonlybeansweredbyemphasizingthevalueofcitizens’
politicalparticipation,whichcanalsorepresentbothanincreaseintheircognitiveabilitiesanda
valueforpublicethics.
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1. INTRoDUCTIoN

My proposal in this paper is to briefly examine four models of political deliberation: epistemic
democracy,epistocracy,dystopianalgocracy,andutopianalgocracy.Eachofthesemodelspresents
specificcriticalitieseitherregardingtheproceduresforvalidatingknowledgeorfortheextensionor
restrictionoftheprocedurestomoreorlesslargegroups,orfortheroleofexperts,orfortheethical-
politicallegitimacyofthepoliticalsystem,orforthedefinitionofwhatisacorrectanswerinpublic
decision-makingprocesses.

Ithinkthatitisusefultocomparethesemodelsbecauseofsomereasons.Thefirsreasonisthe
simplefact thatpoliticaldecision-makingsystemsaresometimesdescribed(mostlybypolitician
themselves)asmodelsofrationaldeliberation.Asiswellknown,theterm“rational”canbeunderstood
inatleasttwoways:(1)asKantianuniversalisticrationality,accordingtowhichisrationalevery
motivationand/orprocedurethatwouldbeadoptedbyanyoneinsimilarcircumstances(Schafer,
2015);(2)asinstrumentalrationality,accordingtowhichisrationalthatprocedurewhichselects
theadequatemeanstothevaluesofdecision-makers(Siegel,2019),whetheranindividual,agroup
orapoliticalbody.

Inmanydifferentpublicspheresthereisanincreasinglypresenceofalgorithmsthatsupport
politicalandcollectivedecisions.Theseareasareverydifferentandincreasinglyspecializedand
coverforexamplethetaxationsystem(Małecka-Ziembinska,Ziembinski,2020),publichealthcare(
Zulueta,Harris,Swirsky,2020;Lipworth,Mason,Kerridge,2017),automaticcombatsystemsinwar
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(Sharkey,2014),publicsecurity(Vaiste,Oljakka,Sivula,2019),legislativeproduction(Mangiameli,
Agata2019).Thisconstantpresenceraisestheproblemofagrowingdistanceofdecision-making
proceduresfromthecontextsofdemocraticpublicdeliberation.Politicsthereforeoftentendstobe
interpretedastechnopolitics,sinceitdealswithhighlyspecializedsystemsthatrequirespecialized
knowledgebothfortheirselectionandfortheirmaintenance.Theproblemthenarisesastowhether
politicalandtechnopoliticalchoicesshouldbeentirelydelegatedtoasmallgroupofexpertdecision-
makers(epistocracy)orshouldevenexcludehumandecision-makers(algocracy).Inbothcases,the
resultisaradicalcritiqueofthedemocraticdeliberativemodel,becauseofitslackingofepistemic
qualities.

Iwillbrieflyexamineeachofthesefourmodels,makingsomecriticalremarksandinthefinal
partIwilldescribesomeethical-politicalconcernsthatIbelievemustbekeptinmindifpreferences
areformulatedfortheepistocraticmodelandfortheutopianalgocraticmodel,whileIwillemphasize
someelementsthatdonottheyaresufficientlyemphasizedinthemodelofepistemicdemocracy.

2. EPISTEMIC DEMoCRACy

Someauthorsbelievethatdemocracyisnotsimplyamethodofselectingrulers,butalsohasthe
potential togenerate just andcorrect solutions to socialproblems,whichotherpolitical systems
wouldlack(Cerovac,2020).Thegeneralideaisthatthereisanepistemicsuperiorityofdemocratic
procedures,sincethedecisionsgeneratedbypublicdiscussionprocedureswouldbeanalogoustowhat
shouldhappeninanidealepistemicdiscussion(Thompson,2013).Inliterature,oneoftheinfluential
definitionsofthisideaofepistemicdemocracyisduetoJoshuaCohen,whoinitiallylabeleditas
epistemicpopulism(Cohen,1986;ColemanJ.,FerejohnJ.,1986;Ricker,1982).Anyconceptionof
democracyasanepistemicsystemmustexhibitatleastthreecharacteristics(Shapiro,2003):

1. Anindependentstandardofevaluationoffairprocedures,i.e.areportintermsof(social)
justice or common good that is independent of contingent general consensus and of
outcomesofpossiblevotes;

2. Acognitiveaccountofvotingprocedures,inwhichthevotedoesnotexpressthevoter’spersonal
preferences,butistheexpressionofbeliefs,whichthevoterdeemsjustified,aboutwhatpolicies
bestfittheindependentstandardof(1);

3. Anaccountofdecision-makingprocessesasaselectiveemergenceofthebeliefsproducedby
theconsideredjudgmentsofpoliticalactors.

Thosewhosupportthispositionareconvincedthatthereisacorrectoutcomeofeverysingle
decision-makingprocedureandthatthedemocraticdeliberativeprocess,atleastinitsidealconditions,
isabletoenhanceinanunknownwaycomparedtoproceduresexistinginothersystems(List,2011;
Riley,1990).Theepistemicconceptionofdemocracyhasadoublesuperiority:proceduralsuperiority
andinstrumentalsuperiority.Whichofthesetwoisthemostimportant?Shouldbothbeconsidered
indispensableinanepistemicconceptionofdemocracy(Zagzebski,2012)?

Onemightthinkthatinasocialsystemthatenhancesthefragmentationofvalueandcultural
pluralism,wheremanyfindproblematic tocomparedifferentpoliticalsystemsin termsofvalue
standardsandintermsoftruth,theideaofepistemicdemocracyissomethingoutofdate,ifnot
theoreticallynaive.However,inrecenttimesthisideahasrevivedthankstotheworksofDavidEstlund
(Estlund,1994;2004;2007).Estlundhasdevelopedanapproachtojustifydemocraticprocedures,
whichhedescribesas“epistemicproceduralism”.AccordingtoEstlund,democraticdecision-making
processesappeartobeselectivelythebest,i.e.theyproducethecorrectdecisions(whathecalls“just
rightdecisions”)morefrequentlythanalternativedecision-makingsystems.InEstlund’swords,“My
argument[...]isnotthatsomedemocraticformofgovernmentwouldbeepistemicallybetterthan
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