
J. S. Mill and the Epistemic Justification of Democracy

Cerovac, Ivan

Doctoral thesis / Disertacija

2021

Degree Grantor / Ustanova koja je dodijelila akademski / stručni stupanj: University of 
Rijeka, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences / Sveučilište u Rijeci, Filozofski fakultet

Permanent link / Trajna poveznica: https://urn.nsk.hr/urn:nbn:hr:186:590050

Rights / Prava: In copyright / Zaštićeno autorskim pravom.

Download date / Datum preuzimanja: 2024-05-13

Repository / Repozitorij:

Repository of the University of Rijeka, Faculty of 
Humanities and Social Sciences - FHSSRI Repository

https://urn.nsk.hr/urn:nbn:hr:186:590050
http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
https://repository.ffri.uniri.hr
https://repository.ffri.uniri.hr
https://www.unirepository.svkri.uniri.hr/islandora/object/ffri:3022
https://dabar.srce.hr/islandora/object/ffri:3022


UNIVERSITY OF RIJEKA 

FACULTY OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 

DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

 

 

 

Ivan Cerovac 

 

 

J.S. MILL AND THE EPISTEMIC 
JUSTIFICATION OF DEMOCRACY 

 
DOCTORAL THESIS 

 

 

 

 

Advisor: Prof. Elvio Baccarini 

 

 

Rijeka, 2021. 

  



SVEUČILIŠTE U RIJECI  

FILOZOFSKI FAKULTET  

ODSJEK ZA FILOZOFIJU 

 

 

 

 

Ivan Cerovac 

 

 

J. S. MILL I EPISTEMIČKO 
OPRAVDANJE DEMOKRACIJE 

 

DOKTORSKI RAD 

 

 

 

 

Mentor: prof. dr.sc. Elvio Baccarini 

 

 

Rijeka, 2021. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Mentor rada: prof. dr.sc. Elvio Baccarini 

 

Doktorski rad obranjen je dana  ____________  u/na 

______________________, pred povjerenstvom u sastavu: 

 

1. ____________________________ 

2. ____________________________ 

3. ____________________________  

3. rujna 2021.

Filozofskom fakultetu u Rijeci

Doc. dr.sc. Nebojša Zelič (predsjednik)

Prof. dr.sc. Snježana Prijić Samaržija (član)

Izv. prof. dr.sc. Ivan Mladenović (član)



 i 

Acknowledgements	

	

	

I	have	written	this	thesis	in	a	relatively	short	period.	However,	it	addresses	issues	I	have	

been	 working	 on	 for	 over	 ten	 years,	 under	 the	 kind	 mentorship	 of	 professor	 Elvio	

Baccarini,	to	whom	I	would	like	to	extend	my	immense	gratitude.	Some	considerations	

delivered	in	this	thesis	draw	from	my	earlier	papers	and	my	book.		

	

Chapter	 1	 uses	 the	 distinction	 between	 decision-making	 procedures	 and	 decision-

authorization	procedures	from	my	introductory	paper	"Guest	Editor's	Preface,"	published	

in	Etica	&	Politica	/	Ethics	&	Politics	19	(2017b):	161–168.	Furthermore,	it	borrows	a	few	

thoughts	 on	 epistemic	 liberalism	 from	my	 paper	 "Epistemic	 Liberalism,"	 published	 in	

Prolegomena	17	(2018):	81–95.	

	

Chapters	4	and	5	address	some	considerations	on	the	division	of	epistemic	and	political	

labor	from	my	paper	"	The	Role	of	Experts	in	a	Democratic	Society,"	published	in	Journal	

of	 Education,	 Culture	 and	 Society	 7	 (2016):	 75-88,	 as	well	 as	 from	my	 book	Epistemic	

Democracy	and	Political	Legitimacy,	published	by	Palgrave	MacMillan	(2020).	

	

Chapter	6	is	roughly	based	on	my	paper	"Plural	Voting	and	Mill's	Account	of	Democratic	

Legitimacy,"	published	in	Croatian	Journal	of	Philosophy	16	(2016.):	91-106.	It	also	draws	

upon	a	few	considerations	from	my	book	Epistemic	Democracy	and	Political	Legitimacy,	

published	by	Palgrave	MacMillan	(2020).	

	

Chapter	7	relies	on	a	few	arguments	from	my	paper	"The	Epistemic	Value	of	Partisanship,"	

published	in	Croatian	Journal	of	Philosophy	18	(2019):	99-117.	

	

Chapter	8	 is	based	on	my	paper	 "Antipaternalizam	 i	 višestruko	pravo	glasa	u	Millovoj	

političkoj	 filozofiji	 [Antipaternalism	 and	 Plural	 Voting	 Proposal	 in	 Mill's	 Political	

Thought]",	published	in	Političke	perspektive	7	(2017a):	43-60.	

	

	



 ii 

This	 research	was	 financially	 supported	 by	 the	Town	of	Opatija	 and	 the	University	 of	

Rijeka	 that	have	partially	 funded	my	 tuition	 fees	 for	 this	postgraduate	study	program.	

Finally,	 much	 of	 the	 writing	 took	 place	 during	 my	 work	 on	 the	 research	 project	

"Responding	to	antisocial	personalities	in	a	democratic	society,"	funded	by	the	Croatian	

Science	Foundation	(Grant:	IP-2018-01-3518).	

	 	



 iii 

Summary	

	

The	 thesis	 focuses	 on	 the	 epistemic	 (cognitive)	 character	 of	 democratic	 institutional	

practices	and	the	protection	of	basic	liberties	in	Mill's	political	thought,	using	it	as	a	basis	

for	the	interpretation	of	institutional	political	proposals	and	moral	standards	within	his	

theory.	Mill	addresses	various	issues	and	offers	proposals	that	often	seem	to	be	motivated	

by	different	reasons	and	lead	to	diverse,	sometimes	even	incompatible,	results.	I	hold	that	

identifying	the	epistemic	criteria	within	Mill's	proposals	can	serve	as	a	basis	for	unifying	

his	political	thought.	Furthermore,	it	can	help	us	resolve	the	tension	between	political	and	

epistemic	 values	 present	 in	 contemporary	 discussions.	 The	 thesis	 analyses	 several	

underinvestigated	 ideas	 in	Mill's	political	 thought.	 It	characterizes	Mill	as	an	epistemic	

democrat	 and	 sets	 his	 theory	 in	 the	 broader	 explanatory	 framework	 related	 to	 the	

justification	 of	 collective	 decision-making	 procedures.	 My	 work	 follows	 Mill's	

sophisticated	argumentation	from	its	roots	in	utilitarian	moral	theory	to	its	implications	

in	liberal	democracy.		

This	 thesis	 has	 three	 parts.	 In	 the	 first	 part	 (first,	 second	 and	 third	 chapter),	 I	

discuss	and	elaborate	on	the	two	basic	criteria	Mill	uses	 to	evaluate	different	 forms	of	

government	 (or	 different	 decision-authorization	 procedures).	 Furthermore,	 I	 analyze	

Mill's	argument	for	the	epistemic	value	of	political	disagreement,	which	establishes	Mill	

as	an	epistemic	liberal	and	represents	a	foundation	for	his	future	characterization	as	an	

epistemic	democrat.	In	the	second	part	(fourth,	fifth,	sixth	and	seventh	chapter),	I	fully	

develop	the	epistemic	interpretation	of	Mill's	political	thought,	arguing	that	Mill	values	

democracy	for	its	instrumental	epistemic	qualities.	Additionally,	I	analyze	and	evaluate	

epistemic	arguments	for	various	mechanisms	Mill	introduces	to	filter	the	public	will,	thus	

protecting	decision-authorization	and	decision-making	procedures	from	incompetence,	

vehemence	and	negligence.	These	filtering	mechanisms	include	public	balloting,	advocacy	

as	a	model	of	political	representation,	division	of	epistemic	and	political	labor	between	

the	representative	body	(the	parliament)	and	expert	bodies	(legislative	commissions	and	

executive	 government),	 as	 well	 as	 the	 limited	 autonomy	 and	 authority	 of	 the	 local	

government.	Finally,	I	emphasize	Mill's	epistemic	justification	of	plural	voting	proposal	

and	his	views	on	the	epistemic	value	of	partisanship.	In	the	third	part	of	the	thesis	(eighth	

chapter),	 I	 address	 the	 alleged	 problem	 of	 paternalism	 and	 indicate	 how	 epistemic	

interpretation	can	help	us	preserve	consistency	in	Mill's	political	thought.	
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The	thesis	offers	a	novel	interpretation	of	Mill's	political	philosophy	and	discusses	

its	possible	application	in	the	contemporary	world,	particularly	concerning	the	division	

of	epistemic	and	political	labor	between	the	representative	and	the	executive	branch	of	

government	and	the	role	of	experts	in	democratic	decision-making	procedures.		

	

Keywords:	Epistemic	democracy;	political	legitimacy;	utilitarianism;	public	deliberation;	

democratic	instrumentalism;	Mill	
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Prošireni	sažetak	

	

Temeljni	 problem	 kojim	 se	 bavi	 disertacija	 jest	 određenje	 epistemičkog	 (spoznajnog)	

značaja	 demokratskih	 institucionalnih	 praksi	 i	 zaštite	 temeljnih	 sloboda	 u	 Millovoj	

političkoj	misli	kao	osnove	za	interpretaciju	institucionalnih	političkih	rješenja	i	moralnih	

standarda	 u	 njegovoj	 teoriji.	 Mill	 se	 bavi	 različitim	 temama	 te	 predlaže	 rješenja	 koja	

ponekad	 izgledaju	 kao	 da	 su	motivirana	 različitim	 razlozima	 i	 vode	 do	 različitih,	 pa	 i	

suprotstavljenih,	ishoda.	Smatram	da	određenje	epistemičkog	kriterija	među	političkim	

rješenjima	koja	nudi	može	služiti	kao	osnova	za	objedinjenje	njegove	misli.	Pored	toga,	

može	služiti	i	za	povezivanje	Milla	s	rješenjem	napetosti	između	političkih	i	epistemičkih	

vrijednosti	 koja	 je	 prisutna	 u	 suvremenim	 raspravama.	 Milla	 se	 karakterizira	 kao	

epistemičkog	demokrata	te	se	njegova	teorija	stavlja	u	širi	okvir	opravdanja	kolektivnih	

procedura	 donošenja	 odluka.	Disertacija	 slijedi	Millovu	 sofisticiranu	 argumentaciju	 od	

njenih	 korijena	 u	 utilitarističkoj	 moralnoj	 teoriji	 do	 njenih	 implikacija	 u	 liberalnoj	

demokraciji.		

	 Disertacija	je	podijeljena	u	tri	dijela.	U	prvom	dijelu	(prvo,	drugo	i	treće	poglavlje)	

izlažu	se	i	pojašnjavaju	dva	temeljna	kriterija	koja	Mill	koristi	kako	bi	evaluirao	različite	

oblike	vlasti	(ili	različite	procedure	autorizacije	političkih	odluka).	Nadalje,	analizira	se	

Millov	 argument	 za	 epistemičku	 vrijednost	 političkog	 neslaganja,	 kojim	 se	 Milla	

predstavlja	kao	epistemičkog	liberala	i	na	osnovi	kojeg	se	temelji	buduća	karakterizacija	

Milla	 kao	 epistemičkog	 demokrata.	 U	 drugom	 dijelu	 (četvrto,	 peto,	 šesto	 i	 sedmo	

poglavlje)	razvija	se	epistemička	interpretacija	Millove	političke	misli	te	se	utvrđuje	kako	

Mill	 cijeni	 demokraciju	 zbog	 njezinih	 instrumentalnih	 epistemičkih	 kvaliteta.	 Nadalje,	

analiziraju	se	i	evaluiraju	epistemički	argumenti	za	razne	mehanizme	koje	Mill	uvodi	kako	

bi	filtrirao	javnu	volju,	te	tako	zaštitio	procedure	donošenja	i	autorizacije	političkih	odluka	

od	neznanja,	ishitrenosti	ili	nemara.	Ovi	mehanizmi	uključuju	prijedlog	javnog	glasanja,	

zastupništvo	kao	model	političkog	predstavljanja,	podjelu	političkog	i	epistemičkog	rada	

između	 predstavničkog	 tijela	 (parlament)	 i	 stručnih	 tijela	 (komisije	 za	 izradu	 zakona,	

izvršna	vlast),	kao	 i	ograničenu	autonomiju	 i	autoritet	 lokalne	vlasti	 i	uprave.	Završno,	

naglašava	 se	 Millovo	 epistemičko	 opravdanje	 prijedloga	 višestrukog	 prava	 glasa	 te	

njegova	 razmišljanja	 o	 epistemičkoj	 vrijednosti	 političkih	 stranaka.	 U	 trećem	 dijelu	

disertacije	 (osmo	 poglavlje)	 obrađuje	 se	 pretpostavljeni	 problem	 paternalizma	 te	 se	
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pokazuje	 kako	 nam	 epistemička	 interpretacija	 pomaže	 sačuvati	 konzistentnost	 unutar	

Millove	političke	misli.		

Disertacija	nudi	originalnu	 interpretaciju	Millove	političke	 filozofije	 te	 razmatra	

njene	moguće	primjene	na	 suvremeni	 svijet,	 osobito	vezano	uz	podjelu	epistemičkog	 i	

političkog	 rada	 između	 predstavničke	 i	 izvršne	 vlasti	 te	 uz	 ulogu	 stručnjaka	 u	

procedurama	demokratskog	odlučivanja.		

	

Ključne	riječi:	Epistemička	demokracija;	politička	legitimnost;	utilitarizam;	javna	

deliberacija;	demokratski	instrumentalizam;	Mill	
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CHAPTER	I	

INTRODUCTION	
	

Mill's	 moral	 and	 political	 philosophy	 is	 a	 vast	 and	 thoroughly	 discussed	 area	 of	

philosophical	 inquiry.	Recent	 interpretations	of	Mill	have	shed	new	 light	on	his	works	

interpreting	 it	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 epistemic	 democracy.	 My	 thesis	 continues	 in	 this	

direction,	 characterizes	 Mill	 as	 an	 epistemic	 democrat	 and	 investigates	 how	 this	

classification	can	help	us	preserve	consistency	in	Mill's	political	thought.					

In	this	thesis	I	focus	on	his	theory	of	democracy,	addressing	it	primarily	through	

his	arguments	presented	in	Considerations	on	Representative	Government	(1977a),	as	well	

as	 his	 other	 prominent	 works.	 Although	 Mill	 himself	 often	 characterized	 his	 view	 as	

democratic	 (Mill	 1981a),	 his	 profound	 focus	 on	 unequally	 distributed	 political	

competence	and	his	support	for	various	mechanisms	used	to	filter	the	public	will	(e.g.,	

plural	voting	proposal)	urged	many	philosophers	to	regard	him	as	a	non-democratic	and	

elitist	 thinker,	 thus	 ignoring	 some	 of	 his	 more	 democratic	 ideas	 and	 proposals.	

Comparably,	 focusing	 on	 his	 arguments	 for	 (virtually)	 universal	 suffrage	 and	 citizens'	

participation	in	collective	decision-authorization	procedures,	as	well	as	on	the	protective	

function	 of	 political	 participation,	 some	 have	 endorsed	 Mill	 as	 a	 democratic	 and	

egalitarian	 thinker,	 somewhat	neglecting	his	 preoccupation	with	political	 competence.	

Combining	the	two	allegedly	conflicting	principles	(competence	and	education)	became	a	

difficult	task	and	some	have	even	acknowledged	that	Mill's	thinking	develops	"along	two	

quite	 different	 and	 inconsistent	 lines"	 (Anschutz	 1969,	 32).	 Finally,	 authors	 such	 as	

Dennis	 Thompson	 defend	 consistency	 in	 Mill's	 political	 thought	 by	 arguing	 that	

conflicting	 principles	 actually	 constrain	 one	 another	 and	 that,	 following	Mill,	 political	

institutions	should	be	designed	to	realize	both	values	simultaneously	(Thompson	1976,	

10-11).		

	 This	 thesis	 follows	 in	 Thompson's	 footsteps	 but	 goes	 deeper	 to	 the	 very	

foundations	of	Mill's	moral	and	political	thought.	For	Mill,	both	principles	(competence	

and	participation)	are	only	instrumentally	valuable	and	serve	the	same	overall	purpose	-	

to	produce	"the	greatest	amount	of	beneficial	consequences,	immediate	and	prospective"	

(Mill	 1977a,	 404).	 The	 best	 form	 of	 government	 takes	 this	 final	 end	 as	 a	 regulatory	

criterion	and	balances	between	the	two	principles	seeking	to	scale	 them	in	a	way	that	

promotes	 optimal	 results.	 We	 evaluate	 various	 forms	 of	 government	 (and	 various	



	 2	

decision-making	and	decision-authorization	procedures)	by	focusing	on	their	ability	to	

produce	 optimal	 political	 results,	 understood	 as	 both	 their	 direct	 (laws,	 policies	 and	

decisions)	and	indirect	(society's	public	culture)	political	outcomes.		

Furthermore,	 the	 standard	 of	 correctness	 is	 defined	 independently	 of	 any	 form	 of	

government	 (or	 decision-making	 procedure).	 The	 results	 are	 good	 or	 bad,	 efficient	 or	

inefficient	and	just	or	unjust	regardless	of	the	purely	procedural	qualities	that	some	form	

of	 government	 may	 exhibit.	 This	 view	 takes	 a	 form	 of	 epistemic	 instrumentalism,	 a	

position	 that	evaluates	various	 forms	of	government	based	on	 their	ability	 to	produce	

outcomes	of	considerable	substantive	(procedure-independent)	quality.	Assessing	Mill's	

work	 in	this	manner,	by	reading	him	as	an	epistemic	 instrumentalist	and	an	epistemic	

democrat,	gives	us	a	unique	and	an	underexplored	perspective	that	can	be	used	to	bring	

unity	to	his	political	thought.		

The	 central	 aim	 of	 the	 research	 is	 to	 investigate	 the	 theoretical	 and	 practical	

implications	of	its	main	hypothesis	(i.e.,	the	idea	that	Mill	can	be	seen	as	an	early	epistemic	

democrat)	for	the	interpretation	of	the	unity	of	Mill’s	thought,	as	well	as	for	the	resolution	

of	the	tension	between	political	and	epistemic	values	in	actual	debates.	This	reading	casts	

a	new	 light	on	many	well-discussed	 ideas	 in	Mill's	political	 thought	 (e.g.,	plural	voting	

proposal,	antipaternalism,	division	of	epistemic	and	political	 labor,	political	education)	

and	might	change	how	we	perceive	Mill's	contribution	on	these	and	many	other	issues,	as	

well	as	offer	guidelines	for	a	proper	balancing	between	epistemic	and	political	values	in	

political	philosophy.			

	

1.1.	RESEARCH	BACKGROUND	

	

This	thesis	presents	John	Stuart	Mill	as	an	epistemic	democrat	and	investigates	how	this	

reading	helps	us	achieve	 consistency	 in	his	political	 thought.	 Furthermore,	 it	provides	

insights	regarding	the	proper	application	of	his	proposals	to	the	contemporary	debate	on	

epistemic	democracy.	A	two	minor	clarifications	and	two	important	considerations	have	

to	 be	 briefly	 addressed	 before	 we	 can	 proceed	 forth.	 I	 start	 by	 introducing	 the	 two	

clarifications	since	they	are	needed	to	properly	understand	arguments	presented	in	this	

thesis.		

	 The	first	clarification	addresses	the	distinction	between	the	quality	of	government	

and	 its	 legitimacy-generating	 potential.	 In	 accounts	 that	 locate	 the	 source	 of	 political	
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legitimacy	in	democratic	approval,	public	reason	or	the	consent	of	the	governed	(Locke	

1990,	Nozick	1974,	Estlund	2008,	Simmons	2001,	Rawls	2005,	Gaus	2011,	Pettit	2012),	

this	distinction	is	strongly	maintained.	A	form	of	government	can	be	legitimate	without	

being	the	best	one	there	 is	(according	to	some	procedure-independent	standard).	This	

means	that	a	form	of	government	can	produce	worse	results	than	some	other	viable	form	

of	government	but	can	nonetheless	be	considered	legitimate.	Similarly,	the	best	form	of	

government	 (according	 to	 some	 procedure-independent	 standard)	 can	 still	 be	

illegitimate,	provided	that	some	(reasonable)	citizens	cannot	(or	do	not,	or	should	not1)	

endorse	it	as	a	proper	source	of	legitimate	claims.	David	Estlund	(2008,	7),	for	example,	

argues	that	epistocracy	(the	rule	of	the	wise)	can	sometimes	be	considered	as	the	best	

form	of	government,	but	it	can	still	lack	political	legitimacy	because	not	all	reasonable	(or	

qualified)	citizens	can	endorse	 it	as	such2.	However,	accounts	that	 locate	the	source	of	

political	 legitimacy	 in	 beneficial	 consequences	 (Bentham	 1843c,	 Mill	 1977a,	Wellman	

1996,	 Binmore	 2000)	 tend	 to	 disregard	 this	 distinction.	 A	 government's	 legitimacy	

depends	on	its	ability	to	produce	beneficial	consequences,	 i.e.,	 to	ensure	the	happiness	

(and,	in	Mill's	case,	self-development)	of	its	citizens.	Of	course,	whether	or	not	the	citizens	

consent	to	the	authority	and	legitimacy	of	the	government	still	plays	an	important	role.	

When	 citizens	 are	 governed	 by	 the	 laws	 created	 using	 the	 procedures	 they	 cannot	

endorse,	 their	 self-development	 will	 be	 seriously	 undermined.	 Such	 decision-

authorization	procedure	will	thus	fail	to	produce	the	best	consequences3.	Mill	insists	that	

laws	and	political	decisions	should	be	authorized	by	a	procedure	that	"can	be	understood	

and	accepted	by	the	general	conscience	and	understanding.	[The	decision-authorization	

procedure	should]	not	necessarily	be	repugnant	to	any	one’s	sentiment	of	justice"	(Mill	

1977a,	476).		

However,	 citizens'	 consent	 is	 not	 the	 source	 of	 political	 legitimacy	 -	 beneficial	

consequences	are.	For	Mill	and	other	utilitarian	authors,	there	is	no	relevant	distinction	

	
1	This	formulation	depends	on	a	type	of	consent	(actual,	hypothetical,	normative)	that	is	required	from	the	
governed.	For	additional	information	see	Peter	(2017).		
2	Estlund	thus	writes	that	experts	or	knowers	"might	simply	be	a	more	accurate	source	of	knowledge	about	
what	should	be	done	than	any	democratic	procedure	could	ever	be"	(Estlund	2008,	7).	He	proceeds	to	argue	
that	 the	 question	 is	 not	 which	 procedure	 represents	 the	 best	 epistemic	 device	 available,	 but	 which	
procedure	can	be	recognized	by	all	qualified	citizens	as	a	procedure	with	adequate	epistemic	value.		
3	Of	course,	there	are	some	exceptions.	When	barbarous	nations	are	in	question,	where	citizens'	level	of	
development	is	so	low	that	their	own	self-development	cannot	be	achieved,	lack	of	consent	can	sometimes	
be	disregarded.	 In	such	cases,	better	results	will	be	achieved	by	a	benevolent	despot	 than	by	a	popular	
government	(Mill	1977a,	402-403,	418-420,	562-578).		
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(and	no	gap)	between	the	quality	of	government	and	its	legitimacy	(Peter	2017).	The	best	

form	 of	 government,	 i.e.,	 one	 that	 "is	 attended	with	 the	 greatest	 amount	 of	 beneficial	

consequences,	 immediate	and	prospective"	(Mill	1977a,	404),	 is	by	this	virtue	also	the	

legitimate	form	of	government.	Mill	mostly	writes	on	the	quality	of	government,	and	this	

project	 follows	 in	his	 terminology	and	 style.	However,	when	 issues	 regarding	political	

legitimacy	appear	within	this	thesis,	they	are	normally	(unless	otherwise	noted)	regarded	

from	 Mill's	 standpoint,	 thus	 disregarding	 the	 distinction	 between	 the	 quality	 of	

government	and	its	legitimacy.		

	 The	 second	 clarification	 regards	 the	 distinction	 between	 decision-making	 and	

decision-authorization	 procedures.	 While	 most	 authors	 use	 only	 the	 former	 term,	 I	

believe	stressing	the	difference	between	the	two	can	be	of	utmost	importance.	Namely,	

while	 the	 'decision-making'	 regards	 how	 political	 decisions	 are	 actually	 made,	 the	

'decision-authorization'	 focuses	 on	 how	decisions	 receive	 their	 political	 authority	 and	

legitimacy.	Or,	 in	Millian	terms,	while	the	former	addresses	only	a	technical	process	of	

making	 political	 decisions	 (typically	 conducted	 by	 the	 executive	 branch	 of	 the	

government),	 the	 latter	 regards	 where	 the	 real	 sovereignty	 resides	 (for	 Mill,	 in	 the	

legislative,	or	representative,	branch	of	government).	Democracy,	typically	understood	as	

"the	actual	collective	authorization	of	 laws	and	policies	by	the	people	subject	to	them"	

(Estlund	2008,	38),	does	not	imply	that	all	citizens	necessarily	participate	as	equals	in	the	

decision-making	process.	Decisions	authorized	by	a	democratic	procedure	can	be	(and	

often	are)	made	directly	by	a	small	group	of	people	or	even	by	an	individual.	This	means	

that,	within	a	democratic	system,	political	and	technical	experts	can	make	laws	and	public	

policies.	However,	the	authority	of	these	laws	and	policies	will	not	come	directly	from	the	

expertise	 of	 those	 who	 have	 made	 them,	 but	 from	 the	 fact	 that	 these	 experts	 were	

authorized	 by	 democratically	 elected	 political	 representatives	 (in	 the	 parliament)	

(Cerovac	2017b,	168,	see	also	Festenstein	2009).	Mill	thus	argues	that	"while	it	is	essential	

to	the	representative	government	that	the	practical	supremacy	in	the	state	should	reside	

in	the	representatives	of	the	people,	 it	 is	an	open	question	what	actual	functions,	what	

precise	part	in	the	machinery	of	government,	shall	be	directly	and	personally	discharged	

by	 the	 representative	 body"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 423)4.	 The	 differentiation	 between	 decision-

making	and	decision-authorization	procedures	helps	us	account	for	this.		

	
4	Furthermore,	Mill	writes	that	"the	powers	which	[representative	government]	leaves	in	hands	not	directly	
accountable	to	the	people,	can	only	be	considered	as	precautions	which	the	ruling	power	is	willing	should	
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	 Furthermore,	two	important	considerations	need	to	be	addressed.	First,	what	is	

epistemic	 democracy,	 and	 what	 do	 we	 imply	 when	 we	 characterize	 someone	 as	 an	

epistemic	democrat?	Second,	some	authors	have	already	described	Mill	as	an	epistemic	

democrat	 (reference).	How	does	 the	 approach	 adopted	 in	 this	 thesis	 differ	 from	 their	

earlier	contributions?	

	

1.1.a.	Epistemic	Democracy	

The	intense	discussion	on	epistemic	democracy	has	been	going	on	for	over	thirty	years	

and	many	positions	have	been	established.	Some	of	these	positions	differ	normatively	(or	

theoretically)	from	one	another,	while	some	share	the	same	normative	assumptions	and	

disagree	only	on	details	regarding	its	political	implementation.	However,	in	order	to	fit	

the	 description	 of	 epistemic	 democracy,	 a	 position	 has	 to	 endorse	 two	 fundamental	

claims.	It	has	to	affirm	that:	

	

(i)	We	 evaluate	 the	 quality	 of	 government	 (or	 the	 quality	 of	 a	 decision-authorization	

procedure),	as	well	as	its	ability	to	produce	legitimate	political	decisions,	at	least	in	part	

by	evaluating	its	epistemic	qualities.	

	

(ii)	 Democracy	 is	 a	 form	 of	 government	 (or	 a	 decision-authorization	 procedure)	 that	

realizes	 this	 epistemic	 quality	 (and	 maybe	 some	 other,	 non-epistemic	 qualities)	 to	 a	

significant	 degree,	 enough	 to	 be	 considered	 the	 best	 form	of	 government	 and	 to	 have	

legitimacy-generating	potential.	

	

One	can	reject	the	first	claim	and	still	argue	for	a	democratic	government.	In	fact,	

many	 scholars	 argue	 that	 democracy	 has	 legitimacy-generating	 potential	 without	

appealing	to	any	epistemic	quality	it	might	have.	For	example,	some	argue	that	epistemic	

qualities	do	not	reside	within	the	political	process	(Arendt	1967,	Schmitt	2007),	while	

others	endorse	that	democracy	(or	some	other	procedure)	might	have	some	epistemic	

value	but	emphasize	that	this	has	nothing	to	do	with	political	legitimacy	(Christiano	2008,	

Rawls	2005).	These	 scholars	 affirm	 that	democracy	has	 some	 relevant	moral	qualities	

	
be	taken	against	its	own	errors"	(Mill	1997a,	423,	emphasis	added).	In	other	words,	various	expert	bodies	
and	commissions	receive	their	authority	not	from	their	own	expertise,	but	from	the	democratic	government	
which	has	mandated	them	to	perform	some	political	tasks	and	duties.	
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(e.g.,	it	is	fair	and	treats	all	citizens	as	equals,	giving	them	equal	political	influence	in	the	

decision-authorization	 process),	 and	 maintain	 that	 (because	 of	 these	 qualities)	

democracy	 has	 legitimacy-generating	 potential	 and	 represents	 the	 best	 form	 of	

government.	They	can	be	considered	democrats,	but	not	epistemic	democrats.		

Similarly,	one	can	endorse	the	first	claim	but	reject	the	second.	Some	scholars	thus	

believe	 that	 a	 decision-authorization	 procedure	 has	 to	 have	 considerable	 epistemic	

qualities,	 but	 simultaneously	 claim	 that	 democracy	 fails	 to	meet	 these	 high	 standards	

(Plato	2000,	Brennan	2016).	Namely,	political	knowledge	is	unequally	distributed	within	

political	community	and	some	citizens	(the	majority)	often	act	and	vote	irrationally,	thus	

opting	for	bad,	incorrect	or	harmful	policies.	These	scholars	end	up	endorsing	some	form	

of	epistocracy5	or	"the	rule	of	the	knowledgeable",	a	form	of	government	where	a	small	

group	of	experts	authorize	all	relevant	political	decisions.	While	they	focus	on	procedure's	

(or	government's)	epistemic	qualities,	they	clearly	cannot	be	considered	democrats.		

Epistemic	 democrats	 thus	 claim	 that	 democracy	 represents	 the	 best	 form	 of	

government	and	has	 legitimacy-generating	potential	due	to	 its	epistemic	qualities	(but	

not	 necessarily	 only	 due	 to	 its	 epistemic	 qualities).	 They	 disagree	 considerably	when	

asked	what	these	epistemic	qualities	entail.	Some	locate	the	procedure's	epistemic	value	

in	its	purely	procedural	qualities	and	virtues,	e.g.,	its	tendency	to	treat	all	citizens	as	equal	

epistemic	agents,	 to	promote	responsiveness	 to	arguments	and	to	create	space	 for	 the	

critical	 discourse	 (Peter	 2011).	 Decision-authorization	 procedure	 can	 thus	 have	

legitimacy-generating	 potential	 regardless	 of	 the	 (procedure-independent)	 quality	 of	

political	outcomes	it	produces.		However,	most	scholars	locate	the	procedure's	epistemic	

value	in	its	procedure-independent	qualities,	e.g.,	its	tendency	to	create	political	outcomes	

that	are	correct,	true	or	just	according	to	some	procedure-independent	standard	(Cohen	

1986,	 Misak	 2000,	 Marti	 2006,	 Estlund	 2008,	 Talisse	 2009,	 Prijić-Samaržija	 2018,	

Mladenović	2019,	Cerovac	2020).	While	these	scholars	might	disagree	on	many	issues6,	

they	will	all	hold	that	democracy's	epistemic	value	comes	from	its	tendency	to	improve	

the	quality	of	political	outcomes.		John	Stuart	Mill,	with	his	consequentialist	(utilitarian)	

	
5	The	term	is	introduced	by	David	Estlund	(2003),	although	he	clearly	rejects	this	position.	
6	One	point	of	disagreement	might	be	whether	epistemic	qualities	are	enough	to	give	democracy	legitimacy-
generating	potential.	While	some	will	 follow	this	 line	of	 thought	(Misak	2000,	Talisse	2009),	sometimes	
arguing	for	strong	division	of	epistemic	and	political	labor	and	thus	combining	democracy	with	a	moderate	
form	of	expertism	(Prijić-Samaržija	2018),	others	will	argue	that	democracy	needs	its	moral	qualities	(along	
with	its	epistemic	qualities)	to	have	legitimacy-generating	potential	(Marti	2006,	Estlund	2008,	Mladenović	
2019,	Cerovac	2020).	While	Mill	clearly	sides	with	 the	 former	group,	a	more	detailed	assessment	of	his	
position	will	be	provided	in	the	fourth	chapter.		
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moral	 background,	 seems	 to	 fit	 this	 categorization.	 Following	 Mill,	 we	 evaluate	 the	

epistemic	quality	of	various	decision-authorization	procedures	by	assessing	the	quality	of	

their	outcomes.		

	

1.1.b.	Background:	Mill	as	an	Epistemic	Democrat	

With	the	recent	emergence	of	epistemic	democracy	(Cohen	1986,	Estlund	2008),	some	

new	aspects	of	Mill's	political	thought	come	to	light.	Authors	such	as	Estlund	(2003)	and	

Peter	 (2017)	 emphasize	 Mill's	 demand	 for	 the	 (procedure-independent)	 quality	 of	

political	 decisions.	 David	 Estlund	 (2003,	 57)	 indicates	 that	 although	 Mill	 does	 not	

explicitly	state	 that	producing	correct,	efficient	or	 just	political	decisions	 is	 the	goal	of	

good	government,	 "it	 is	hard	to	understand	his	argument	 in	any	other	way".	Similarly,	

Fabienne	 Peter	 (2017)	 argues	 that	Mill	 presents	 "a	 view	 of	 the	 instrumental	 value	 of	

(deliberative)	 democracy"	 when	 he	 claims	 that	 "despotism	 is	 a	 legitimate	 mode	 of	

government	 in	 dealing	with	 barbarians,	 provided	 that	 the	 end	be	 their	 improvement"	

(Mill	1977d,	224).	However,	their	engagement	with	Mill's	political	philosophy	is	sporadic	

and	nonsystemic,	thus	missing	the	opportunity	to	present	its	unified	reading	through	the	

lens	of	epistemic	democracy.		

	 Unlike	the	previous	authors,	some	tend	to	put	greater	focus	on	Mill's	free	market	

of	 ideas	 and	 thus	 characterizes	 him	 as	 an	 epistemic	 liberal.	 Helene	 Landemore,	 for	

example,	writes	that	"Mill	is	probably	more	of	an	epistemic	liberal	-	acknowledging	the	

epistemic	properties	 of	 a	 free	 exchange	of	 ideas	 among	 the	people	outside	 the	 formal	

structures	of	government	-	than	an	epistemic	democrat	per	se"	(Landemore	2017,	76).	

Adam	James	Tebble	argues	in	a	similar	fashion	that,	although	Hume	and	Mill	cannot	"be	

considered	as	epistemic	liberals	in	an	unambiguous	sense	in	which	we	see	Popper	and	

Hayek	can",	 in	contrast	 to	Hume,	"Mill's	connection	to	 the	epistemic	approach	 is	more	

obvious"	(Tebble	2016,	4).	Finally,	Melissa	Schwartzberg	follows	this	line	of	thought	and	

argues	 that	 "rather	 than	 arguing	 that	 democratic	 decision	 making	 will	 lead	 to	 wise	

decisions,	Mill	 affirmed	 that	 a	 set	 of	 institutions	protective	of	 the	 individual	 liberty	of	

inquiry	and	exchange	would	promote	the	discovery	of	truth"	(Schwartzberg	2015,	197).	

However,	 like	 the	 previous	 authors,	 they	 also	 touch	 upon	Mill's	 political	 thought	 only	

briefly	and	show	no	interest	to	fully	elaborate	this	interpretation.		

	 Gustavo	 Hessmann	 Dalaqua	 (2019)	 is	 the	 first	 to	 both	 characterize	 Mill	 as	 an	

epistemic	 democrat	 and	 to	 present	 a	 comprehensive	 and	 extensive	 overview	 of	Mill's	
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political	thought.	His	Representative	Democracy,	Conflict	and	Consensus	in	J.	S.	Mill	(1977a)	

is	a	valuable	read	for	all	 interested	in	these	issues	and	gives	a	useful	insight	into	Mill's	

political	epistemology	and	a	persuasive	answer	to	Nadia	Urbinati	(2014)	and	other	critics	

of	the	epistemic	approach.	Dalaqua's	contribution,	however,	does	not	try	to	situate	Mill's	

position	within	the	contemporary	discussion	on	epistemic	democracy.	Similarly,	while	it	

emphasizes	 the	epistemic	value	of	both	conflict	and	consensus,	 it	 seems	to	completely	

neglect	Mill's	thoughts	on	unequal	distribution	of	political	competence	and	his	epistemic	

justification	 of	 various	 filtering	mechanisms	 (e.g.,	 plural	 voting	 proposal,	 open	 ballot,	

division	of	political	and	epistemic	labor)	used	to	increase	the	quality	of	political	decisions	

in	the	face	of	such	inequalities	in	knowledge	and	competence.		

There	are	many	topics	in	Mill's	political	thought	where	this	interpretation	can	be	

explored	 and	 applied.	Mill's	 plural-voting	 proposal	 (1977a,	 1977b)	 and	 the	 suggested	

division	of	political	and	epistemic	labor	(1977a)	point	towards	an	epistemic	instrumental	

justification	of	democracy.	He	assesses	the	quality	of	the	government	by	evaluating	both	

its	educational	features	(Anderson	1991,	Baccarini	1993,	Baccarini	2013,	Brink	2013),	i.e.,	

its	ability	to	improve	the	moral	and	intellectual	capacities	of	the	citizens,	and	its	epistemic	

features	(Baccarini	2013,	Estlund	2003,	Arneson	2003),	i.e.,	its	ability	to	track	the	truth	

and	to	produce	correct	political	decisions.	A	unifying	criterion	behind	these	two	features	

are	beneficial	consequences:	both	serve	as	best	means	to	produce	the	desired	outcome	–	

the	highest	level	of	utility	"grounded	on	the	permanent	interests	of	man	as	a	progressive	

being"	(Mill	1997d,	224,	also	emphasized	in	Peter	2011	and	Claeys	2013).		

	

1.2.	PLAN	OF	THE	THESIS	

	

In	 this	 part	 of	 the	 chapter,	 I	 first	 present	 three	 tenets	 that	 are	 typically	 ascribed	 to	

epistemic	accounts	of	political	legitimacy	and	indicate	how	Mill's	own	account	fits	within	

this	scheme.	I	proceed	to	argue	that	Mill	endorses	all	three	tenets	but	maintain	that	his	

account	can	still	be	regarded	as	democratic.	Finally,	 I	present	the	plan	of	 the	thesis	by	

briefly	summarizing	each	chapter.	

	

1.2.a.	Mill	and	the	Three	Tenets	

David	Estlund	(2008,	30-33)	introduces,	and	Ivan	Cerovac	(2020,	9-10)	further	elaborates	

a	 useful	 scheme	we	 can	use	 to	 differentiate	 between	 various	 epistemic	 approaches.	 It	
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builds	upon	three	tenets	typically	related	to	the	epistemic	account.	While	a	position	can	

reject	all	three	tenets	and	still	be	considered	a	form	of	epistemic	democracy	(e.g.,	Peter	

2011),	 this	 scheme	 helps	 us	 systemize	 and	 differentiate	 between	 various	 accounts	 of	

epistemic	democracy.		

	

Table	1.1.7	

1	 The	truth	tenet	 There	 are	 true	 procedure-independent	 normative	

standards	for	evaluating	political	decisions.	

There	is	truth	in	politics.	

2	 The	knowledge	tenet	 Some	 (few)	 people	 know	 these	 normative	 standards	

better	than	others.	

There	are	experts	in	politics.	

3	 The	authority	tenet	 Normative	political	knowledge	of	those	who	know	better	

implies	 that	 they	 should	 have	 political	 authority	 over	

others.	

Experts	should	have	greater	political	 influence	than	non-

experts.	

	

Systemizing	various	accounts	and	positions	 following	 this	scheme	goes	 far	beyond	the	

scope	of	this	thesis,	and	a	helpful	overview	can	be	found	in	Cerovac	(2020).	However,	it	

will	be	useful	to	set	Mill's	position	within	this	scheme	and	to	analyze	which	of	the	three	

tenets	Mill	endorses.		

	 First,	Mill	embraces	the	truth	tenet.	He	clearly	states	that	we	assess	the	quality	of	

government	by	evaluating	the	quality	of	its	results.	These	results,	generally	understood	

as	"beneficial	consequences,	immediate	and	prospective"	(Mill	1977a,	404),	are	evaluated	

independently	 of	 the	 procedure	 that	 had	 produced	 them.	 In	 fact,	 the	 same	 decision-

authorization	procedure	can	yield	different	results	when	applied	to	political	communities	

on	a	different	level	of	social	and	political	development.	We	evaluate	forms	of	government,	

but	 also	 institutional	mechanisms	and	practices	 (e.g.,	 political	 representation,	 citizens'	

participation,	division	of	epistemic	and	political	labor,	as	well	as	filtering	mechanisms	like	

open	 ballot	 and	 plural	 vote),	 by	 assessing	 the	 quality	 of	 results	 they	 produce.	 This	 is	

	
7	This	table	appears	in	Cerovac	(2020,	10).	
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clearly	an	instrumentalist	approach	and	I	provide	support	for	this	interpretation	is	the	

second	 chapter,	 where	 I	 indicate	 beneficial	 consequences	 as	 the	 cornerstone	 for	 two	

criteria	of	good	government,	in	the	third	chapter,	where	I	discuss	instrumental	epistemic	

value	Mill	ascribes	to	public	deliberation	and	political	conflict,	and	in	the	fourth	chapter,	

where	I	address	Mill's	instrumental	justification	of	democracy.		

	 Second,	Mill	embraces	the	knowledge	tenet.	He	believes	that	political	knowledge	

is	unequally	distributed	within	political	community,	with	some	citizens	knowing	better	

than	others	what	should	be	done.	He	indicates	that	citizens	differ	both	in	knowledge	and	

intelligence	on	the	one	hand	and	in	virtue	on	the	other,	and	argues	that	their	"capacity	for	

the	management	of	 the	 joint	 interests"	 is	unequally	distributed	(Mill	1977a,	473-474).	

This	is	true	for	technical	expertise,	where	some	citizens	have	acquired	(by	education	and	

practice)	highly	specialized	knowledge	in	some	field,	but	also	for	moral	expertise,	where	

some	 citizens	 have	 acquired	 (again	 by	 education	 and	 practice)	 superior	 moral	 and	

political	 knowledge.	 I	 discuss	 and	 demonstrate	 this	 primarily	 in	 the	 second	 chapter,	

where	I	analyze	the	organization	of	citizens'	unequally	distributed	competences	as	one	of	

the	 criteria	 of	 good	 government	 and	 in	 the	 sixth	 chapter	where	 I	 discuss	Mill's	 plural	

voting	proposal.	Furthermore,	Mill's	endorsement	of	the	knowledge	tenet	is	also	found	in	

the	 fifth	 and	 the	 seventh	 chapter,	 where	 some	 filtering	 mechanisms	 (e.g.,	 local	

government,	 partisanship)	 are	 defended	 (in	 part)	 due	 to	 their	 ability	 to	 promote	

education	and	 the	 transfer	of	knowledge	 from	those	who	know	better	what	should	be	

done.		

	 Third,	Mill	endorses	the	authority	tenet.	He	believes	that,	although	(virtually)	all	

citizens	should	have	a	voice	 in	 the	common	concerns	and	 thus	exercise	 some	political	

influence	 in	 the	 formal	 political	 sphere,	 not	 all	 citizens	 should	 have	 equal	 political	

influence.	Those	who	know	what	should	be	done	better	than	others	should	also	have	"a	

claim	to	a	superior	weight"	in	the	collective	decision-authorization	procedures,	and	the	

institutions	of	the	country	should	recognize	that	"the	opinion,	the	judgment,	of	the	higher	

moral	or	intellectual	being,	is	worth	more	than	that	of	an	inferior"	(Mill	1977a,	473).	He	

adds	that	"opinions,	and	even	wishes"	of	those	more	qualified	are	"entitled	to	a	greater	

amount	 of	 consideration"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 474).	 I	 support	 this	 interpretation	 in	 the	 sixth	

chapter	where	I	discuss	his	plural	voting	proposal,	but	also	in	the	fifth	chapter,	where	I	

analyze	Mill's	epistemic	justification	for	other	filtering	mechanisms.	However,	although	

Mill	clearly	endorses	the	authority	tenet,	 this	does	not	 lead	him	towards	some	form	of	
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epistocracy	(rule	of	the	wise),	where	those	who	know	best	have	all	the	political	influence	

while	others	have	none.	The	third	chapter	explains	why	he	puts	strong	constraints	on	the	

authority	 tenet,	 arguing	 that	 democratic	 political	 participation	 can	 have	 significant	

epistemic	value.	The	best	form	of	government	has	to	find	a	way	to	harvest	this	epistemic	

value	 of	 diverse	 perspectives	 and	 combine	 it	 with	 the	 epistemic	 value	 of	 privileging	

competence	over	incompetence.	These	considerations	simultaneously	ground	and	limit	

Mill's	adherence	to	the	authority	tenet.		

	 Mill	thus	endorses	all	three	tenets	typically	related	to	the	epistemic	account.	His	

account	remains	democratic	since	he	affirms	the	idea	that	actual	collective	authorization	

of	 laws	 and	 policies	 should	 be	 done	 by	 the	 people	 subject	 to	 them.	 However,	 the	

justification	 for	 the	 democratic	 authorization	 of	 laws	 and	 policies	 is	 instrumental	 and	

epistemic	 -	democracy	 is	 the	procedure	with	 the	highest	 tendency	 to	produce	correct,	

efficient	or	just	political	outcomes.		

	

1.2.b.	Plan	of	the	Thesis	

This	 thesis	 has	 three	 parts.	 In	 the	 first	 part	 (second	 and	 third	 chapter)	 I	 discuss	 and	

elaborate	on	the	two	basic	criteria	Mill	uses	to	evaluate	different	forms	of	government	(or	

different	decision-authorization	procedures).	Furthermore,	I	analyze	Mill's	argument	for	

the	 epistemic	 value	 of	 political	 disagreement,	 which	 establishes	 Mill	 as	 an	 epistemic	

liberal	but	also	represents	a	 foundation	 for	his	 future	characterization	as	an	epistemic	

democrat.	In	the	second	part	(fourth,	fifth,	sixth	and	seventh	chapter)	I	fully	develop	the	

epistemic	interpretation	of	Mill's	political	thought,	arguing	that	Mill	values	democracy	for	

its	instrumental	epistemic	qualities,	but	also	addressing	epistemic	arguments	for	various	

mechanisms	he	introduces	to	filter	the	public	will,	thus	protecting	decision-authorization	

and	decision-making	procedures	from	incompetence,	vehemence	and	negligence.	Finally,	

in	the	third	part	of	the	thesis	(eight	chapter)	I	address	the	alleged	problem	of	paternalism	

and	indicate	how	the	epistemic	interpretation	can	help	us	preserve	consistency	in	Mill's	

political	thought.		

	 In	 the	 second	 chapter	 I	 address	 Mill's	 two	 principles	 (or	 criteria)	 of	 good	

government	(education	and	competence)	and	discuss	their	prominent	role	in	his	moral	

and	political	thought.	The	chapter	indicates	why	these	two	principles	are	so	important	

and	how	the	state	can	facilitate	and	promote	them	within	formal	and	informal	settings.	

Understanding	what	these	principles	entail	will	be	of	great	importance	later,	since	Mill's	
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epistemic	 justification	 of	 democracy,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 justification	 of	 various	 filtering	

mechanisms,	rests	on	these	two	principles.		

	 The	epistemic	value	of	political	 conflict	 is	discussed	 in	 the	 third	 chapter.	Mill	 is	

characterized	as	an	adherent	of	deliberative	agonism,	a	position	that	sees	political	conflict	

and	disagreement	as	a	permanent	state	of	politics.	Mill	is	then	portrayed	as	an	epistemic	

(agonist)	 democrat	 who	 considers	 political	 conflict	 instrumentally	 valuable	 since	 it	

promotes	the	two	principles	of	good	government:	 it	helps	improve	citizens	intellectual	

and	moral	 capacities,	 and	 it	 helps	 citizens	 evaluate	 their	 opinions	 and	beliefs,	 discard	

those	 not	 supported	 by	 good	 reasons	 and	 arguments,	 and	 create	 new	 ideas	 and	 new	

solutions	 to	 existing	 problems.	 Political	 institutions	 should	 thus	 both	 stimulate	 and	

contain	political	conflict	to	keep	it	epistemically	fertile.		

	 The	 central	 argument	 of	 this	 thesis	 is	 presented	 in	 the	 fourth	 chapter,	where	 I	

analyze	 Mill's	 epistemic	 argument	 for	 democracy.	 I	 characterize	 Mill	 as	 an	 epistemic	

instrumentalist	 and	 demonstrate	 that	 Mill	 uses	 the	 instrumental	 reading	 of	 the	 two	

principles	 of	 good	 government	 to	 argue	 against	 the	 despotic	 rule	 and	 in	 favor	 of	 a	

representative	 democracy.	 Furthermore,	 I	 emphasize	 that	 the	 two	 principles	 do	 not	

support	any	form	of	democratic	government	and	provide	the	epistemic	reading	of	major	

dangers	of	a	democratic	rule	(e.g.,	the	tyranny	of	the	majority,	the	relative	incompetence	

of	the	average	voter).	Since	we	need	a	decision-authorization	procedure	that	will	meet	

the	two	principles	and	reliably	produce	correct,	efficient	and	just	political	outcomes,	as	

well	as	a	procedure	that	will	be	able	to	utilize	the	epistemic	value	of	political	conflict,	we	

should	prefer	deliberative	over	aggregative	democracy.	Furthermore,	we	need	a	 list	of	

institutional	mechanisms	that	can	help	filter	the	public	will	and	promote	the	procedure-

independent	 epistemic	 quality	 of	 decision-authorization	 procedures	 (and	 political	

outcomes).	

	 Having	 established	 that	 a	 well-functioning	 democracy	 needs	 a	 list	 of	 filtering	

mechanisms	to	properly	discharge	its	moral	and	epistemic	role,	I	analyze	some	of	these	

mechanisms	in	the	 fifth	chapter.	Having	 in	mind	the	potential	dangers	of	majority	rule	

(class	 legislation	 and	 low	 level	 of	 political	 intellect,	 both	 significantly	 decreasing	

democracy's	 ability	 to	 properly	 realize	 the	 two	 principles	 of	 good	 government),	 Mill	

endorses	an	indirect	(representative)	over	a	direct	democracy.	His	reasons	for	this	are	

instrumental	 and	 epistemic:	 separating	 (both	 spatially	 and	 temporally)	 talking	 from	

doing	in	the	political	process	will	increase	the	epistemic	value	of	the	procedures	used	to	
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make	 and	 authorize	 decisions,	 thus	 increasing	 the	 quality	 of	 political	 outcomes.	 This	

chapter	also	addresses	some	of	the	many	formal	filters	Mill	uses	to	filter	the	public	will	

(and	 to	 improve	 its	 epistemic	 contribution),	 including	 public	 balloting,	 advocacy	 as	 a	

model	of	political	representation,	division	of	labor	between	the	representative	body	(the	

parliament)	and	expert	bodies	(legislative	commissions	and	executive	government),	as	

well	 as	 the	 limited	 autonomy	 and	 authority	 of	 the	 local	 government.	 However,	 this	

chapter	 does	 not	 address	 two	 additional	 filtering	 mechanisms:	 Mill's	 plural	 voting	

proposal	 and	 his	 views	 on	 partisanship.	 Namely,	 these	 two	 mechanisms	 are	 often	

contested,	and	some	scholars	tend	to	disregard	them	altogether	in	order	to	preserve	the	

consistency	of	Mill's	project.	 I	believe	 they	 represent	a	very	 important	aspect	of	Mill's	

political	thought,	and	I	analyze	Mill's	epistemic	justification	of	these	mechanisms	in	the	

next	two	chapters.		

	 In	 the	 sixth	 chapter	 I	 focus	 on	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 and	 argue	 that	 this	

inegalitarian	voting	mechanism	 fits	nicely	within	 the	epistemic	 interpretation	of	Mill's	

political	 thought.	 Following	 his	 account	 of	 voting	 as	 a	 privilege	 (and	 not	 as	 an	

unconditional	right),	I	characterize	Mill	as	an	egalitarian	with	regard	to	negative	liberties	

(those	 directly	 affecting	 only	 the	 individual	 in	 question,	 like	 freedom	 of	 movement,	

freedom	of	 religion,	 and	 freedom	of	 speech)	but	 inegalitarian	with	 regards	 to	positive	

liberties	(those	inherent	to	a	participatory	democratic	process).	Finally,	I	argue	that	Mill	

proposes	plural	voting	as	a	permanent	(and	not	only	temporary)	measure,	and	that	the	

key	 reason	 for	 this	 is	 to	 increase	 the	 instrumental	 epistemic	 value	 of	 democratic	

procedures.		

	 Seventh	chapter	emphasizes	that	many	scholars	have	misinterpreted	Mill's	views	

on	partisanship.	 I	 characterize	political	parties	and	partisan	associations	as	one	of	 the	

mechanisms	 Mill	 uses	 to	 filter	 the	 public	 will,	 indicating	 how	 they	 can	 improve	 the	

instrumental	 epistemic	 quality	 of	 a	 democratic	 process	 by	 promoting	 and	 structuring	

public	deliberation	and	 filtering	 the	 content	 that	 enters	 the	public	 sphere,	but	 also	by	

introducing	competence	in	democratic	deliberation	by	connecting	citizens,	experts	and	

political	representatives	who	share	the	same	worldviews.	Mill	also	indicates	that	partisan	

associations	 can	 help	 strengthen	 the	 underrepresented	 classes,	 as	well	 as	 to	 create	 a	

deliberative	link	between	civil	society	and	the	state.		

	 A	 famous	 inconsistency	objection	 is	addressed	 in	 the	 final,	eight	 chapter	of	 this	

thesis.	Many	scholars	consider	Mill's	epistemic	defense	of	various	filtering	mechanisms	as	
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paternalistic	-	he	filters	the	popular	will	and	limits	collective	sovereignty	to	improve	the	

quality	 of	 political	 decisions	 affecting	 the	 same	 political	 community.	 I	 defend	 Mill's	

filtering	 mechanisms	 (and	 particularly	 his	 plural	 voting	 proposal)	 against	 these	

objections	and	argue	that	they	can	be	defended	on	non-paternalist	grounds.	Building	upon	

Mill's	moralized	conception	of	voting	(and	exercising	political	power	over	others),	I	argue	

that,	 following	 Mill's	 account,	 we	 have	 a	 duty	 to	 use	 epistemically	 the	 best	 decision-

making	 (and	 decision-authorization)	 procedure	 when	 we	 make	 or	 authorize	 political	

decisions	that	affect	other	citizens.	We	can	thus	legitimately	limit	collective	sovereignty	

in	order	to	protect	the	minority	from	incorrect	or	unjust	political	decisions.		
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CHAPTER	II	

TWO	CRITERIA:	EDUCATION	AND	COMPETENCE	
	

Mill's	 political	 philosophy,	 even	 if	 we	 focus	 only	 on	 his	 thoughts	 on	 democracy	 and	

representative	government,	encompasses	many	relevant	but	also	highly	contested	and	

debated	topics.	Additionally,	since	his	publications	and	other	works	span	a	period	of	over	

40	years,	providing	a	systematic	overview	becomes	a	demanding	task.	Dennis	Thompson	

interprets	and	organizes	Mill's	thoughts	by	introducing	two	fundamental	principles	-	the	

principle	of	participation	and	the	principle	of	competence	-	and	emphasizing	that	both	

principles	have	an	educational	and	protective	function	(Thompson	1976,	13-90).	This	is	

a	 valuable	 approach,	 and	 with	minor	 difficulties	 it	 can	 be	 used	 to	 portray	Mill	 as	 an	

epistemic	democrat.	However,	I	find	it	useful	to	take	a	step	back	and	start	from	Mill's	two	

criteria	of	good	government,	the	same	foundation	that	Thompson	uses	for	his	approach8.	

This	enables	me	to	give	a	more	unified	overview	without	losing	important	aspects	of	Mill's	

political	 thought.	 Furthermore,	 it	 opens	 the	 door	 to	 a	 simple	 but	 comprehensive	

characterization	of	Mill	as	a	democratic	instrumentalist	and	epistemic	democrat.	

	This	 chapter	 follows	 Mill's	 two	 criteria	 of	 good	 government	 (education	 and	

competence)	and	analyses	their	prominent	role	in	his	political	thought.	The	first	part	of	

the	chapter	addresses	citizens'	education	and	discusses	how	the	state	can	facilitate	and	

promote	 it	within	 formal	and	 informal	settings.	While	even	despotic	 rule	can	promote	

formal	education,	informal	education	(which	represents	citizens'	self-improvement)	can	

only	take	place	within	deliberative,	participative	and	democratic	institutions.	This	does	

not	mean,	of	course,	that	a	democratic	government	should	neglect	formal	education,	since	

it	is	a	prerequisite	for	the	self-improvement	of	citizens,	but	also	for	well-	functioning	of	

democracy	itself).	The	second	part	tackles	Mill's	thought	on	competence	and	expertise.	It	

introduces	 the	 difference	 between	 technical	 (or	 instrumental)	 and	 moral	 knowledge,	

elaborates	the	roles	Mill	assigns	to	the	two	kinds	of	experts,	and	briefly	explores	Mill's	

thought	regarding	the	relationship	between	competence,	knowledge,	and	expertise	on	the	

one	hand,	and	political	authority	and	legitimacy	on	the	other.	

	
8	Thompson	explicitly	indicates	that	his	interpretation	of	Mill's	theory	of	democracy	"follows	the	pattern	
suggested	by	his	two	criteria	for	the	'goodness	of	government'	-	how	well	a	government	uses	the	qualities	
that	exist	in	a	polity	at	a	particular	time,	and	how	well	a	government	contributes	to	the	improvement	of	
those	qualities	over	time"	(Thompson	1976,	175).	
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2.1.	MILL	ON	EDUCATION	

	

The	development	 of	 the	 intellectual	 and	moral	 capacities	 of	 citizens	 is	 one	 of	 the	 two	

central	aims	every	political	community	should	strive	to	achieve.	It	is	not	surprising	that	

education,	 broadly	 understood	 as	 a	 process	 by	 which	 the	 capacities	 of	 citizens	 are	

developed	and	improved,	plays	a	significant	role	in	Mill's	political	thought.	Mill's	focus	on	

education	was	substantial	and	widely	recognized	during	his	lifetime.	Alan	Ryan	indicates	

that	in	mid-Victorian	England	Mill	was	considered	an	"educational	institution":	while	Mill	

himself	was	appointed	Lord	Rector	to	the	University	of	St	Andrews,	his	books	on	logic	and	

economy	were	 taught	at	 the	University	of	Oxford,	 the	University	of	London,	and	many	

other	institutions	of	higher	learning,	while	his	colleagues	in	Parliament	sometimes	called	

him	"finishing	governess"	to	ridicule	his	obsession	with	education	(Ryan	2011,	653-654).	

This	part	of	the	chapter	addresses	three	important	issues.	First,	it	analyzes	the	reasons	

for	Mill's	 almost	 fanatical	 preoccupation	with	 education	 and	 asks	 how	Mill's	 focus	 on	

education	fits	into	his	wider	utilitarian	theoretical	framework.	Having	in	mind	that	not	all	

forms	of	education	are	the	same,	the	second	part	addresses	Mill's	thoughts	on	education	

in	the	narrow	sense,	understood	as	a	guided	process	that	takes	place	in	a	formal	setting	

(schools	and	universities).	Although	the	analysis	of	the	content	of	formal	schooling	might	

be	 relevant	 from	 the	 point	 of	 view	 of	 the	 philosophy	 of	 education,	 such	 enquiry	 goes	

beyond	 the	 scope	 of	 this	 thesis.	 I	 focus	 instead	 on	 political	 and	 epistemic	 aspects	 of	

education	in	a	narrower	sense	-	its	role	as	a	proper	measure	of	citizens'	political	influence	

(plural	voting	proposal),	and	the	role	of	the	state	in	promoting	formal	education	and	in	

securing	 adequate	 access	 to	 education	 for	 all	 citizens.	 The	 third	 part	 addresses	Mill's	

thoughts	on	education	in	a	broad	sense,	understood	as	a	set	of	all	influences	that	affect	

the	formation	of	a	person's	character.	Again,	I	focus	on	the	political	and	epistemic	aspects	

of	such	(informal)	education,	including	the	mechanisms	through	which	democratic	and	

participative	government	can	facilitate	citizens'	improvement	and	self-improvement.	

	

2.1.a.	The	Role	of	Education	in	Mill's	Moral	Philosophy	

Mill's	moral	philosophy	is	characterized	by	his	principle	of	utility,	a	principle	that	grounds	

morality	 and	 directs	 all	 practical	 reasoning.	 Thus,	 he	 states	 that	 "actions	 are	 right	 in	

proportion	as	they	tend	to	promote	happiness,	wrong	as	they	tend	to	promote	the	reverse	
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of	 happiness"	 (Mill	 1985a,	 210,	 see	 also	 Brown	 1973).	 This	 is	 a	 typical	 utilitarian	

approach,	where	happiness	 is	understood	as	 "pleasure,	 and	 the	absence	of	pain"	 (Mill	

1985a,	210)	and	considered	to	be	the	only	thing	of	value	in	itself.	Mill	seems	to	advocate	

a	hedonic	conception	of	utilitarianism,	similar	to	Bentham's	(1907)	position,	in	which	the	

only	intrinsically	valuable	thing	is	the	subjective	feeling	of	happiness	and	all	other	things	

are	 instrumentally	 valuable	 provided	 that	 they	 contribute	 to	 the	 feeling	 of	 happiness.	

However,	although	nobler	pursuits	can	be	defended	by	claiming	that	they	produce	more	

pleasure,	Mill	quickly	recognized	that	they	can	(and	must)	be	put	on	a	more	secure	footing	

(Brink	 2018).	He	 therefore	 ranks	 activities	 and	 pursuits	 not	 (only)	 by	 the	 quantity	 of	

pleasure	they	produce,	but	also	(and	primarily)	by	the	quality	of	pleasure	associated	with	

them.	Mill	 believes	 that	 a	 competent	 judge,	 one	who	 is	 familiar	with	 the	 pleasures	 of	

various	activities,	can	qualitatively	assess	and	rank	these	pleasures.	If	competent	judges	

place	one	pleasure	"so	far	above	the	other	that	they	prefer	it,	even	though	knowing	it	to	

be	attended	with	a	greater	amount	of	discontent	and	would	not	resign	it	for	any	quantity	

of	the	other	pleasure	which	their	nature	is	capable	of,	we	are	justified	in	ascribing	to	the	

preferred	 enjoyment	 a	 superiority	 in	 quality"	 (Mill	 1985a,	 211).	 This	 differentiation	

between	 higher	 and	 lower	 pleasures	 represents	 a	 clear	 departure	 from	 Bentham's	

quantitative	 utilitarianism,	 and	 some	 wonder	 whether	 Mill's	 account	 can	 even	 be	

considered	a	form	of	hedonic	utilitarianism9.	Mill	associates	higher	pleasures	with	"the	

manner	of	existence	which	employs	[individual's]	higher	faculties"	(Mill	1985a,	211),	thus	

arguing	 that	 some	 activities,	 roles,	 relations	 and	 pursuits	 (those	 requiring	 the	

employment	of	our	higher	 faculties)	have	a	higher	 tendency	 to	contribute	 to	our	well-

being	than	other	activities	(those	do	not	require	such	employment	of	the	higher	faculties).	

	 Since	utilitarian	moral	philosophy	typically	aims	to	maximize	valuable	end	states	

(in	Mill's	case,	higher	pleasures),	education	can	be	a	valuable	tool	we	can	use	to	promote	

human	well-being.	Indeed,	by	developing	the	intellectual	and	moral	capacities	of	citizens,	

we	enable	them	to	experience	and	appreciate	higher	pleasures.	Mill	reminds	us	of	this	

	
9	 The	 question	 remains	 whether	 higher	 pleasures	 are	 subjective	 pleasures	 or	 objective	 pleasures.	 For	
example,	 David	 Brink	 (2013),	 Thomas	 Green	 (2003),	 and	 Martha	 Nussbaum	 (2004)	 favor	 the	 latter	
interpretation,	 arguing	 that	 by	 introducing	 a	 differentiation	 between	 higher	 and	 lower	 pleasures,	 Mill	
abandons	hedonism	and	introduces	perfectionist	elements	into	the	utility	principle.	These	authors	argue	
that	for	Mill,	activities	that	employ	our	higher	faculties	are	not	instrumentally	valuable-they	are	not	the	best	
means	of	obtaining	high-quality	subjective	pleasures.	Instead,	the	exercise	of	these	activities	is	intrinsically	
valuable.	Unfortunately,	this	interesting	and	important	discussion	is	beyond	the	scope	of	this	thesis.	See,	
e.g.,	Loizides	(2013).	
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when	he	expresses	his	appreciation	of	life	"such	as	human	beings	with	highly	developed	

faculties	can	care	to	have"	(Mill	1974,	952).	Education	can	be	valuable	for	two	reasons.	

First,	 it	 enables	 citizens	 to	 better	 understand	 and	 predict	 the	 consequences	 of	 their	

actions,	thus	promoting	prudent	behavior	and	teaches	citizens	how	to	perform	complex	

actions	that	require	 the	exercise	of	 their	higher	 faculties.	Second,	 it	enables	citizens	to	

identify	and	pursue	goals	associated	with	higher	pleasures.	Furthermore,	it	enables	them	

to	choose	not	only	those	pursuits	that	ensure	their	own	happiness	but	also	the	happiness	

of	others	around	them	(Ryan	2011,	659).	Education	enables	citizens	to	identify	and	select	

valuable	aims,	as	well	as	to	devise	the	best	means	to	pursue	them.	These	two	roles	are	

beautifully	 illustrated	 by	 Mill's	 differentiation	 between	 moral	 art	 and	 moral	 science.	

Namely,	"the	art	proposes	to	itself	an	end	to	be	attained,	defines	the	end,	and	hands	it	over	

to	the	science,	[while]	the	science	receives	it,	considers	it	as	a	phenomenon	or	effect	to	be	

studied,	 and	having	 investigated	 its	 causes	 and	 conditions,	 sends	 it	 back	 to	 art	with	 a	

theorem	of	the	combinations	of	circumstances	by	which	it	could	be	produced"	(Mill	1974,	

944,	see	also	Donner	2007,	259)10.		

	 While	virtually	everyone	endorses	the	prudential	value	of	education,	Mill	focuses	

more	on	its	moral	role.	It	enables	citizens	to	form	virtuous	characters	those	preferring	

higher	pleasures	and	endorsing	pursuits	that	require	the	exercise	of	higher	faculties.	As	

Wendy	 Donner	 insightfully	 concludes,	 education	 promotes	 happiness	 by	 equipping	

people	with	 relevant	 intellectual	and	moral	 capacities	needed	 to	 "appreciate	 the	more	

valuable	kinds	of	satisfactions"	(Donner	2007,	255).		

	 But	what	 is	 the	 epistemic	 (and	 political)	 value	 of	 education?	How	 does	 it	 help	

citizens	 create	 correct,	 just,	 and	 efficient	 laws	 and	policies?	Mill's	 distinction	between	

moral	science	and	moral	art	can	be	linked	to	Christiano's	distinction	between	technical	

	
10	 Another	 useful	way	 to	 illustrate	 the	 two	 roles	 of	 education	 is	 to	 appeal	 to	 Rutger	 Claassen's	 (2018)	
differentiation	between	navigational	and	participational	agency.	On	the	one	hand,	we	exercise	navigational	
agency	when	we	can	freely	and	autonomously	choose	which	actions	we	want	to	take,	which	social	roles	we	
want	to	have	and	which	relations	to	engage	in.	On	the	other	hand,	we	exercise	participational	agency	when	
we	perform	actions,	have	social	roles,	and	engage	with	others.	While	education	fulfills	its	prudential	role	
when	it	teaches	us	how	to	exercise	our	participational	agency	(e.g.,	how	to	play	tennis,	how	to	be	a	good	
parent	or	a	good	lawyer),	it	fulfills	its	moral	role	when	it	enables	us	to	exercise	navigational	agency	(e.g.,	to	
competently	decide	whether	to	spend	our	free	time	playing	tennis,	whether	to	become	a	parent	and	what	
career	to	pursue).	The	state	should	not	promote	(through	compulsory	education,	or	through	coercive	laws	
and	policies)	any	particular	exercise	of	participational	 agency	 -	 that	would	be	a	 form	of	despotism	and	
would	impair	both	the	development	of	the	person	in	question	and	the	improvement	of	mankind	(1977d).	
Instead,	the	state	should	guarantee	and	foster	education	that	promotes	navigational	agency,	making	citizens	
able	 to	 competently	 decide	 for	 themselves	 how	 they	 want	 to	 improve	 their	 capacities.	 This	 will	 have	
epistemic	 benefits	 by	 making	 "people	 unlike	 one	 another"	 (Mill	 1977d,	 274)	 and	 thus	 harnessing	 the	
epistemic	value	of	diversity	and	political	agonism.		
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and	moral	knowledge.	While	the	former	regards	practical	skills	and	information	that	can	

help	us	determine	how	to	perform	some	action	or	to	reach	certain	political	aim	(e.g.,	how	

to	build	a	bridge	or	heal	an	injured	person),	the	latter	refers	to	our	ability	to	competently	

decide	which	political	aims	are	valuable	and	which	political	ideas	and	values	we	should	

pursue	(e.g.,	should	we	aim	for	full	employment	or	fiscal	stability,	should	we	fund	sports	

or	culture)	(Christiano	2012).	Education,	then,	can	be	valuable	for	epistemic	democracy	

for	two	reasons.	First,	it	helps	citizens	acquire	technical	knowledge	and	enables	them	to	

make	more	effective	policies	and	political	decisions.	Combined	with	the	division	of	labor	

between	epistemic	and	political	labor,	it	helps	citizens	to	find	more	competent	decision-

makers	(skilled	administrators	and	legislators,	see	Mill	1977a,	433-434)	who	enable	them	

to	create	better	and	more	efficient	means	(laws,	policies	and	decisions)	to	achieve	desired	

aims.	 Second,	 it	helps	 citizens	 to	acquire	moral	knowledge	and	enables	 them	 to	 select	

better	 (more	 correct,	 more	 just)	 political	 aims.	 Combined	 with	 the	 institutions	 and	

mechanisms	 of	 representative	 democracy,	 it	 helps	 citizens	 to	 find	 more	 competent	

political	representatives	(members	of	the	Parliament)	and	thus	enables	them	to	specify	

more	valuable	political	aims	the	society	should	strive	for11.		

	 The	 two	 kinds	 of	 knowledge	 (technical	 and	moral)	 can	 be	 acquired	 using	 two	

different	 forms	 of	 education.	While	 the	 state	 encourages	 and	 oversees	 both	 forms	 of	

education,	 Mill	 is	 skeptical	 regarding	 its	 more	 active	 engagement.	 These	 issues	 are	

discussed	in	the	following	two	sections.		

	

2.1.b.	Formal	Education	and	the	State	

Mill	understands	education	 in	a	narrower	sense	as	"the	culture	which	each	generation	

purposely	gives	to	its	successors"	(Mill	1984a,	261,	see	also	Donner	2007,	261).	It	takes	

place	 in	 a	 formal	 setting	 and	 is	 conducted	 by	 institutions	 whose	 primary	 goal	 is	 to	

disseminate	knowledge	and	 improve	 the	 skills	 and	competences	of	 their	beneficiaries.	

Although	 formal	 education	 helps	 to	 develop	 the	 intellectual	 and	 moral	 capacities	 of	

citizens,	 it	 is	not	(usually)	a	form	of	self-development	for	citizens,	as	the	process	takes	

place	under	the	authority	of	others.	However,	acquiring	some	(minimal)	level	of	education	

is	a	prerequisite	for	citizens'	autonomous	self-development,	as	well	as	for	their	financial	

independence.	 Interestingly,	 Mill	 formulates	 this	 idea	 (at	 least	 in	 terms	 of	 childhood	

	
11	 Furthermore,	 it	 enables	 citizens	 to	develop	 "a	 sense	of	 citizenship"	 and	 "active	 character",	 traits	Mill	
considers	essential	for	the	proper	functioning	of	the	democratic	society	(Pedersen	1982).		
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education)	as	a	mandatory	functioning,	not	a	mandatory	capability.	In	other	words,	the	

state	should	not	only	secure	that	all	children	have	fair	access	to	education,	it	should	secure	

that	 all	 children	 receive	 some	 (at	 least	minimal)	 level	 of	 education12.	 He	 considers	 it	

"almost	a	self-evident	axiom,	that	the	State	should	require	and	compel	the	education,	up	

to	a	certain	standard,	of	every	human	being	who	is	born	its	citizen"	(Mill	1977d,	301).	Mill	

provides	 two	 arguments	 to	 support	 his	 claim	 that	 all	 citizens	 should	 receive	 some	

(minimal)	level	of	education.	However,	I	believe	that	an	additional	(third)	argument	can	

be	found.		

	 First,	citizens	who	have	not	received	even	a	minimum	level	of	education	are	usually	

in	a	very	unfavorable	position	in	the	labor	market.	Since	they	are	not	qualified	to	perform	

even	some	simple	jobs,	they	often	cannot	enjoy	financial	independence	and	end	up	relying	

on	other	people's	help	or	charity.	Mill	argues	that	'it	is	one	of	the	most	sacred	duties	of	the	

parents,	after	summoning	a	human	being	into	the	world,	to	give	to	that	being	an	education	

fitting	him	to	perform	his	part	well	in	life	towards	others	and	towards	himself	(Mill	1977d,	

301-302).	Failing	to	properly	discharge	this	duty	represents	"a	moral	crime,	both	against	

the	unfortunate	offspring	and	against	society"	(Mill	1977d,	302).	A	child	is	thus	harmed	

because,	 by	 not	 receiving	 even	 the	most	 basic	 education,	 he	 is	 precluded	 (or	 at	 least	

seriously	 disadvantaged)	 from	 finding	meaningful	 employment	 and	 enjoying	 financial	

independence,	and	others	are	harmed	by	having	to	provide	for	that	child's	future	financial	

dependence.	While	 some13	might	 argue	 that	parents	 should	have	 the	 liberty	 to	decide	

whether	to	provide	education	for	their	children,	Mill	(1977d,	304)	considers	this	appeal	

"misplaced".	Namely,	it	is	used	to	conceal	a	particular	duty	of	parents	to	their	children.	

	 Second,	 while	 Mill	 praises	 intellectual	 diversity	 and	 approves	 citizens'	 self-

development	because	it	fosters	autonomy	and	individuality,	thus	creating	citizens	with	

different	characters	and	personalities,	he	nonetheless	believes	that	a	certain	amount	of	

education	represents	a	necessary	requirement	for	citizens'	self-development.	As	Donner	

(2007,	261)	insightfully	emphasizes,	"development	of	human	capacities	requires	that	the	

	
12	For	more	information	of	the	difference	between	capabilities	and	functionings	see	Sen	(1992),	Nussbaum	
(2000)	and	Claassen	(2018).		
13	Nowadays	only	a	few	philosophers	defend	this	claim.	Kukathas	(1997,	70),	for	example,	writes	that	the	
state	 should	 tolerate	practices	 such	as	 "group	or	 community	 customs	of	 childrearing	which	 restrict	 the	
opportunities	of	the	child	to	prepare	for	the	life	outside	the	original	community".	Similar	ideas	as	defended	
(although	in	a	 less	explicit	 form)	by	Galston	(1989)	and	Poulter	(1999).	For	further	discussion	on	these	
issues	see	Kukathas	(2003)	and	Barry	(2001).		
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groundwork	be	 laid	 in	childhood	education"14.While	 there	are	many	different	 forms	of	

education	 that	 children	may	 receive	 (and	 this	 diversity	 in	 formal	 education	 is	 a	 great	

thing),	 some	minimum	 level	of	 competence	should	be	achieved	by	all	 citizens.	That	 is,	

everyone	should	be	brought	above	a	certain	threshold	where	one	is	able	to	reflect	and	

formulate	a	conception	of	one's	own	good,	one's	own	primary	values	and	purposes	and	

the	 best	way	 to	 live	 in	 accordance	with	 them.	 This	 conception	 includes,	 among	 other	

things,	 one's	 ambitions,	 life	 goals,	 and	 commitments	 to	 others.	 Furthermore,	 citizens	

above	this	threshold	are	able	to	understand	that	other	people's	freedom	limits	their	own,	

as	well	as	to	consider	how	to	pursue	aims	that	ensure	both	their	own	happiness	and	the	

happiness	of	others15.When	children	are	denied	basic	education,	they	are	harmed	because	

they	are	deprived	not	only	of	the	opportunity	for	future	self-development,	but	also	of	the	

chance	to	lead	fully	autonomous	lives.	While	it	might	be	argued	that	children	can	develop	

their	capacities	later	in	life,	so	the	lack	of	minimal	education	does	not	necessarily	impair	

their	 faculties	(West	1965),	 it	 is	still	 true	that	not	receiving	minimal	education	creates	

serious	disadvantages	and	makes	self-development	far	more	difficult,	thus	harming	the	

deprived	person.		

	 	In	 addition	 to	 the	 two	 earlier	 arguments,	 I	 believe	 there	 is	 a	 third	 (epistemic)	

argument	 that	 further	 supports	 Mill's	 claim.	 Democratic	 deliberation	 is	 epistemically	

valuable	because	(among	other	things)	it	introduces	various	perspectives	and	opinions	

into	public	debate,	exposes	them	to	different	kinds	of	criticism,	and	helps	us	endorse	true	

beliefs	and	reject	 false	beliefs.	Mill	believes	that	 this	 form	of	government	surpasses	all	

others	in	epistemic	quality	(and	in	the	correctness	and	efficiency	of	political	decisions).	

However,	 it	 relies	 on	 the	 participation	 of	 (at	 least	minimally	 competent)	 autonomous	

citizens.	If	we	are	to	enjoy	the	epistemic	qualities	of	democracy,	we	must	ensure	that	all	

children	receive	at	least	a	minimal	education,	i.e.,	become	autonomous	citizens	who	can	

	
14	 There	 are	 some	 similarities	 between	 this	 approach	 to	 education	 and	 Mill's	 opinions	 on	 "barbarous	
nations".	Although	Mill	addresses	education	in	a	wide	sense	when	he	writes	about	barbarian	peoples,	he	
claims	that	educational	effects	of	democratic	government	cannot	be	properly	established	in	nations	that	
have	not	yet	reached	a	certain	level	of	social	and	political	development.	While	democracy	can	help	already	
developed	nations	 to	 further	 improve	 (and	 self-improve),	 the	 same	does	not	 stand	 for	nations	below	a	
certain	level	of	development.	When	applied	to	an	individual	level,	Mill	again	believes	that	liberty	can	have	
an	educational	effect	and	help	individuals	improve	(and	self-improve)	their	capacities.	However,	to	be	able	
to	utilize	liberty	in	such	a	productive	way,	citizens	need	to	have	their	competences	already	developed	to	a	
certain	standard.	See	Mill	(1977a,	562-578),	Applbaum	(2007)	and	Ten	(2012).	Also,	see	this	theses'	chapter	
on	the	epistemic	value	of	democracy.	
15	This	vaguely	corresponds	to	Rawls'	two	moral	powers:	rationality	and	reasonableness.	However,	unlike	
Rawls	(2001,	18-19),	who	takes	it	as	a	starting	point	that	citizens	have	these	two	moral	powers	above	some	
minimal	threshold,	Mill	argues	that	they	are	developed	through	(formal	and	informal)	education.		
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contribute	 (with	 their	 diverse	 perspectives	 and	 opinions)	 to	 the	 democratic	 political	

process16.		

	 As	we	can	see	 from	the	previous	paragraphs,	Mill	was	adamant	 that	all	citizens	

should	(as	children)	receive	some	minimum	education.	Education	should	be	compulsory	

by	law.	But	how	should	this	basic	level	of	education	be	provided?	Mill	is	concerned	that	

leaving	 compulsory	 education	under	 the	direct	management	of	 the	 state	will	 promote	

uniformity	and	discourage	autonomy	and	diversity.	This	process	has	a	tendency	to	shape	

"	people	to	be	exactly	like	one	another",	to	encourage	character	traits	and	personalities	

that	please	"the	predominant	power	in	the	government",	thus	establishing	"a	despotism	

over	the	mind	leading	by	natural	tendency	to	one	over	the	body"	(Mill	1977d,	302,	see	

also	West	1965	and	Anderson	1990).	The	state	should	not	monopolize	the	provision	of	

education.	 Instead,	 it	 should	 allow	 different	 private	 and	 public,	 religious	 and	 secular,	

charter	and	magnet	schools	to	promote	and	implement	different	curricula	and	different	

teaching	methods.	 Citizens	 should	 be	 allowed	 to	 choose	 the	 type	 of	 education	 that	 is	

appropriate	for	their	children,	but	in	the	end	all	children	will	have	to	pass	a	standardized	

test	issued	by	the	state.	Such	a	system	will	protect	diversity	and	innovation,	allowing	for	

epistemically	fertile	political	agonism.		

	 While	it	might	seem	that,	with	regard	to	formal	education,	Mill	does	not	ascribe	a	

particularly	important	role	to	the	state,	this	could	not	be	further	from	the	truth.	First	of	

all,	while	the	content	of	curricula	may	vary	from	school	to	school,	the	state	should	monitor	

the	educational	process	and	intervene	when	some	institutions	depart	from	their	original	

purpose	 (Mill	 1984c,	 see	 also	 Ryan	 2011).	 Mill	 is	 aware	 that	 parents	 often	 lack	 the	

appropriate	 knowledge	 to	 determine	 what	 is	 the	 best	 education	 for	 their	 children17.	

However,	 allowing	 parents	 a	 choice	 between	 different	 private	 and	 public	 schools	

introduces	diversity	and	innovation	to	the	educational	process.	He	believes	there	is	a	way	

to	 resolve	 this	 dilemma:	 The	 state	 should	 define	 a	 certain	 minimum	 level	 of	 general	

knowledge	that	all	children	of	a	certain	age	should	have.	This	general	knowledge	contains	

only	objective	facts	and	instrumental	skills	(i.e.,	it	is	value-free,	and	various	religious	and	

	
16	The	idea	that	every	citizen	should	be	able	to	contribute	to	the	democratic	decision-authorization	process	
does	not	imply	that	political	influence	should	be	equally	distributed.	See	the	chapter	on	the	plural	voting	
proposal	for	additional	information.		
17	He	indicates	that	parents	do	not	have	a	natural	right	to	determine	the	content	of	education	their	children	
will	receive.	Namely,	parents	are	often	ignorant,	and	they	should	not	be	allowed	to	pass	that	ignorance	to	
their	children.	He	thus	writes	that	"the	uncultivated	cannot	be	competent	judges	of	cultivation"	(Mill	1965b,	
947,	see	also	Ryan	2011,	663).	
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secular	schools	can	provide	it	to	their	students)	and	is	usually	tested	once	a	year	by	state	

examinations	 (Mill	 1977d,	308,	 see	 also	West	1965).	The	 state	 can	 thus	 supervise	 the	

educational	process	and	evaluate	how	the	various	schools	are	fulfilling	their	purpose	-	a	

school	whose	students	regularly	fail	state	examinations	is	clearly	not	up	to	the	task	and	

parents	are	discouraged	from	sending	their	children	to	such	schools.	Secondly,	the	state	

makes	 education	 compulsory	 by	 introducing	 the	 system	 of	 examinations	 mentioned	

above.	 If	 a	 child	does	not	meet	 the	minimum	standard,	 the	parents	are	 taxed,	 and	 the	

money	is	 invested	in	the	child's	education.	Parents	are	thus	encouraged	to	enroll	 their	

children	 in	 decent	 schools,	 that	 is,	 schools	whose	 students	 usually	 or	 always	pass	 the	

examinations.	Mill	believes	that	the	state	has	a	duty	to	compel	universal	education,	and	it	

discharges	 this	duty	by	 supervising	educational	 institutions	and	ensuring	 that	parents	

fulfill	 their	 duty	 to	 their	 children	 (by	 taxing	 parents	 whose	 children	 fail	 to	 meet	 the	

minimum	standard).	If	parents	are	unable	to	provide	for	their	children's	education,	and	

when	(due	to	poverty	or	some	other	reasons)	they	cannot	be	taxed,	the	state	should	cover	

the	cost	of	children's	education	(Mill	1965a).	Third,	the	state	can	(and	sometimes	should)	

establish	schools	and	other	educational	institutions	that	act	as	role	models	guiding	the	

educational	process	by	their	example.	These	state	schools	should	be	"one	among	many	

competing	experiments,	carried	on	for	the	purpose	of	example	and	stimulus,	to	keep	the	

others	up	to	a	certain	standard	of	excellence"	(Mill	1977d,	302),	and	should	never	aspire	

to	 replace	or	 eliminate	private	 schools.	As	we	 can	 see	 from	 the	above,	 the	 state	has	 a	

prominent	role	in	the	educational	process.	This	role	is	somewhat	similar	to	its	role	in	local	

government:	 while	 the	 state	 establishes	 the	 content	 of	 the	 basic	 knowledge	 that	 all	

children	(of	a	certain	age)	should	have	and	has	the	final	say	in	all	educational	matters	(i.e.,	

centralization	of	information	and	authority),	private	schools	are	left	to	implement	various	

educational	practices	(i.e.,	deconcentration	of	execution)	(see	Ryan	1974,	206-207,	2011,	

662,	and	Kurer	1989,	290).	

	

2.1.c.	Informal	Education	and	the	State	

While	 Mill	 writes	 and	 touches	 upon	 several	 issues	 related	 to	 formal	 education	 (or	

education	in	the	narrow	sense),	most	of	his	political	thought	actually	addresses	informal	

education	 (or	 education	 in	 the	broader	 sense)	 that	 takes	place	 outside	of	 schools	 and	

universities.	 He	 writes	 that	 "whatever	 helps	 to	 shape	 the	 human	 being,	 to	 make	 the	

individual	what	he	is,	or	hinder	him	from	being	what	he	is	not	-	is	part	of	his	education"	
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(Mill	1984d,	217).	As	Stefan	Collini	famously	argues,	"we	might,	conversely,	say	that	for	

Mill	 everything	 can	be	education"	 (Collini	1984,	 xlviii).	Thompson	 (1976)	 and	Donner	

(2007)	usefully	emphasize	that,	unlike	Jeremy	Bentham	and	James	Mill,	who	take	human	

nature	 as	 fixed	 and	 static,	 and	 seek	 a	 form	 of	 government	 that	 can	 best	 protect	 the	

interests	of	individuals	with	predetermined	capacities	and	characters,	Mill	believes	that	

human	nature	allows	for	 improvement	and	therefore	seeks	a	 form	of	government	that	

can,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 educate	 citizens	 and	develop	 their	 capacities	 and,	 on	 the	 other,	

protect	and	promote	their	interests18.		

Informal	 education	 takes	 place	 in	 various	 settings,	 including	 the	 formal	 and	

informal	political	sphere	(participation	 in	decision-authorization	processes	at	 the	 local	

and	 national	 level,	 as	well	 as	 in	 partisan	 associations	 and	 other	 organizations,	 and	 in	

public	rallies	and	the	media),	 the	personal	sphere	(relations	with	 family	members	and	

friends),	and	the	economic	sphere	(participation	in	the	workplace).	Participation	in	these	

settings	 can	 help	 citizens	 improve	 their	 intellectual	 and	 moral	 capacities	 (i.e.,	

participation	has	an	educational	function,	see	Thompson	1976,	28-53)	and	is	a	form	of	

citizens'self-development	since	it	places	the	educational	process	under	the	authority	of	

the	agent	himself	 (Donner	2007,	256).	 Informal	education	enables	citizens	 to	 improve	

their	 higher	 capacities	 and	 to	 be	 in	 charge	 of	 this	 improvement19.Furthermore,	 while	

education	in	the	narrow	sense	can	impart	useful	skills	and	knowledge	and	thus	lay	the	

foundations	 for	 the	 future	 self-development	of	 citizens,	 some	capacities	and	virtues	of	

character	cannot	be	 taught	but	must	be	practiced	 to	be	properly	acquired.	His	 famous	

statement	that	"the	mental	and	moral,	 like	the	muscular	powers,	are	improved	only	by	

being	used"	(Mill	1977d,	262)	opens	the	floor	for	the	argument	about	the	importance	of	a	

broad	education.	Furthermore,	Mill	writes	that	"instruction	is	only	one	of	the	desiderata	

of	mental	 improvement;	another,	almost	as	 indispensable,	 is	a	vigorous	exercise	of	the	

	
18	Mill	criticizes	Bentham's	approach	by	arguing	that	he	completely	neglects	(informal)	education	and	the	
government's	 ability	 to	 change	 (and	 improve)	 citizens	 under	 its	 jurisdiction.	 Bentham	 thinks	 that	 the	
government	fulfills	its	role	when	it	successfully	"deters	citizens	from	actually	committing	the	crime".	This	
can	be	achieved,	for	example,	by	introducing	heavy	punishments	(Draconian	laws).	However,	Mill	believes	
that	the	government's	primary	goal	should	be	to	"render	people	incapable	of	desiring	a	crime",	i.e.,	to	help	
them	understand	why	some	actions	are	wrong	and	illegal	and	to	develop	their	moral	understanding	(Mill	
1985b,	9).		
19	 This	 does	 not	 imply	 that	 self-development	 occurs	 spontaneously	 and	 does	 not	 require	 teaches	 and	
mentors.	Mill	emphasizes	that	"it	is	a	poor	education	that	associates	ignorance	with	ignorance"	and	adds	
that	"the	utility	of	the	instruction	greatly	depends	on	its	bringing	inferior	minds	into	contact	with	superior"	
(Mill	1977a,	539).	However,	unlike	schools	or	universities,	the	educational	process	is	informal	and	guided	
by	citizens	themselves.	For	additional	information	see	Thompson	(1976,	79-80)	and	Kurer	(1989,	298).	
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active	 energies;	 labor,	 contrivance,	 judgment,	 self-control:	 and	 the	natural	 stimulus	 to	

these	is	the	difficulties	of	life"	(Mill	1965b,	934,	see	also	West	1965),	and	is	quick	to	add	

that	it	is	important	to	cultivate	"those	endowments	not	merely	in	a	select	few,	but	in	all".		

However,	 the	 influence	 that	 different	 forms	 of	 participation	 have	 on	 citizens'	

capacities	 depends	 heavily	 on	 the	 qualities	 of	 the	 setting	 in	which	 participation	 takes	

place.	Mill	evaluates	political	arrangements,	social	institutions,	and	economic	systems,	as	

well	as	particular	laws,	policies,	and	measures,	by	taking	into	account	their	effect	on	the	

development	of	citizens'	capacities.	Despotic	rule	and	unqualified	universal	suffrage	are	

thus,	just	as	patriarchal	hierarchy	and	slave-driven	economy,	criticized	(in	part)	because	

they	"exercise	a	bad	influence	on	the	voter'	mind"(Mill	1977a,	478).	There	are	two	main	

arguments	Mill	uses	to	support	his	claim	that	political,	social	and	economic	institutions	

should	be	designed	to	promote	education	in	the	broad	sense.	

First,	Mill	 believes	 that	 broad	 education	 can	help	 citizens	 improve	 their	 higher	

capacities,	 thus	 enabling	 them	 to	 appreciate	 higher	 pleasures.	 Since	Mill	 believes	 that	

happiness	can	only	be	attained	 through	 the	habitual	practice	of	 intellectual	and	moral	

virtues	(see	Donner	2007),	he	perceives	informal	education	as	an	important	instrument	

in	our	pursuit	of	utility	maximization.	Although	there	is	some	disagreement	as	to	whether	

(for	Mill)	improving	our	intellectual	and	moral	capacities	is	an	end	in	itself	(Nussbaum	

2004,	Brink	2013)	or	just	means	for	reaching	the	desired	end	(pleasurable	experiences)	

(Macleod	2016),	we	can	nevertheless	see	why	informal	education	is	an	important	part	of	

his	 moral	 and	 political	 thought.	 This	 argument	 seems	 to	 have	 strong	 paternalist	

tendencies	(Arneson	1980	and	1982),	as	it	promotes	the	education	(in	a	broad	sense)	of	

any	particular	citizen	with	the	intention	(and	in	order)	to	improve	that	particular	citizen's	

well-being	and	happiness.		

Second,	while	Mill	is	aware	that	political,	social,	and	economic	institutions	have	a	

strong	 influence	 on	 the	 development	 of	 citizens'	 capacities,	 he	 also	 emphasizes	 that	

citizens'	 capacities	 affect	 the	 functioning	 of	 these	 institutions.	 He	 reminds	 us	 that	

"government	consists	of	acts	done	by	human	beings;	and	if	the	agents	[...]	are	mere	masses	

of	 ignorance,	 stupidity,	 and	 baleful	 prejudice,	 every	 operation	 of	 government	 will	 go	

wrong:	while,	in	proportion	as	the	men	rise	above	this	standard,	so	will	the	government	

improve	in	quality"	(Mill	1977a,	392).	Indeed,	he	believes	that	capacities	and	character	

traits	developed	through	informal	education	contribute	more	to	well-	functioning	of	these	

institutions	than	capacities	developed	in	schools	or	universities.	Education	in	the	broader	
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sense	is	thus	important	for	another	(non-paternalist)	reason	-	it	is	a	crucial	instrument	

for	the	proper	functioning	of	political,	social	and	economic	institutions20.	Mill	argues	that	

an	active	character,	typically	developed	through	democratic	participation,	is	best	not	only	

for	 the	 individual	 in	 question,	 but	 for	 the	 whole	 society	 (Thompson	 1976,	 30).	 By	

improving	the	moral	and	intellectual	capacities	of	citizens	(through	broad	education),	we	

improve	institutions	ability	to	authorize	and	make	correct,	efficient,	and	just	decisions.		

What	 influence	 do	 political,	 social,	 and	 economic	 institutions	 have	 on	 citizens?	

While	Mill	assesses	and	evaluates	the	broad	education	provided	in	various	institutions,	

we	 should	 focus	 on	 the	 most	 important	 instances,	 including	 his	 thoughts	 on	 the	

educational	 function	 of	 democratic	 government	 (including	 local	 government),	 the	

workplace,	and	the	family.		

Mill	strongly	emphasizes	the	educational	role	of	government.	In	fact,	he	explicitly	

states	that	its	principal	element	is	"the	improvement	of	the	people	themselves"21.This	is	

consistent	with	Mill's	 first	 criterion	 for	good	government	and	 the	 idea	 that	we	 should	

evaluate	various	regimes	by	measuring	their	tendency	to	"foster	in	the	members	of	the	

community	the	various	desirable	qualities,	moral	and	intellectual"	(Mill	1977a,	403).	Of	

course,	he	proceeds	to	argue	that	democratic	government,	characterized	by	participation	

of	(virtually)	all	citizens	in	the	decision-authorization	process,	promotes	active	character,	

improves	citizens'	political	knowledge,	and	deepens	their	understanding	of	the	general	

interest	better	than	any	alternative	form	of	government	(Mill	1977a,	see	also	Thompson	

1976).	 If	 citizens	 recognize	 that	 there	 is	 no	 higher	 power	 (e.g.,	 a	 despotic	 ruler)	 to	

constrain	their	will	and	acknowledge	that	some	part	of	political	influence	is	vested	in	each	

of	them,	they	will	be	motivated	to	participate	in	the	political	process	and	to	change	laws	

and	policies	that	they	believe	are	wrong	or	unjust.	Democratic	institutions	thus	promote	

active	character	as	they	encourage	citizens	to	organize	and	change	the	world	around	them	

rather	 than	passively	endorsing	 the	current	state	of	affairs.	Furthermore,	Mill	believes	

that	participation	improves	citizens'	political	knowledge.	While	local	participation	can	be	

	
20	The	whole	argument	cannot	be	given	here.	See	the	chapter	on	the	epistemic	justification	of	democracy	
for	more	information	regarding	citizens'	capacities	and	their	effect	on	the	quality	of	the	government.	See	
the	chapter	on	paternalism	and	filtering	mechanisms	for	clarification	why	this	epistemic	argument	does	not	
represent	a	form	of	paternalism.			
21	Mill	 regards	his	 educative	argument	 to	be	more	 important	 than	 the	protective	argument	 (Thompson	
1976,	28).	In	the	discussion	on	benevolent	despotism,	Mill	warns	us	that	the	worst	despot	is	the	one	who	
successfully	protects	citizens'	other	 interests	and	thus	promotes	passive	characters	and	blocks	citizens''	
self-development.	Benevolent	despot	thus	fails	to	promote	citizens'	most	important	interest,	one	for	self-
improvement.	See	Mill	(1977a,	399-412).		
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fruitful	in	this	regard,	as	it	allows	a	large	number	of	citizens	to	hold	one	of	the	numerous	

public	offices	at	the	local	level,	Mill	holds	that	citizens	who	are	not	assigned	any	particular	

public	 duty	 can	 also	 benefit	 greatly	 from	 the	 democratic	 system.	 They	 will	 be	 better	

informed	 about	 political	 procedures,	 parties,	 and	 candidates,	 and	 their	 views	 will	

probably	be	more	sophisticated	(Mill	1977a,	see	also	Milbrath	1981).	Finally,	by	making	

decision	 that	 affect	 other	 people,	 citizens	 (and	 their	 representatives)	 will	 have	 to	

participate	in	public	deliberation,	defend	their	views,	and	voice	their	appeals	by	referring	

to	 the	 general	 interest.	 This	 does	 not	 mean,	 however,	 that	 every	 form	 of	 democratic	

government	can	fulfill	this	educational	role.	Simple	majoritarian	democracy,	which	can	

further	 deteriorate	 into	 a	 tyranny	 of	 the	 majority,	 will	 fail	 both	 to	 promote	 deeper	

understanding	 of	 the	 general	 interest	 and	 to	 improve	 citizens'	 political	 knowledge.	

Similarly,	aggregative	democracy,	in	which	citizens	participate	simply	by	voting	for	their	

representatives,	who	then	vote	in	the	Parliament	to	authorize	laws	and	policies	will	fail	

to	 adequately	 improve	 citizens'	 knowledge	 or	 their	 intellectual	 and	 moral	 capacities.	

Parliamentary	 debates22,	 but	 also	 discussions	 in	 the	 informal	 political	 sphere	 (public	

forums,	 partisan	 associations,	 media)	 have	 a	 tremendous	 role	 in	 this	 educational	

endeavor.	 Finally,	 even	 deliberative	 democracy	 could	 lead	 us	 astray	 if	 appropriate	

mechanisms	(e.g.,	open	ballot,	plural	voting	proposal,	division	of	epistemic	labor)	are	not	

put	in	place	to	filter	the	public	will.	Many	modern	and	contemporary	thinkers	do	not	share	

Mill's	optimism.	For	example,	Joseph	Schumpeter	(2008,	262)	and	Jason	Brennan	(2016,	

2)	argue	that	participative	democratic	procedures	"not	only	fail	to	educate	or	ennoble	us,	

but	also	tend	to	stultify	and	corrupt	us".	Similarly,	Cass	Sunstein	(2011,	41)	and	Robert	

Talisse	(2009,	56-60)	warn	that	democratic	politics	often	leads	to	group	polarization	and	

crippled	 epistemology,	 which	 in	 turn	 leads	 to	 decline	 and	 degeneration	 of	 citizens'	

intellectual	and	moral	capacities.	These	worries	are	too	complex	to	be	properly	addressed	

here.	Mill	would	probably	agree	with	his	critics	and	acknowledge	(as	he	already	does)	

that,	without	proper	filtering	mechanisms,	democracy	can	lose	its	educational	potential.	

Allowing	 citizens	 to	 participate	 in	 decision-authorization	 procedures	 is	 simply	 not	

enough:	their	participation	must	be	adequately	guided,	and	their	political	will	properly	

	
22	Mill	famously	argues	that	"besides	being	an	instrument	of	government,	Parliament	is	a	grand	institution	
of	national	education,	having	for	one	of	its	valuable	offices	to	create	and	correct	that	public	opinion	whose	
mandates	it	is	required	to	obey"	(Mill	1977a,	348).		
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filtered23.Additionally,	some	social	and	economic	preconditions	have	to	be	met	in	order	

to	fully	utilize	the	educational	value	of	political	participation.	For	example,	Mill	warns	that	

media	must	not	be	monopolized	by	one	social	group,	as	"means	of	communication	in	mass	

society	can	preclude	public	and	critical	debate	once	they	start	to	propagate	the	ideas	of	

only	one	group"	(Dalaqua	2018a,	7,	citing	Mill	1977a,	446).		

Another	 important	 area	 for	 citizens'	 wide	 education	 is	 the	 work	 environment.	

Because	citizens	spend	a	significant	portion	of	their	adult	lives	in	the	workplace,	living	in	

a	democratic	system	is	often	not	enough	to	properly	stimulate	the	development	of	their	

intellectual	and	moral	capacities.	Although	participation	in	democratic	procedures	has	an	

important	educational	effect,	it	"fills	only	a	small	place	in	modern	life	and	does	not	come	

near	the	daily	habits	or	inmost	sentiments"	(Mill	1984b,	296).	In	fact,	authoritarian	and	

non-democratic	 practices	 characteristic	 of	 work	 environment	 in	 typical	 capitalist	

economies	 often	 undermine	 the	 educational	 benefits	 of	 democratic	 participation	

(Ellerman	 2010).	 Mill	 believes	 that	 participatory	 democratic	 practices	 should	 be	

implemented	beyond	(formal	and	informal)	political	sphere,	thus	creating	participatory	

work	environment.	He	warns	us	that,	if	humanity	is	to	continue	to	improve,	we	need	"not	

that	which	can	exist	between	a	capitalist	as	chief	and	workpeople	without	a	voice	in	the	

management,	 but	 the	 association	 of	 the	 laborers	 themselves	 on	 terms	 of	 equality,	

collectively	owning	 the	capital	with	which	 they	carry	on	 their	operations	and	working	

under	managers	elected	and	removable	by	themselves"	(Mill	1965a,	775).	The	workplace	

thus	becomes	a	"school	of	the	social	sympathies	and	practical	intelligence"	(Mill	1965a,	

792,	see	also	Schweizer	1995),	in	which	workers	will	be	able	not	only	to	elect	managers	

but	also	determine	the	general	aims	their	company	is	to	pursue.	Furthermore,	even	when	

workers	have	no	direct	and	formal	influence	(e.g.,	when	managers	and	the	members	of	

the	board	of	directors	have	been	elected),	they	should	be	allowed	and	be	encouraged	to	

deliberate	on	both	the	economic	and	social	aims,	and	the	technical	means	to	reach	these	

aims.	 Such	 deliberation	 mimics	 the	 one	 taking	 place	 in	 the	 informal	 political	 sphere	

(public	 rallies	 and	meetings,	 campaigns,	 media)	 and	 constitutes	 an	 important	 part	 of	

workers'	 wide	 (or	 informal)	 education.	Mill	 goes	 beyond	 the	 role	 of	 traditional	 trade	

	
23	While	 this	 casts	 an	 elitist	 shadow	on	Mill's	 political	 thought,	 it	 does	 not	 directly	 disqualify	 him	 as	 a	
democrat.	 Many	 accounts	 of	 epistemic	 democracy	 introduce	 some	 filtering	 mechanisms	 (e.g.,	 political	
representation,	 division	 of	 epistemic	 labor)	 to	 improve	 the	 epistemic	 value	 of	 a	 decision-authorization	
procedure.	However,	this	does	not	make	such	accounts	elitist	or	non-democratic.	For	example,	see	Estlund	
(2008)	and	Cerovac	(2020).		
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unions	(which	typically	organize	workers	and	represent	them	on	the	board	of	directors)	

and	 argues	 that	 to	 be	 able	 to	 exercise	 this	 form	 of	 control,	workers	 need	 to	 own	 the	

company	 they	 work	 in24.	 This	 pushes	 Mill	 toward	 some	 form	 of	 liberal	 socialism	 or	

property-owning	 democracy	 in	 which	 the	 free	 market	 is	 combined	 with	 state-owned	

firms	controlled	by	workers	(in	the	former	case)	or	privately	owned	firms	controlled	by	

workers	 (in	 the	 latter	 case),	 a	 system	he	will	 endorse	 (at	 least	 in	 part)	 because	 of	 its	

epistemic	(educational	and	organizational)	benefits25.	

Finally,	 along	 with	 the	 political	 and	 economic	 sphere,	 much	 of	 our	 informal	

education	takes	place	in	the	personal	sphere,	where	we	interact	with	family	members	and	

close	friends.	In	fact,	the	first	education	citizens	usually	receive	comes	from	their	parents	

and	close	relatives,	making	the	family	a	potent	site	for	education	in	a	broad	sense	(Donner	

2007,	265).	However,	the	typical	mid-Victorian	family	was	far	from	the	environment	that	

Mill	 would	 consider	 ideal	 for	 the	 development	 of	 intellectual	 and	moral	 capacities	 in	

childhood.	In	addition	to	the	huge	inequalities	in	power	and	wealth,	and	unequal	access	

to	 formal	 education,	 the	 idea	 of	 separate	 spheres	 (domestic-public	 dichotomy)	 kept	

women	 out	 of	 the	 public	 sphere	 and	 the	 domains	 of	 politics,	 paid	 work,	 law	 and	

commerce,	 and	 thus	 did	 not	 provide	 them	 with	 sufficient	 access	 to	 informal	 (broad)	

education26.	 Such	 family	 represents	 "a	 school	 of	 despotism,	 in	 which	 the	 virtues	 of	

despotism,	but	also	its	vices,	are	largely	nourished"	(Mill	1984b,	294-295).	Children	need	

	
24	We	can	notice	some	similarities	with	Mill's	argument	against	unqualified	universal	suffrage.	Mill	argues	
that	citizens	who	have	no	income	and	pay	no	taxes	should	not	be	granted	voting	privileges.	He	offers	a	few	
reasons	to	support	this	claim.	First,	allowing	such	citizens	to	participate	in	decision-making	on	how	to	use	
the	public	funds,	knowing	that	they	gave	no	contribution	all	to	the	total	amount	of	public	money	that	 is	
going	 to	 be	 spent,	 is	 unjust.	 Second,	 and	more	 important,	 political	 contribution	 by	 citizens	who	 are	 so	
passive	and	dependent	on	others	that	they	do	not	want	to	find	jobs	and	have	an	income	of	their	own	will	is	
more	 likely	 to	 decrease	 than	 to	 increase	 the	 epistemic	 quality	 of	 the	 collective	 decision-authorization	
process.	Third,	 and	most	 relevant	 for	our	 current	debate,	Mill	believes	 that	 citizens	 "who	pay	no	 taxes,	
disposing	by	their	votes	of	other	people’s	money,	have	every	motive	to	be	lavish,	and	none	to	economize"	
(1977a,	471).	Therefore,	to	exercise	a	good	influence	on	citizens'	minds,	political	participation	has	to	take	
place	in	an	environment	that	stimulates	citizens	to	carefully	think	and	deliberate,	and	not	to	spend	money	
recklessly.	Similarly,	political	participation	at	the	workplace	can	have	beneficial	and	educational	role	only	
in	the	environment	that	stimulates	the	workers	to	seriously	consider	how	the	funds	of	the	company	will	be	
spent.	Worker	ownership	over	(at	least	part	of)	the	company	is	thus	needed	for	the	full	educational	effect	
of	workplace	participation.		
25	More	information	on	liberal	socialism	and	property-owning	democracy	can	be	found	in	Meade	(1964)	
and	 Rawls	 (2001),	 as	 well	 as	 in	 O'Neill	 (2012)	 and	 Taylor	 (forthcoming).	 Many	 will	 remain	 skeptical	
regarding	the	organizational	epistemic	benefits	of	liberal	socialism	or	property-owning	democracy.		They	
usually	 argue	 that	 the	 capitalist	 enterprise,	 characterized	 by	 the	 free	market	 as	 a	 solution	 to	 society's	
knowledge	problem,	is	more	efficient	(Hayek	2012a,	2012b,	see	also	Tebble	2016).	On	the	other	hand,	some	
scholars	disagree	and	even	point	advocates	of	workplace	democracy	towards	solutions	such	as	institutional	
changes	in	incentives	(Schwartz	2012).	This	interesting	discussion,	however,	goes	beyond	the	scope	of	this	
thesis.		
26	For	more	information	on	mid-Victorian	family	see	Hoppen	(2000).		
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to	grow	up	in	families	characterized	by	sympathy	and	equality,	rather	than	power	and	

obedience.	Family	arranged	in	such	manner	will	help	to	improve	the	capacities	of	both	

female	and	male	children	by	teaching	them	to	live	together	as	equals.	Mill	thus	assigns	a	

very	important	educational	role	to	the	family,	arguing	that	"	moral	training	of	mankind	

will	never	be	adapted	to	the	conditions	of	the	life	for	which	all	other	human	progress	is	a	

preparation,	until	they	practice	in	the	family	the	same	moral	rule	which	is	adapted	to	the	

normal	constitution	of	human	society"	(Mill	1984b,	295).	

	

While	formal	education	represents	a	prerequisite	for	the	development	of	citizens'	

capacities,	Mill	considers	informal	education	through	participation	as	a	driving	force	for	

citizens'	 self-development.	However,	participation	can	only	 realize	 its	 educational	 role	

when	it	becomes	part	of	citizens'	daily	lives	(Thompson	1976,	43).	Therefore,	informal	

education	takes	place	in	various	spheres,	and	all	of	them	must	be	arranged	in	a	way	that	

facilitates	the	improvement	of	mankind.	This,	of	course,	does	not	mean	that	Mill	advances	

any	particular	character	type	as	the	best	for	everyone.	He	believes	that	having	different	

characters	and	personalities	improves	our	epistemic	practices,	but	still	believes	that	some	

character	traits	(e.g.,	vigor	and	courage)	and	others	(e.g.,	cruelty,	malice,	envy)	should	not	

be	part	of	everyone's	character	(Mill	1977d,	see	also	Miller	2005).	

	

2.2.	MILL	ON	COMPETENCE	

	

The	proper	organization	of	citizens'	existing	competences	represents	one	of	Mill's	 two	

central	aims	we	should	strive	to	achieve.	We	evaluate	various	forms	of	government	(in	

part)	by	 their	ability	 to	organize	 these	competences	 in	 the	most	 fruitful	way,	one	 that	

creates	the	most	long-term	beneficial	consequences.	While	Mill	wholeheartedly	embraces	

(almost)	universal	political	participation	and	often	calls	upon	its	beneficial	educational	

effects,	 he	 clearly	 rejects	 the	 egalitarian	 position	 which	 attributes	 equal	 level	 of	

competence	and	thus	the	same	political	influence,	to	all	citizens.	As	indicated	in	earlier	

chapters,	Mill	endorses	the	knowledge	tenet	(Estlund	2008,	30-34,	see	also	Cerovac	2020,	

10-12)	 and	 holds	 that	 political	 knowledge	 is	 unequally	 distributed	within	 population,	

with	some	citizens	knowing	better	than	others	what	should	be	done,	and	some	citizens	

being	more	competent	than	others	to	make	correct,	efficient	or	 just	political	decisions.	
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This	 part	 of	 the	 chapter	 analyses	 the	 epistemic	 role	 of	 competence	 in	 Mill's	 political	

thought.		

	 Mill	differentiates	between	two	types	of	knowledge	(or	competence):	instrumental	

(technical)	and	moral.	The	former	regards	the	ability	to	discover	or	devise	the	best	means	

to	achieve	a	desired	end,	or	to	determine	the	most	appropriate	ends	to	fulfil	one's	long-

term	 interests.	 Citizens	 who	 have	 received	 some	 special	 education	 or	 training	 (e.g.,	

physicians,	engineers,	or	lawyers)	have	this	type	of	knowledge	in	their	respected	fields	

and	may	be	considered	more	competent	than	those	who	have	not	received	such	education	

or	training.	The	latter	relates	to	the	ability	to	select	the	appropriate	valuable	aims	that	we	

(individually	 or	 collectively)	 should	 pursue.	 It	 is	 more	 difficult	 to	 determine	 which	

citizens	have	superior	moral	expertise,	yet	Mill	believes	that	 those	with	more	virtuous	

characters	and	 those	capable	of	 recognizing	 the	general	 interest	 fall	 into	 this	 category	

(Mill	 1977a,	 1985a,	 see	 also	 Thompson	 1976	 and	 Christiano	 2012).	 This	 part	 of	 the	

chapter	analyses	 the	role	of	competence	 in	Mill's	political	 thought,	 the	divide	between	

technical	 and	 moral	 competence,	 and	 its	 application	 to	 different	 (executive	 and	

legislative)	branches	of	representative	government.	

	

2.2.a.	Technical	(Instrumental)	Knowledge	

Due	to	the	specialized	nature	of	technical	knowledge,	for	any	particular	field	most	citizens	

lack	 the	professional	 training,	 skills,	 and	 talents	 required	 for	 competent	 selection	 and	

implementation	of	the	best	means	required	for	attaining	the	desired	aims.	This	is	why	we	

visit	 a	 doctor	 when	 we	 are	 ill,	 consult	 a	 stockbroker	 when	 we	 are	 planning	 new	

investments,	or	ask	an	architect	to	draw	up	the	design	for	our	new	house.	Mill	holds	that	

the	same	principle	applies	in	politics	as	we	strive	to	make	correct,	efficient,	or	just	laws,	

policies,	and	political	decisions.	While	Mill	argues	in	favor	of	representative	government	

and	 believes	 that	 political	 decisions	 should	 be	 authorized	 by	 representatives	 of	 the	

people,	 he	 nonetheless	 holds	 that	 only	 specially	 trained	 and	 skilled	 people	 can	make	

political	decisions	of	adequate	moral	and	epistemic	quality.	He	warns	us	that	"	freedom	

cannot	produce	its	best	effects,	and	often	breaks	down	altogether,	unless	means	can	be	

found	of	combining	it	with	trained	and	skilled	administration"	(Mill	1977a,	440,	see	also	

Warner	2001,	406).	Technical	knowledge	thus	plays	an	important	role	in	Mill's	theory	of	

government.	
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Mill	makes	a	rough	distinction	between	two	levels	of	administration:	legal	experts	

within	legislative	commission	and	top-level	managers	in	the	executive	government	(e.g.,	

ministers	and	their	closest	advisers)	on	the	one	hand,	and	civil	servants	in	the	national,	

federal	or	local	government	on	the	other.	This	division,	of	course,	does	not	address	the	

hierarchy	in	public	administration	or	the	transfer	of	authority	-	it	concerns	only	the	skills	

and	competences	required	for	each	level.		

Thus,	members	of	the	first	group	should	have	a	high	level	of	both	technical	and	

moral	knowledge.	Those	in	legislative	commission	should	be	trained	in	legal	studies	and	

be	 able	 to	 construct	 laws	 and	 other	 legal	 devices	 of	 substantive	moral	 and	 epistemic	

quality.	This	includes	the	ability	to	properly	understand	the	moral	and	political	aims	set	

by	the	parliament,	the	ability	to	construct	and	formulate	laws	that	help	meet	these	aims,	

but	also	the	ability	to	understand	the	long-term	effects	of	such	laws	and	their	potential	

effect	on	other	laws	and	policies,	including	those	that	regulate	other	policy	areas27	(Mill	

1977a,	428-429).	They	should	also	be	able	 to	distance	 themselves	 from	their	personal	

interests	and	preferences	when	drafting	legislation	and	focus	only	on	the	aims	set	by	the	

representative	body	and	our	fundamental	interest	as	progressive	beings.	Similarly,	Mill	is	

aware	that	the	minister	in	the	executive	government	often	cannot	have	all	the	relevant	

technical	 and	 professional	 knowledge.	 He	 should	 be	 "a	 good	 politician,	 and	 a	man	 of	

merit",	and	the	knowledge	he	should	possess	regards	"	general	interests	of	the	country"	

(Mill	1977a,	522).	However,	while	Mill	argues	that	each	minister	should	be	accompanied	

by	a	small	group	of	advisers	to	help	him	with	technical	issues,	he	still	seems	to	imply	that	

some	level	of	technical	knowledge	and	practical	intelligence	is	required	(Mill	1977a,	428-

432).	 Civil	 servants	 engaged	 at	 a	 higher	 policy-making	 level	 (ministers	 and	 advisers)	

should,	in	addition	to	probity	and	concern	for	the	public	interest,	demonstrate	practical	

intelligence	and	have	the	knowledge	in	the	relevant	field	(Ryan	1972,	60-62	and	2011,	

656).	 As	we	 can	 see,	Mill	 asks	 a	 lot	 from	members	 of	 the	 legislative	 commission	 and	

functionaries	at	the	higher	policy-making	level:	they	should	have	both	moral	and	technical	

competences	(although	not	necessarily	at	the	same	level)	and	be	among	the	greatest	and	

most	virtuous	citizens	of	the	country.		

	
27	Mill	warns	us	that	the	representative	body	often	tends	to	overstep	 its	role	by	trying	to	directly	affect	
legislation,	e.g.,	by	changing	the	law	made	by	the	legislative	commission	or	by	endorsing	only	particular	
clauses	of	the	law	sent	for	authorization,	and	not	the	entire	law.	Such	practices	can	greatly	decrease	the	
epistemic	quality	of	the	law	in	question,	but	also	the	quality	of	other	laws	and	policies,	those	whose	scope,	
application	or	enforcement	substantively	changes	when	a	new	law	is	introduced.	(Mill	1977a,	428-430).		
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Members	of	 the	 second	group	 (i.e.,	 civil	 servants	at	 lower	 levels,	 clerks)	 should	

display	technical	knowledge	 in	the	appropriate	(often	narrow)	area	of	expertise.	Their	

main	task	is	to	follow	orders	from	their	superiors	and	to	use	their	specialized	technical	

knowledge	to	implement	policies	(Mill	1977a,	428-432).	The	need	for	technical	training	

and	skills	is	even	more	obvious	at	this	level.	Mill	considers	this	self-evident	and	does	not	

bother	 to	 provide	 additional	 justification	 for	 this	 claim28.	 However,	 he	 warns	 that	

employment	in	public	administration	is	often	used	as	"a	social	measure	for	poor	but	well-

connected	 young	 men"	 (Ryan	 2011,	 655),	 thus	 replacing	 competence	 for	 aristocratic	

connections	 (Mill	 1977a,	 529-531).	 This	 seriously	 reduces	 the	 quality	 of	 policy	

implementation,	 but	 also	 undermines	 the	 public	 approval	 that	 political	 and	 social	

institutions	should	ascribe	to	(formal)	education.	Having	this	in	mind,	Mill	argues	for	tests	

to	select	the	most	competent	bureaucrats,	but	also	provides	additional	recommendations,	

including	criteria	for	promotion	and	measures	for	keeping	civil	servants	accountable	for	

their	work.		

	

2.2.b.	Moral	Knowledge	

While	we	can	quite	easily	determine	how	to	evaluate	technical	(instrumental)	knowledge,	

the	attribution	and	measurement	of	moral	knowledge	represents	a	far	more	demanding	

task.	 Namely,	 while	 standardized	 tests	 within	 institutions	 of	 formal	 education	 (e.g.,	

schools	and	universities)	as	well	as	vocational	or	other	state-administered	examinations	

(e.g.,	bar	exams	or	medical	licensing	exams)	can	help	us	decide	who	is	a	technical	expert,	

there	is	no	analogous	test	or	system	of	exams	that	can	help	us	determine	who	is	a	moral	

expert.	 Similarly,	 while	 we	 can	 track	 a	 person's	 professional	 record	 and	 publicly	

determine	whether	that	person	is	a	technical	expert	(e.g.,	a	physician	whose	patients	have	

all	been	successfully	treated	and	fully	recovered	is	clearly	an	expert,	as	is	a	stockbroker	

who	consistently	makes	huge	profits),	it	is	far	more	difficult	to	determine	a	standard	of	

moral	 expertise	 that	 all	 citizens	 could	 endorse.	 Progressives	 and	 conservatives	 will	

disagree	 about	 the	 appropriate	 aims	 the	 society	 should	 pursue,	 and	 they	might	 even	

disagree	about	the	character	traits	and	virtues	that	make	a	good	citizen.	Mill	is	fully	aware	

of	this	challenge	and,	although	he	often	seems	to	endorse	a	more	progressive	worldview,	

	
28	To	be	more	precise,	Mill	thinks	that	everyone	can	agree	that	some	people	are	better	at	discovering	and	
devising	 means	 to	 reach	 the	 desired	 ends,	 and	 that	 receiving	 special	 education	 and	 training	 greatly	
improves	one's	ability	to	contribute	to	the	means-discovering	and	means-devising	process.	For	additional	
information	see	Thompson	(1976,	55-56).		
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argues	that	both	have	an	important	social	role	and	that	the	conflict	between	these	two	

worldviews	generates	the	best	political	(and	epistemic)	outcomes	(Mill	1977d	and	1982c,	

see	 also	 Kinzer	 1981).	 This	 implies	 that	we	 often	 cannot	 establish	 a	 firm	 substantive	

criterion	we	 can	 use	 to	 ascribe	moral	 knowledge	 and	 competence.	 How	 then	 can	we	

determine	who	are	moral	experts?	

Mill	provides	an	indirect	solution.	He	emphasizes	that	moral	knowledge	is	based	

(to	a	lesser	extent)	on	empirical	knowledge	and	(mostly)	on	an	understanding	of	higher	

pleasures.	Unlike	technical	knowledge	in	a	particular	field,	which	is	often	held	only	by	a	

small	group	of	citizens	who	have	received	specific	education	and	training,	Mill	believes	

that	moral	knowledge	is	more	or	less	widely	distributed	and	not	related	to	any	specialized	

education	or	training.	It	is	"available	to	any	person	of	developed	faculties"	(Mill	1985a,	

see	also	Miller	2005).	Since	it	is	difficult	to	find	a	firm	substantive	criterion	by	which	we	

can	ascribe	moral	expertise,	Mill	suggests	 focusing	on	relevant	social	markers	that	can	

help	us	identify	those	who	have	decent	empirical	knowledge	and	a	good	understanding	of	

higher	 (or	 intellectual)	 pleasures.	 One's	 (formal	 and	 informal)	 level	 of	 education,	 for	

example,	tends	to	shape	our	knowledge	of	human	nature	and	the	world	around	us,	and	

makes	one	acquainted	with	a	variety	of	higher	pleasures.	Furthermore,	the	desire	to	learn,	

to	acquire	new	skills	and	competences,	and	to	perform	more	demanding	and	challenging	

tasks	is	closely	related	to	our	aspiration	for	self-improvement,	which	Mill	considers	an	

indicator	of	virtuous	character	traits.	In	doing	so,	he	provides	an	indirect	measurement	

mechanism:	we	can	evaluate	citizen's	moral	knowledge	and	expertise	by	evaluating	the	

citizen's	education	(Mill	1977a,	474-480).	Finally,	as	discussed	in	detail	in	other	chapters,	

Mill	even	argues	that	the	level	of	citizen's	political	influence	should	correspond	to	his	level	

of	moral	expertise	(as	measured	by	his	level	of	education).	

As	we	can	see,	Mill	holds	that	moral	competence	is	more	or	less	widely	distributed	

within	the	population	-	while	only	members	of	a	small	group	of	citizens	(i.e.,	those	who	

have	 received	 the	 best	 education)	 can	 be	 characterized	 as	 the	 most	 competent,	 Mill	

believes	that	some	level	of	moral	competence	can	be	found	among	all	citizens	who	have	

received	at	least	a	minimal	education.	Does	this	imply	that	there	are	no	moral	experts,	

only	more	and	less	qualified	citizens?	While	this	may	indeed	be	the	case,	Mill	nevertheless	

believes	that	members	of	two	groups	stand	out	and	play	a	social	and	political	role	of	moral	

experts	 (Warner	 2001).	 The	 first	 group	 are	 the	 opinion	 leaders,	 usually	 (but	 not	

necessarily)	well-educated	 citizens	who	 invest	 a	 lot	 of	 time	 and	 effort	 to	 be	 informed	
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about	public	affairs	and	often	play	a	special	 role	 in	 the	 informal	political	 sphere.	They	

participate	in	informal	public	deliberation,	speak	and	discuss	at	citizens'	assemblies,	write	

newspaper	 columns	 and	 articles,	 and	 sometimes	 participate	 in	 the	 work	 of	 partisan	

associations	and	political	 foundations.	 In	second	place	are	members	of	 the	Parliament,	

citizens	 whose	 job	 it	 is	 to	 represent	 the	 opinions	 and	 perspectives	 of	 various	 social	

groups,	to	deliberate	in	the	formal	political	sphere,	and	to	employ	their	knowledge,	skills,	

and	experience	to	formulate	the	best	set	of	political	aims	that	serve	the	long-term	public	

interest.	While	having	superior	education	is	not	a	prerequisite	for	this	function,	and	Mill	

explicitly	states	that	members	of	parliament,	"when	properly	constituted,	a	fair	sample	of	

every	grade	of	intellect	among	the	people"	(Mill	1977a,	433),	he	nevertheless	believes	that	

they	should	have	highly	developed	deliberative	and	critical	capacities.	

	

2.2.c.	Competence	and	Political	Authority	

Mill's	 second	 criterion	 of	 good	 government	 reminds	 us	 that	 it	 is	 not	 enough	 to	 have	

virtuous	citizens	and	skilled	technical	experts	to	reliably	make	correct,	efficient,	and	just	

political	 decisions.	 While	 the	 moral	 and	 technical	 competences	 of	 citizens	 are	 of	

paramount	importance,	government	has	to	acknowledge	these	competences	and	organize	

the	political	decision-making	and	decision-authorization	processes,	as	well	as	the	social	

and	 political	 roles	 of	 citizens,	 in	 ways	 that	 make	 the	 best	 use	 of	 citizens'	 existing	

competences.	Political	 institutions,	 then,	must	organize	citizens'	moral	and	 intellectual	

capacities	"so	as	to	operate	with	the	greatest	effect	on	public	affairs"	(Mill	1977,	392).	This	

calls	 for	 a	 division	 of	 political	 and	 epistemic	 labor	 in	 which	 different	 branches	 of	

government	draw	on	the	knowledge	and	expertise	of	different	kinds	of	experts.		

	 Mill's	arguments	for	representative	democracy	as	a	form	of	government	that	can	

better	 organize	 and	 improve	 citizens'	 existing	 capacities	 better	 than	 any	 alternative,	

supported	by	a	list	of	mechanisms	he	introduces	to	filter	the	public	will	and	improve	the	

epistemic	quality	of	political	outcomes,	stand	in	the	heart	of	this	thesis,	but	are	beyond	

the	 scope	 of	 this	 chapter.	 Instead,	 I	 want	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 discussion	 of	 the	 source	 of	

political	 authority	 in	Mill's	 political	 thought.	 This	 question	will	 be	 elaborated	 in	 other	

chapters,	 and	here	 I	 focus	only	on	 the	most	 immediate	 challenge.	Many	 scholars	have	

characterized	Mill	as	a	philosopher	who	defends	a	form	of	sophisticated	non-democratic	

elitism	 (Burns	 1957,	 Kendall	 and	 Carey	 1968,	 Annan	 1968,	 Cowling	 1990),	 and	

contemporary	interpretations	(Baccarini	1993,	Urbinati	2002,	Donner	2007,	Riley	2007)	
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tend	 to	 reject	 this	 categorization.	 However,	 some	 scholars	 have	 recently	 started	

investigating	 the	 elitist	 implications	 of	 Mill's	 theory	 of	 government	 for	 21st	 century	

democracy.	For	example,	Jason	Brennan	argues	that	democracy	has	been	tested	for	nearly	

two	 centuries	 and	 the	 results	 clearly	 turned	 out	 negative.	While	Mill	was	 an	 optimist	

regarding	democratic	rule	in	his	day,	nowadays	he	would	have	to	abandon	his	optimism	

and	replace	democracy	with	a	form	of	epistocracy	(Brennan	2016,	1-10).	Similarly,	Elvio	

Baccarini	 offers	 a	 "partly	Millian	proposal"	 and	argues	 that,	when	 the	only	 competent	

people	are	 the	members	of	 a	 restricted	elite	 (e.g.,	 climatologists	 regarding	 the	 climate	

policy,	 or	 infectious	 disease	 doctors	 in	 relation	 to	 vaccination	 policy),	 then	 we	 must	

attribute	to	them	the	legitimacy	to	rule	(Baccarini	2021,	384-385).	This	approach	tends	

to	attribute	political	authority	(and,	more	importantly,	political	legitimacy)	on	the	basis	

of	technical	knowledge	and	expertise.	When	technical	knowledge	is	relevant	to	the	quality	

of	the	final	political	decision,	and	when	technical	knowledge	is	unequally	distributed,	we	

should	favor	some	form	of	moderate	epistocracy	(e.g.,	technocracy29).	

	 While	 I	 can	 understand	 the	 appeal	 of	 this	 implication,	 I	 still	 think	Mill's	 views	

suggest	 a	more	 democratic	 system	 (e.g.,	 scholocracy).	 The	 epistemic	 (instrumentalist)	

interpretation	 of	 Mill's	 political	 thought	 recognizes	 and	 emphasizes	 his	 focus	 on	 the	

quality	of	political	outcomes	in	the	long	run,	yet	it	does	not	call	for	technocracy	or	any	

other	 form	 of	 moderate	 epistocracy.	 We	 should	 embrace	 the	 decision-authorization	

procedure	that	has	the	highest	chance	of	producing	the	most	beneficial	results	(and	the	

one	 that	 has	 the	 highest	 instrumental	 epistemic	 value),	 and	 Mill	 is	 adamant	 that	

democracy,	 properly	 shaped	 by	 plural	 voting,	 open	 balloting	 and	 other	 filtering	

mechanisms,	is	such	a	procedure.	Of	course,	technical	experts	in	executive	government	

should	 be	 allowed	 to	 propose	 laws	 and	 make	 public	 policies	 and	 political	 decisions	

without	 much	 interference	 from	 the	 representative	 assembly	 (Mill	 1977a,	 423-434).	

However,	the	executive	government	does	not	base	its	legitimacy	in	its	expertise	(although	

it	is	still	very	important	to	have	a	government	composed	of	experts),	but	(primarily)	in	

the	 fact	 that	 it	was	authorized	 to	make	political	decisions	by	 the	Parliament.	Supreme	

authority	is	vested	in	the	representative	and	deliberative	assembly,	and	the	Parliament	

has	legitimacy-generating	potential	(it	can	mandate	the	executive	government	to	make	

public	 policies	 and	 political	 decisions)	 because	 it	 possesses	 instrumental	 moral	 and	

	
29	For	additional	information	on	various	forms	of	epistocracy	see	Cerovac	(2020,	116-127).				
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epistemic	qualities	that	surpass	the	qualities	of	any	other	form	of	government.	Mill	"works	

toward	balance"	(Warner	2001,	410)	between	expertise	and	participation,	but	is	aware	

that	"a	balanced	constitution	is	impossible"	and	therefore	considers	it	essential	that	"the	

practical	supremacy	in	the	state	should	reside	in	the	representatives	of	the	people"	(Mill	

1977a,	422-423).	In	fact,	he	proceeds	to	explicitly	deny	that	"bureaucratic	oligarchy"	is	

the	 best	 form	 of	 government	 for	 any	 civilized	 people,	 adding	 that	 even	 a	 skilled	

bureaucracy	always	tends	to	fall	into	incompetence	and	corruption	of	a	"pedantocracy"	

(Mill	1977a,	437-440	and	1977d,	305-310,	see	also	Riley	2007,	221-222).	This	can	only	

be	avoided	if	technical	experts	in	executive	government	are	subjected	to	popular	control.		

	 Technical	expertise	is	not	the	foundation	on	which	Mill	makes	the	transition	from	

the	knowledge	tenet	to	the	authority	tenet.	A	technocratic	government	will	fail	for	several	

reasons:	it	will	fail	to	produce	decisions	of	optimal	(or	best	available)	epistemic	quality,	

but	it	will	also	not	be	able	to	properly	educate	citizens	and	encourage	them	to	develop	

their	capacities	through	participation.	Moral	expertise	seems	a	more	suited	candidate	to	

bridge	the	gap	between	the	two	tenets,	but	again	Mill	takes	an	indirect	route.	Namely,	he	

does	not	think	that	only	moral	experts	should	participate	in	the	decision-authorization	

processes.	 Mill	 merely	 argues	 that	 those	 with	 greater	 moral	 knowledge	 should	 have	

greater	political	influence	in	the	authorization	process.	However,	the	main	reason	for	this	

unequal	distribution	of	political	influence	is	not	merit	or	justice,	but	the	(instrumental)	

epistemic	quality	of	such	an	inegalitarian	democratic	decision-authorization	procedure.	

Therefore,	expertise	(technical	or	moral)	does	not	automatically	imply	political	authority.	

In	 order	 to	 make	 this	 demanding	 step	 and	 bridge	 the	 gap	 between	 knowledge	 and	

authority	 tenet,	 Mill	 provides	 an	 extensive	 epistemic	 (instrumental)	 argument	 for	

democracy	characterized	by	various	filtering	mechanisms.	This	epistemic	argument	is	the	

focus	of	this	thesis.		

	 	



	 38	

CHAPTER	III	

THE	EPISTEMIC	VALUE	OF	POLITICAL	CONFLICT	
	

This	chapter	deals	with	issues	that	play	a	very	important	role	in	the	proper	understanding	

of	Mill's	political	thought.	In	addition,	it	represents	the	first	premise	in	Mill's	justification	

of	the	epistemic	value	of	democracy.	The	chapter	introduces	the	idea	that	political	conflict	

can	be	epistemically	valuable,	and	then	proceeds	to	argue	that	political	institutions	should	

be	constructed	with	the	capacity	to	shape	and	moderate	political	conflict,	enabling	it	to	

properly	realize	its	epistemic	values.		

	 The	chapter	is	divided	in	two	parts.	In	the	first	part	I	present	a	brief	overview	of	

the	discussion	on	the	epistemic	value	of	collective	deliberation,	indicating	the	difference	

between	deliberative	holism,	a	position	arguing	that	public	deliberation	is	epistemically	

(and	politically)	valuable	because	it	 leads	to	a	consensus	on	substantive	reasons	for	or	

against	some	political	decision,	 	and	deliberative	agonism,	a	position	that	sees	political	

conflict	 and	disagreement	as	 a	permanent	 state	of	politics,	 but	nonetheless	 ascribes	 it	

considerable	epistemic	value.	Mill	is	than	portrayed	as	an	epistemic	(agonist)	democrat,	

and	this	interpretation	is	supported	by	analyzing	some	of	the	key	arguments	in	his	famous	

essay	On	 Liberty.	 In	 the	 second	 part	 I	 discuss	 two	 important	 epistemic	 roles	 political	

conflict	plays	in	Mill's	political	thought.	It	enables	citizens	to	form	better	justified	opinions	

and	to	create	new	ideas	and	solutions	to	existing	problems.	Additionally,	it	helps	citizens	

improve	their	moral	and	intellectual	capacities	by	forcing	them	to	constantly	reevaluate	

their	opinions	and	values.	Finally,	since	political	conflict	has	such	an	important	epistemic	

role	 in	 Mill's	 political	 thought,	 I	 argue	 that	 Mill	 shapes	 political	 institutions	 to	

simultaneously	 stimulate	 and	 contain	 political	 conflict,	 thus	 making	 it	 epistemically	

fertile.		

	

3.1.	MILL	ON	POLITICAL	AGONISM	

	

3.1.a.	Holism	and	Agonism	

What	is	the	desired	and	epistemically	valuable	end	of	rational	deliberation?	Philosophers	

defending	various	versions	of	epistemic	democracy	disagree	on	this	evaluative	standard.	

While	most	 agree	 that	 deliberative	 procedure	 that	 embodies	 some	 relevant	 epistemic	

virtues	 should,	 at	 least	 in	 the	 majority	 of	 cases,	 produce	 decisions	 of	 considerable	



	 39	

epistemic	quality30,	the	disagreement	persists	when	we	focus	on	the	recognition	of	these	

outcomes	by	citizens	participating	in	democratic	deliberation.		

Deliberative	 holism	 is	 characterized	 by	 the	 aspiration	 that	 well-ordered	

deliberation	will,	 ideally,	end	in	consensus	on	the	final	political	outcome.	Although	not	

many	believe	that	deliberation	will	inevitably	lead	to	consensus	on	political	decisions	and	

the	 substantive	 reasons	 supporting	 these	 decisions,	 there	 is	 a	 strong	 hope	 that	 well-

ordered	deliberation	among	rational	citizens	will	enable	them	to	remove	epistemically	

flawed	reasons	and	arguments.		The	only	reasons	left	will	be	those	that	can	endure	the	

critical	scrutiny	of	other	rational	citizens.	The	preferable	result	will	be	a	set	of	reasons	

(and	laws	and	policies	based	upon	and	justified	by	these	reasons)	that	all	rational	(or,	for	

some	 authors,	 reasonable)	 citizens	 can	 endorse	 (Cohen	 1986,	 1997,	 Habermas	 1996,	

Dryzek	 2000,	 Chambers	 2003).	 Some	 might	 go	 even	 further	 by	 stressing	 that	 the	

persistence	of	conflict	in	democratic	deliberation	signifies	that	there	is	something	wrong	

with	 the	 reasons	 used	 in	 the	 process	 of	 justification31.	 Therefore,	 the	 persistence	 of	

conflict	 in	 democratic	 deliberation	 implies	 that	 some	 error	 must	 be	 present	 in	 the	

procedure,	and	the	final	decision	thus	cannot	have	proper	epistemic	value.	If	everything	

is	correct,	however,	rational	deliberation	will	end	in	consensus.	

Deliberative	agonism,	on	the	other	hand,	sees	conflict	as	a	permanent	condition	of	

democratic	politics.	While	both	positions	will	agree	that	some	conflict	is	a	precondition	

for	democratic	deliberation,	holism	claims	that	this	conflict	should	be	overcome	through	

well-ordered	deliberation,	while	agonism	sees	deliberation	as	a	permanent	process	that	

does	not	end	in	consensus.	This	does	not,	however,	imply	that	nothing	has	changed	from	

the	one	stage	to	another	(Walzer	1999,	Mouffe	2009).	Reasons	can	still	be	discarded	as	

epistemically	 flawed,	 initial	perspectives	 changed,	 and	new	positions	 constructed.	The	

	
30	 Alternative	 view	 is	 presented	 by	 Fabienne	 Peter	 (2011),	 who	 holds	 that	 outcomes	 of	 a	 deliberative	
procedure	cannot	be	evaluated	independently	of	the	procedure	that	had	produced	them.	Some	problems	
with	this	approach	are	highlighted	by	Marti	 (2006),	Cerovac	(2016a)	and	Prijić-Samaržija	(2018).	Peter	
later	transformed	her	view	and	now	holds	that	a	decision-making	procedure	should	be	evaluated	both	by	
its	purely	procedural	qualities	and	by	its	ability	to	procedure	outcomes	of	a	high	procedure-independent	
quality.		
31	 Nadia	 Urbinati	 (2014)	 points	 in	 this	 direction	when	 she	 analyses	 the	 implications	 of	 some	 forms	 of	
epistemic	democracy	(those	that	set	truth	as	the	central	aim	of	democratic	politics).	She	is,	however,	very	
skeptical	regarding	the	epistemic	conception	of	democracy	and	believes	that	democracy	"[…]	didn’t	emerge	
as	 a	 standard	 for	 achieving	 correct	 decisions	 -	 that	 was	 never	 the	 point".	 She	 proceeds	 to	 claim	 that	
democracy	primarily	stands	"[…]	in	the	name	of	the	basic	condition	of	political	equality,	liberty,	equal	rights,	
representation,	power	sharing,	and	the	capacity	to	come	through	with	real	consent"	(Knight	et	al	2016,	147).		
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persistence	 of	 conflict	 is,	 thus,	 not	 a	 sign	 that	 deliberation	 lacks	 its	 epistemic	 value	

(Dalaqua	2018b).			

What	about	Mill's	own	account	of	deliberative	democracy?	Some	see	his	approach	

to	democratic	politics	as	a	quest	for	homogeneity	and	unity	(Cowling	1990).	In	fact,	they	

seem	to	ground	this	claim	in	the	epistemic	reading	of	Mill's	position.	Critical	and	well-

ordered	 deliberation	 will	 yield	 consensus	 and	 homogeneity	 among	 rational	 citizens	

(Cowling	 1990,	 34),	 and	 this	 will	 indicate	 that	 the	 decisions	 we	 have	 reached	 have	

substantive	 epistemic	 quality.	 Most	 philosophers,	 however,	 endorse	 a	 different	

interpretation.	Skorupski	(2006,	71),	for	example,	emphasizes	that	Mill	thought	of	conflict	

of	 interests	 and	 ideas	 as	 a	 permanent	 condition	 of	 politics,	while	 Urbinati	 (2002,	 82)	

underlines	 Mill's	 approach	 to	 agonism	 as	 one	 of	 the	 virtues	 of	 his	 political	 thought.	

However,	 scholars	 favoring	 the	 agonistic	 interpretation	 of	 Mill's	 philosophy	 typically	

neglect	 the	 epistemic	 component	 of	 his	 political	 project,	 with	 Landemore	 (2017)	 and	

Dalaqua	(2018a,	2018b)	as	notable	exceptions.		

This	part	of	the	chapter	argues	in	favor	of	an	epistemic	agonistic	interpretation.	I	

reject	 both	 epistemic	 holistic	 reading	 and	 non-epistemic	 agonistic	 reading,	 arguing	

instead	that	Mill	valued	permanent	political	conflict	for	epistemic	reasons,	i.e.,	because	he	

found	 it	 instrumentally	 valuable	 for	 producing	 correct	 or	 just	 political	 decisions.	 This	

reading	can	be	supported	both	in	Mill's	writing	on	liberty	and	on	democracy.		

	

3.1.b.	Epistemic	Value	of	Agonism	in	On	Liberty	

Mill	provides	a	comprehensive	defense	of	freedom	of	expression,	and	by	extension	of	all	

basic	 individual	 liberties	 (Mill	 1977d,	 227,	 260),	 in	 his	 famous	 essay	 On	 Liberty.	 He	

discusses	censorship	as	a	practice	that	tries	to	promote	truth	and	morality	by	suppressing	

false	and	immoral	claims	and	enlists	four	reasons	why	such	practice	fails	its	original	aim.	

First,	Mill	(1977d,	228-243)	argues	that	the	censored	opinion	might	be	true.	No	censoring	

body	 can	 rule	 out	 this	 possibility	without	 assuming	 its	 own	 infallibility.	 Since	 human	

beings	are	not	 infallible,	 the	only	way	to	properly	assess	the	truth	of	any	opinion	 is	 to	

subject	it	to	critical	evaluation	from	multiple	perspectives,	and	to	allow	those	who	hold	it	

to	 provide	 reasons	 and	 arguments	 for	 such	 opinion.	 Furthermore,	 considering	 the	

fallibility	of	any	censoring	body,	this	exchange	of	reasons	and	arguments	should	be	done	
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in	the	public	sphere32,	where	all	competing	reasons	and	evidence	can	be	exchanged	and	

evaluated.	Censorship	 should	be	avoided	because	we	risk	 censoring	a	 correct	opinion.	

Second,	even	if	the	censored	opinion	is	partially	false,	it	might	contain	a	part	of	the	truth	

(Mill	1977d,	252-257).	Interestingly,	Mill	believes	this	is	the	most	common	case	-	both	the	

opinion	that	is	considered	correct	and	the	opinion	that	is	considered	incorrect	contain	a	

part	of	 the	 truth,	and	we	should	compare	reasons	supporting	each	of	 them,	as	well	as	

potential	advantages	and	disadvantages	of	each	opinion,	instead	of	censoring	one	of	them.	

Opposed	opinions	can	improve	and	supplement	each	other,	and	the	best	way	to	do	this	is	

through	free	public	deliberation.	Mill's	second	reason	against	censorship	foreshadows	his	

account	on	the	epistemic	value	of	agonism	discussed	in	this	part	of	the	chapter.	We	create	

new,	epistemically	more	justified	positions	through	the	conflict	of	opposing	beliefs.	Third,	

Mill	(1977d,	229,	244-246)	argues	that,	even	if	completely	incorrect,	the	censored	opinion	

might	prevent	correct	opinions	from	becoming	dogma.	While	the	opinion	we	hold	might	

be	true,	we	need	to	be	aware	of	the	reasons	and	arguments	supporting	it,	and	we	must	be	

able	to	defend	it	from	criticism,	in	order	to	call	it	knowledge	(Mill	1977d,	244,	see	also	

Ten	 1980,	 126-128).	 We	 cannot	 develop	 our	 intellectual	 capacities	 necessary	 for	

obtaining	 new	 true	 beliefs	without	 public	 deliberation	 in	which	 our	 existing	 opinions	

(even	those	that	are	true)	are	questioned	and	criticized,	and	we	are	required	to	defend	

them.	Having	people	who	disagree	with	us,	even	when	we	are	correct,	 is	epistemically	

valuable	 since	 it	 enables	 us	 to	 develop	 our	 epistemic	 capacities.	 Fourth33,	 having	

unchallenged	opinions	will	not	only	hinder	our	intellectual	and	moral	development,	thus	

preventing	 us	 from	 acquiring	 new	 correct	 opinions,	 but	 will	 also	 affect	 the	 correct	

opinions	we	already	have.	Mill	(1977d,	247,	257)	argues	that,	as	a	dogma,	an	unchallenged	

opinion	will	lose	its	meaning.	To	understand	that	some	opinion	is	correct	is	to	understand	

the	reasons	and	arguments	that	support	it.	When	we	lack	insight	into	the	justification	of	

an	opinion	we	hold	to	be	true,	our	comprehension	of	the	opinion	in	question	is	flawed.		

	
32	Notice,	however,	that	this	does	not	imply	that	the	decision-making	process	should	necessarily	take	place	
in	the	public	sphere.	While	everyone	should	have	an	equal	right	to	voice	his	opinion	and	to	support	it	with	
the	reasons	and	arguments	he	finds	appropriate,	this	does	not	imply	that	everyone's	opinion	is	of	equal	
importance	for	political	decision-making	process,	nor	that	everyone	should	have	equal	political	influence.	
For	a	more	detailed	view	of	this	distinction	see	the	second	chapter	of	this	thesis.		
33	 Some	(Kumar	2006,	72,	Yenor	2015,	29)	argue	 that	 there	 is	 little	difference	between	Mill's	 third	and	
fourth	argument	against	censorship.	I	agree	that	the	arguments	are	closely	connected,	even	to	the	extent	
that	 it	 might	 seem	 that	 both	 affirm	 the	 same	 idea.	 However,	 they	 address	 two	 different	 undesirable	
consequences	of	censorship:	while	one	refers	to	the	epistemic	damage	a	true	belief	suffers	when	it	becomes	
a	dogma,	the	other	addresses	unwanted	epistemic	effect	censorship	has	on	citizens'	moral	and	intellectual	
capacities.		
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	 As	we	can	see,	Mill	defends	individuals'	freedom	of	expression,	yet	here	he	makes	

little	 mention	 of	 the	 interests	 of	 the	 individuals	 whose	 opinions	 are	 being	 censored.	

Appealing	to	censored	individual's	own	interests	would	be	a	simple	liberal	move,	yet	it	

seems	 that	 Mill	 introduces	 an	 epistemic	 argument	 in	 his	 justification	 of	 freedom	 of	

expression.	His	arguments	have	 less	 to	do	with	 intrinsically	 valuable	 liberal	 rights	and	

more	with	the	interest	of	the	group	in	its	search	for	truth	(Landemore	2017,	80,	emphasis	

added).	Of	course,	this	does	not	imply	that	Mill	disregards	the	positive	impact	freedom	of	

expression	has	on	one's	self-development	and	one's	permanent	interests	as	a	progressive	

being.	However,	being	a	sophisticated	utilitarian,	Mill	was	aware	that	grounding	freedom	

of	expression	exclusively	in	the	private	interests	of	an	individual	might	not	be	enough.	

Namely,	freedom	of	expression	might	then	be	reduced	or	even	denied	by	the	appeal	to	

utility	calculus,	with	private	interests	of	the	majority	to	censor	an	opinion	outweighing	

the	individual's	private	interest	to	hold	and	express	such	an	opinion.	Mill	(1977d,	229)	

thus	 indicates	 that	 "were	 an	 opinion	 a	 personal	 possession	 of	 no	 value	 except	 to	 the	

owner;	if	to	be	obstructed	in	the	enjoyment	of	it	were	simply	a	private	injury,	it	would	

make	some	difference	whether	the	injury	was	inflicted	only	on	a	few	persons	or	on	many".	

While	 freedom	 of	 expression	 is	 an	 important	 precondition	 for	 upholding	 the	 private	

interests	of	individuals	(e.g.,	interest	for	self-improvement	and	the	improvement	of	one's	

intellectual	and	moral	capacities),	these	interests	are	instrumentally	valuable	since	they	

contribute	 to	 the	 improvement	 of	mankind	 (Baccarini	 1993,	 36,	 41).	 This	 is	why	Mill	

(1977d,	229)	writes	that	"the	peculiar	evil	od	silencing	the	expression	of	an	opinion	is	that	

is	robbing	the	human	race:	posterity	as	well	as	the	existing	generation;	those	who	dissent	

from	 the	 opinion,	 still	 more	 than	 those	 who	 hold	 it.	 If	 the	 opinion	 is	 right,	 they	 are	

deprived	of	 the	opportunity	 of	 exchanging	 error	 for	 truth:	 it	wrong,	 they	 lose	what	 is	

almost	as	great	a	benefit,	the	clearer	perception	and	livelier	impression	of	truth,	produced	

by	 its	 collision	with	error".	We	can	 thus	 see	 that	Mill's	main	argument	 for	 freedom	of	

expression	is	both	instrumental	and	epistemic,	and	is	founded	in	consequentialist	moral	

philosophy:	the	best	means	for	acquiring	true	and	justified	beliefs	(which	are	needed	to	

make	political	decisions	that	will	produce	the	best	possible	consequences)	are	grounded	

in	 anti-censorship	 policies.	 Our	 collective	 search	 for	 truth	 will	 benefit	 far	 more	 from	

freedom	of	expression	than	from	censorship	of	opinions	that	the	majority	considers	false.		

	 Though	Mill	defends	freedom	of	expression,	it	is	clear	that	this	freedom	can	have	

its	epistemic	value	only	in	the	conditions	of	conflict	of	opinions.	In	a	society	of	like-minded	
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individuals,	 where	 everyone	 shares	 the	 same	 opinion	 on	 some	 issue,	 freedom	 of	

expression	would	not	have	a	particular	epistemic	value.	There	would	be	no	alternative	

opinion	 that	 might	 be	 true,	 but	 also	 there	 would	 be	 no	 possibility	 of	 improving	 our	

existing	 opinion	 by	 reviewing	 reasons	 for	 and	 against	 our	 (and	 for	 and	 against	

alternative)	opinion.	Finally,	our	opinion	would	inevitably	become	dogma	since	it	would	

not	be	questioned	and	challenged	by	alternative	views.	This	 is	why	Mill	argues	that	"if	

opponents	of	all	 important	truths	do	not	exist,	 it	 is	 indispensable	to	imagine	them	and	

supply	them	with	the	strongest	arguments	which	the	most	skillful	devil's	advocate	can	

conjure	up"	(Mill	1977d,	245,	see	also	Baccarini	2013).	We	can	see	that,	for	Mill,	freedom	

of	 expression	 has	 epistemic	 value	 because	 it	 enables	 and	 facilitates	 free	 exchange	 of	

conflicting	ideas	and	opinions.	The	epistemic	value,	however,	rests	in	the	conflict	itself	-	

political	agonism	is	(instrumentally)	epistemically	valuable.	Its	epistemic	value	lies	in	its	

ability	to	enhance	the	epistemic	quality	of	political	discussion	(Mill	1977a),	and	it	does	so	

in	two	ways.	First,	it	helps	the	political	community	to	assess	the	reasons	and	arguments	

for	 various	 conflicting	 opinions,	 enabling	 it	 to	 form	 ideas	 and	 beliefs	 that	 are	 better	

justified	and	more	accurate.	This	is	based	on	the	first	and	the	second	argument	against	

censorship	in	On	Liberty,	where	Mill	demonstrates	how	freedom	of	expression	can	help	

us	(the	individuals	and	the	political	community)	have	better	justified	and	more	correct	

beliefs.	 Second,	 it	helps	participants	develop	 their	 epistemic	 capacities,	 thus	 indirectly	

increasing	the	quality	of	political	discussion.	This	consideration	is	based	upon	Mill's	third	

and	fourth	argument	against	censorship,	where	he	stresses	the	negative	impact	dogmas	

have	 on	 citizens'	 intellectual	 and	 moral	 capacities.	 Conflict	 thus	 has	 instrumental	

epistemic	value	 since	 it	 "weeds	out	 inaccurate	 information,	 expands	 the	knowledge	of	

politicians	and	helps	make	more	reasonable,	wiser	decisions"	(Dalaqua	2018a,	17).		

	 Before	 proceeding	 forth,	 let	 us	 elaborate	 further	 on	 these	 two	 epistemic	

advantages	 that	political	 conflict	 introduces	 in	a	public	debate.	These	will	prove	 to	be	

valuable	for	our	later	argument	regarding	the	epistemic	value	of	partisanship.		

	

3.2.	MILL	ON	THE	EPISTEMIC	VALUE	OF	POLITICAL	CONFLICT	

	

3.2.a.	The	Constructive	Role	of	Political	Conflict	

Are	citizens'	preferences	and	opinions	fixed	raw	data	a	decision-making	procedure	has	to	

account	 for	 before	 making	 a	 social	 choice?	 Can	 a	 decision-making	 procedure	 change	
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citizens'	 preferences	 and	 opinions?	 And	 if	 it	 can,	 should	 it	 do	 so?	 In	what	 conditions	

should	this	transformation	take	place	to	be	justified?		

Mill	does	not	believe	that	every	citizen	has	a	pre-given	and	unchangeable	set	of	

political	 preferences.	 If	 that	 were	 the	 case,	 there	 would	 be	 little	 reason	 for	 political	

deliberation:	we	could	use	aggregative	mechanisms	like	voting	and	simple	majority	rule	

to	make	laws	and	policies.	These	procedures	would	be	fair	(Dahl	1989)	but	could	also	help	

us	maximize	 collective	 utility	 (Arrow	 1963)	 and	 even	make	 decisions	 of	 considerable	

epistemic	quality	(Condorcet	1994).	In	particular,	Kenneth	Arrow's	social	choice	theory	

might	 appear	 as	 a	 solid	 candidate	 for	 many	 utilitarian	 philosophers.	 The	 utilitarian	

philosophy	 of	 Jeremy	 Bentham,	 for	 example,	 advises	 us	 to	 compare	 alternative	 social	

states	in	terms	of	their	consequences	on	the	individual	utility	and	select	the	social	state	

that	maximizes	 the	 individual	utility	 (Arrow	1963,	22-23,	 see	also	Peter	2011,	15-16).	

Mill's	approach	is	evidently	different:	while	beneficial	consequences	are	still	the	criteria	

against	which	we	compare	all	forms	of	government,	there	is	a	clear	skepticism	regarding	

our	individual	competences	to	know	what	the	good	consequences	are	and	how	to	obtain	

them,	as	well	as	skepticism	toward	the	idea	that	the	best	social	choice	represents	a	simple	

aggregation	of	individual	preferences.	As	rational	beings,	we	can	modify	and	correct	our	

political	opinions	and	preferences	when	faced	with	new	evidence	or	better	reasons	and	

arguments.	Collective	deliberation	helps	us	increase	accuracy	and	correctness	of	political	

decisions	by	forcing	us	to	review	and,	if	needed,	change	our	preferences	in	light	of	better	

reasons.	 Furthermore,	 the	 political	 conflict	 does	 not	 have	 to	 end	 with	 one	 set	 of	

preferences	 or	 opinions	winning	 over	 the	 other	 -	 it	 can	 construct	 new	 opinions,	 new	

perspectives	and	new	solutions34.		

Political	conflict	helps	us	acquire	more	accurate	and	better	 justified	beliefs,	but	

also	to	make	better	laws,	policies	and	political	decisions.	However,	there	is	an	additional,	

less	 direct	 but	 no	 less	 important,	 epistemic	 function	 of	 political	 agonism.	 When	 Mill	

indicates	 that	 "the	 agonism	 of	 influences	 [...]	 is	 the	 only	 real	 security	 for	 continued	

progress"	(1977a,	397)	and	the	guiding	principle	of	"the	spirit	of	improvement"	(1977d),	

he	is	not	referring	only	to	the	quality	of	decisions	a	procedure	produces.	Mill	is	convinced	

	
34	An	excellent	example	how	political	conflict	can	be	productive	and	construct	new	perspectives,	solutions	
and	institutions	is	the	struggle	between	the	King	on	the	one	side	and	aristocrats	and	landlords	on	the	other	
in	 the	17th	 century	England.	This	political	 struggle	 founded	 first	 elements	of	 free	government	 since	 the	
landlords	wanted	both	recognition	of	their	civil	liberties	and	a	political	institution	that	could	protect	these	
newly	recognized	rights	and	liberties	(i.e.,	the	Parliament).	Thus,	the	conflict	between	different	groups	gave	
birth	to	representative	institutions	that	regulate	this	conflict	(Dalaqua	2018b).		
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that	political	conflict	within	liberal	democracies	enables	us	to	construct	new	perspectives,	

and	he	proceeds	to	claim	that	these	newly	constructed	perspectives	often	have	significant	

epistemic	advantage	over	 those	originally	 conflicted	 (Ypi	and	White	2016,	62).	This	 is	

based	 upon	Mill's	 second	 argument	 against	 censorship,	where	 he	 indicates	 that	 often	

neither	the	belief	held	by	the	majority	nor	the	censored	belief	contain	the	whole	truth.	

The	whole	truth	is	seen	as	"a	question	of	reconciling	and	combining	the	opposites",	and	is	

made	 by	 "the	 rough	 process	 of	 a	 struggle	 between	 combatants	 fighting	 under	 hostile	

banners"	(Mill	1977d,	253-254,	see	also	Dalaqua	2018a,	17).	This	struggle	has	to	be	public	

and	should	be	reflected	both	in	formal	(e.g.,	the	Parliament)	and	informal	(e.g.,	the	media,	

public	debates,	campaigns)	political	sphere	to	have	this	constructive	power.	The	creation	

of	 new	phrases	 and	 the	 transformation	 of	 existing	 ones	 can,	 for	 example,	 represent	 a	

fruitful	method	for	remedying	hermeneutical	epistemic	injustice	(Fricker	2007),	and	can	

only	take	place	in	societies	characterized	by	the	freedom	of	expression	and	association.		

	

3.2.b.	The	Educative	Role	of	Political	Conflict	

Political	conflict,	as	demonstrated	so	far,	can	have	epistemic	value	in	a	direct	way	-	it	can	

help	us	ground	our	public	decisions	in	better	reasons	and	arguments,	as	well	as	construct	

new	 perspectives	 that	 can	 help	 us	 grasp	 the	 truth	 better.	 In	 addition,	 conflict	 can	 be	

instrumentally	 valuable	 in	 a	 different	 way	 -	 it	 can	 help	 citizens	 and	 political	

representatives	 develop	 their	 intellectual	 and	 moral	 capacities,	 thus	 improving	 their	

ability	to	produce	correct	and	just	decisions35.	Even	more	so,	the	development	of	these	

capacities	is	impossible	in	conditions	that	lack	political	conflict.	

	 Mill	holds	that	political	conflict	can	have	a	beneficial	effect	on	the	development	of	

reason	in	both	citizens	and	their	representatives.	This	idea	is	based	upon	the	third	and	

the	 fourth	 argument	 against	 censorship,	 where	 Mill	 discusses	 the	 negative	 effect	 of	

dogmatic	beliefs	on	citizens'	moral	and	intellectual	capacities.	Political	deliberation	with	

citizens	who	disagree	with	us	can	be	a	way	of	discovering	some	important	truths	about	

	
35	This	does	not	imply	that	correct	and	just	decisions	are	the	only	political	aim	for	Mill.	Individual's	self-
development	can	be	a	good	thing	in	itself,	so	the	development	of	citizens'	intellectual	and	moral	capacities	
can	be	valuable	both	intrinsically	(since	it	is	a	component	of	citizens'	self-development)	and	instrumentally	
(since	it	serves	as	good	means	for	producing	even	better	political	decisions).	This	part	of	the	chapter	claims	
merely	that	political	conflict	is	instrumentally	and	epistemically	valuable	because	it	fosters	the	development	
of	citizens	moral	and	epistemic	capabilities.	Whether	these	capabilities	have	instrumental	or	intrinsic	value	
is	not	discussed	in	this	chapter.	This	question	is	briefly	addressed	in	the	first	chapter.	
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ourselves36	 and	 determining	 which	 opinions	 are	 genuinely	 our	 own	 (Mill	 1977d).	

Agonistic	debate	can	thus	be	seen	as	a	precondition	for	the	autonomous	development	of	

our	 individuality	 (Claeys	 2013,	 see	 also	 Lukes	 2006).	 As	 Dalaqua	 (2018b)	 clearly	

indicates,	Mill	was	aware	that	socio-economic	conditions	we	live	in	influence	the	way	we	

assess	the	world	around	us.	Our	religion,	family,	social	class	and	many	other	influences	

(Rawls	calls	 these	disagreement-producing	conditions	burdens	of	 judgment,	see	Rawls	

2001,	35-37,	2005,	55-58)	shape	our	perspective	and	the	guiding	principles	that	direct	

our	 political	 behavior.	 We	 can	 become	 aware	 of	 these	 influences,	 or	 more	 precisely,	

become	aware	of	how	exactly	they	affect	and	manipulate	our	behavior,	only	when	we	can	

take	 a	 step	 back	 from	 our	 perspective.	 Political	 conflict	 is	 valuable	 because	 public	

deliberation	with	citizens	holding	opposing	views	and	preferences	enables	us	to	access	

different	perspectives,	to	see	the	best	reasons	and	arguments	that	support	an	opinion	we	

do	not	share,	but	also	to	understand	values	and	background	assumptions	these	reasons	

and	arguments	lie	upon.	Finally,	assessing	these	values	and	assumptions	helps	us	to	better	

understand	our	own	perspective	and	to	evaluate	how	socio-economic	conditions	affect	

our	own	worldview.	In	the	end,	we	are	able	to	withdraw	from	our	initial	perspective	and	

formulate	 free	 and	 autonomous	 opinions.	 Political	 conflict	 that	 fuels	 well-structured	

public	deliberation	thus	enables	us	to	become	free	and	autonomous	individuals	and	more	

virtuous	epistemic	agents.	Citizens	who	are	able	to	form	their	opinions	this	way	are	much	

harder	to	manipulate,	and	their	deeper	 insight	 into	the	sources	of	political	conflict	can	

enable	them	to	cultivate	non-dogmatic	stances,	to	better	articulate	key	political	problems	

and	 to	 endorse	 a	 decision-making	 procedure	 that	 can	 resolve	 these	 problems	 in	 an	

epistemically	optimal	way.		

	 The	epistemic	value	of	political	conflict	assumes	its	full	potential	when	applied	to	

political	representatives,	whose	main	task	is	to	participate	in	parliamentary	discussions	

and	deliberate	on	various	laws	and	policies.	Unlike	ordinary	citizens,	who	can	sometimes	

avoid	political	conflict	by	deliberating	only	with	like-minded	people	within	deliberative	

enclaves	(Sunstein	2011),	political	representatives	have	to	deliberate	with	people	who	

hold	opposite	opinions	and	preferences,	and	often	argue	from	perspectives	very	different	

	
36	David	Estlund	(2008)	discusses	this	aspect	of	public	deliberation	when	he	evaluates	pure	deliberative	
proceduralism.	Deliberating	with	citizens	who	hold	conflicting	opinions	can	help	us	re-evaluate	our	own	
opinions	and	preferences.	Furthermore,	inquiring	into	the	reasons	why	we	hold	some	opinion	can	enable	
us	to	recognize	some	hidden	influences	that	might	endanger	our	autonomy.	However,	he	emphasizes	that	
the	former	position	usually	falls	into	some	form	of	epistemic	proceduralism	and	characterizes	Mill	as	one	
of	the	forefathers	of	this	new	position.		
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from	their	own	(Dalaqua	2018a).	This,	of	course,	does	not	imply	that	ordinary	citizens	are	

unable	 to	 receive	 full	 epistemic	 benefits	 of	 political	 agonism	 -	 they	 read	 (or	write	 in)	

newspapers,	analyze	parliamentary	debates,	organize	or	participate	in	public	rallies	and	

deliberate	with	other	citizens,	all	this	within	informal	political	sphere.	However,	coming	

from	different	backgrounds	and	representing	views	of	different	social	groups,	political	

representatives	 address	 the	 best	 objections	 that	 can	 target	 their	 own	 views.	 These	

objections	usually	 come	 from	highly	motivated	and	competent	 citizens	 (other	political	

representatives	 in	 the	 Parliament)	who	 are	 often	 able	 to	 indicate	 problems	 in	 others'	

views	but	can	also	take	constructive	criticism	and	change	their	initial	beliefs	in	light	of	

better	reasons	and	arguments.	This	 is	precisely	the	reason	why	Mill	rejects	 imperative	

mandates	and	pledges	(1977a,	1977b)	-	political	representatives	should	be	free	to	utilize	

the	epistemic	value	of	conflict	and	the	transformative	function	of	public	deliberation,	thus	

changing	 their	 opinions	 and	preferences.	Deliberation	 among	political	 representatives	

thus	takes	place	within	formal	political	sphere,	which	Mill	(quite	optimistically)	considers	

to	be	a	better	epistemic	environment	than	informal	political	sphere.	However,	we	should	

not	forget	that	Mill	regards	parliamentary	debates	as	they	should	(and	can)	be,	and	not	as	

they	are.	

	

3.2.c.	Political	Institutions	and	the	Epistemic	Value	of	Political	Conflict	

Mill's	account	of	political	representations	is	discussed	in	detail	in	the	next	chapter	of	this	

thesis.	However,	it	will	be	useful	to	emphasize	two	key	points	and	bring	them	in	relation	

with	Mill's	argument	on	the	epistemic	value	of	agonism,	thus	foreshadowing	the	central	

theme	 discussed	 in	 the	 next	 few	 chapters.	 Namely,	 having	 established	 that	 political	

agonism	 can	 be	 epistemically	 fertile,	 it	 remains	 to	 be	 seen	 through	 which	 political	

institutions	can	this	epistemic	value	be	realized.		

	 First,	Mill	argues	in	favor	of	a	system	of	proportional	representation,	one	that	is	

able	 to	 reflect	 opinions,	 views	 and	 perspectives	 from	 all	 relevant	 minorities	 in	 a	

democratic	society.	Ideally,	"every	minority	in	the	constituency	should	be	represented	by	

a	minority	in	a	representative	body"	(Mill	1977b,	329).	He	is	interested	in	representation	

of	opinions	shared	by	relevant	social	groups,	and	not	in	representation	of	their	interests.	

Mill	thus	indicates	that	"what	is	needed	is	a	representation,	not	of	men's	differences	of	

interest,	but	of	the	differences	in	their	intellectual	points	of	view"	(Mill	1977b,	358).	He	

proceeds	 to	 elaborate	 that	 having	 lawyers	 or	 shipowners	 in	 the	 Parliament	 is	
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(epistemically)	 valuable	 not	 because	 of	 particular	 class	 interests	 they	 can	 promote	 or	

defend	 in	 the	 deliberative	 assembly,	 but	 because	 of	 the	 professional	 skills	 and	

competences	they	introduce	into	public	deliberation.	Rejecting	secret	ballot	can	thus	be	

seen	as	a	filtering	mechanism	aiming	to	discourage	private	and	sectarian	interests	from	

affecting	 the	 voter's	mind	 during	 the	 election	 process.	 Proportional	 representation	 is	

epistemically	valuable	since	it	ensures	that	all	opinions	in	the	political	community	(any	

many	of	these	will	be	conflicting	and	incompatible)	will	be	expressed	and	discussed	in	the	

Parliament.	Proportional	representation	enables	and	injects	political	conflict	in	the	formal	

political	sphere.	However,	Mill	is	aware	that	the	epistemic	value	of	conflict	is	lost	if	one	

social	group,	having	the	majority	in	a	deliberative	assembly,	can	make	decisions	without	

having	to	provide	reasons	and	arguments	in	support	of	their	views.	In	order	to	protect	the	

persistence	of	conflicting	views	and	avoid	the	danger	of	class	legislation	(but	not	only	for	

these	 reasons),	 Mill	 introduces	 another	 filtering	 mechanism	 -	 plural	 voting	 proposal.	

Following	 this	 idea,	 political	 influence	 is	 distributed	 unequally,	 with	 better	 educated	

citizens	and	those	engaged	in	more	demanding	occupations	having	greater	political	input	

(more	than	one	vote).	This	is	why	Mill	argues	that	"opinions	and	wishes	of	poorest	and	

rudest	classes	may	be	very	useful	as	one	influence	among	others	[...]	on	Legislature"	(Mill	

1977b,	 334,	 emphasis	 added),	 but	 is	 worried	 that,	 due	 to	 the	 sheer	 number	 of	 such	

citizens,	their	influence	will	become	so	dominant	that	it	would	preclude	any	deliberation	

between	conflicting	views	in	the	Parliament.	Political	representation,	as	we	have	seen,	has	

an	important	role	since	it	 introduces	epistemically	valuable	conflict	 in	the	deliberation	

within	formal	political	sphere.		

	 Second,	Mill	considers	agonist	deliberation	within	representative	 institutions	as	

epistemically	more	valuable	than	agonist	deliberation	characteristic	of	direct	democracy.	

Arguments	for	this	claim	presented	in	the	following	chapters	can	be	summarized	along	

two	lines.	Political	representation	sets	public	deliberation	(in	the	formal	political	sphere)	

within	 an	 assembly	 that	 contains	 "the	 elite	 of	 the	 nation"	 (Mill	 1977c,	 362).	

Representatives	are	recognized	by	citizens	as	"the	most	distinguished	man	on	their	own	

side",	who	embody	epistemic	and	moral	virtues	relevant	for	upholding	a	high	epistemic	

quality	 of	 collective	 deliberation37.	 Furthermore,	 representation	 sets	 members	 of	

	
37	There	are	two	confusing	(and	seemingly	incompatible)	attributes	Mill	ascribes	to	the	Parliament.	First	is	
the	elitist	qualification:	Mill	considers	Parliament	as	an	institution	containing	"the	elite	of	the	nation"	(Mill	
1977c,	362)	in	a	form	of	"some	of	the	most	distinguished	man	in	the	country".	This	clearly	sets	political	
representatives	apart	from	the	citizens	-	members	of	the	Parliament	are	better	(both	in	moral	and	epistemic	
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parliament	 in	 epistemically	 favorable	 conditions	 (which	 cannot	 be	 guaranteed	 for	 all	

citizens)	-	they	have	more	time	to	think	on	any	particular	issue,	to	consult	the	experts	and	

to	deliberate	with	others.	Additional	 filtering	mechanisms	are	 introduced	at	 this	stage,	

including	 Mill's	 rejection	 of	 pledges	 and	 campaign	 promises,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 division	

between	deliberative	and	executive	bodies	of	government.		

	 As	we	have	seen,	representation	is	important	for	political	conflict	for	two	reasons:	

it	fuels	the	conflict	by	introducing	all	relevant	political	opinions	and	views	in	the	public	

debate,	and	it	shapes	it	by	keeping	it	within	favorable	epistemic	conditions,	filtering	the	

public	will	 through	 various	mechanism	 of	 indirect	 democracy.	 The	 epistemic	 value	 of	

political	 conflict	 has	 a	 strong	 impact	 on	 the	 moral	 and	 intellectual	 development	 of	

mankind	(Robson	1968),	yet	its	beneficial	effect	on	political	decision-making	processes	

cannot	be	fully	realized	outside	democratic	representative	institutions	characterized	by	a	

set	of	mechanisms	filtering	the	public	will.		

	 	

	 This	 chapter	 served	 a	 simple	 purpose	 -	 it	 demonstrates	 that,	 for	Mill,	 political	

agonism	has	important	epistemic	value.	Democratic	societies	should	not	try	to	reduce	the	

existing	level	of	political	conflict.	In	fact,	they	should	stimulate	and	encourage	it.	However,	

in	 order	 to	 have	 its	 epistemic	 function,	 political	 conflict	 should	 be	 contained	 within	

democratic	 and	 liberal	 institutions	 and	 should	 be	 properly	 shaped	 and	moderated	 by	

appropriate	 political	 organizations.	 The	 following	 few	 chapters	 focus	 on	 political	

institutions	and	filtering	mechanisms	that	can	shape	public	deliberation	and	keep	political	

conflict	epistemically	fertile.		

	 	

	
sense)	than	regular	citizens.	Second	is	the	democratic	qualification:	Mill	sees	Parliament	as	"a	fair	sample	
of	every	grade	of	intellect	among	the	people",	rather	than	as	"a	selection	of	greatest	political	minds	in	the	
country"	(Mill	1977a,	433).	This	claim,	on	the	other	hand,	seems	to	imply	that	political	representatives	are	
no	more	qualified	to	rule	that	the	average	citizens.	Both	claims	are	important	for	Mill's	political	thought,	
and	 their	 incompatibility	 is	 only	 apparent.	 The	 first	 (elitist)	 claim	 refers	 to	 the	 difference	 between	
representatives	and	citizens.	Members	of	the	Parliament	are	here	indeed	qualified	as	more	competent,	but	
not	 due	 to	 some	 particular	 expert	 knowledge,	 but	 due	 to	 their	 epistemic	 and	moral	 virtues.	 They	 are	
considered	"more	competent	in	the	general	affairs	of	life"	(Mill	1977b,	324,	emphasis	added).	The	second	
(democratic)	claim	refers	to	the	difference	between	political	representatives	and	experts	in	the	executive	
government,	the	latter	often	called	"individuals	specially	trained	to	[...]	govern	and	legislate"	(Mill	1977a,	
433).	Mill	 is	 here	 referring	 to	 the	 technical	 and	 not	 to	 the	moral	 knowledge.	 For	 a	 detailed	 distinction	
between	these	two	forms	of	knowledge	see	Christiano	(2008)	and	Prijić-Samaržija	(2011).	Mill	claims	that	
representatives	hold	(or	should	hold)	greater	moral	knowledge	than	their	constituencies,	and	ministers	and	
executive	 government	 officials	 hold	 (or	 should	 hold)	 greater	 technical	 knowledge	 than	 political	
representatives.		
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CHAPTER	IV	

DEMOCRACY	AND	THE	QUALITY	OF	POLITICAL	

OUTCOMES	
	

Democracy	is	nowadays,	without	much	contestation,	widely	regarded	as	the	best	form	of	

government.	Despite	recent	doubts,	mostly	focused	on	the	appropriate	role	of	experts	in	

democratic	decision-making	processes	 and	 the	harmful	 effects	of	populist	politics	 and	

fake	news	on	collective	will-formation	(Brennan	2016),	democracy	remains	the	dominant	

decision-authorization	procedure	with	no	serious	competition	in	sight.	Even	single-party	

regimes	like	North	Korea	and	China,	theocratic	republics	like	Iran	and	illiberal	countries	

like	Hungary	declaratively	endorse	the	idea	of	popular	sovereignty	and	rarely	miss	the	

chance	 to	 emphasize	 their	 devotion	 to	 democratic	 ideals.	 Social	 and	 political	

circumstances	in	which	we	are	in	significantly	differ	from	those	in	the	19th	century,	when	

democracy	was	just	one	of	the	competing	decision-authorization	procedures	and	when	

many	serious	scholars	argued	against	political	inclusion	and	democratic	participation	of	

many	large	social	groups.	Along	with	other	progressive	thinkers	of	his	time,	Mill	dedicated	

much	of	his	work	to	argue	in	favor	of	the	expansion	of	suffrage,	as	well	as	to	demonstrate	

that	(properly	institutionalized)	democracy	represents	the	best	form	of	government.		

But	what	makes	democracy	 the	best	 form	of	government?	What	qualities	make	

democratic	government	superior	to	alternatives,	like	the	rule	by	a	benevolent	despot	or	a	

small	 council	 of	 experts?	 Answers	 to	 these	 questions	 are	 of	 paramount	 importance	

because,	by	determining	the	criteria	that	make	democracy	the	best	form	of	government,	

we	 are	 also	 specifying	 which	 form	 democratic	 procedures	 should	 take	 and	 how	 they	

should	be	institutionalized.	Additionally,	answering	why	democracy	is	desirable	will	also	

answer	which	form	of	democracy	is	desirable.		

John	 Stuart	 Mill	 provides	 one	 of	 the	 most	 acknowledged	 arguments	 for	

(representative)	 democratic	 government	 (Wolff	 2006,	 93).	 Starting	 from	 his	

consequentialist	moral	background,	Mill	argues	that	the	best	form	of	government	is	one	

that	 produces	 the	 best	 long-term	 consequences.	 Furthermore,	 taking	 into	 account	 his	

sophisticated	utilitarian	ideas,	Mill	recognizes	best	consequences	as	the	greatest	possible	

(moral	and	 intellectual)	 improvement	of	mankind,	which	he	considers	"the	permanent	

interest	 of	 man	 as	 a	 progressive	 being"	 (Mill	 1977d,	 224).	 Finally,	 he	 concludes	 that	
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(provided	a	certain	 level	of	development	has	been	reached)	democratic	government	 is	

better	 suited	 to	 produce	 such	 beneficial	 consequences	 than	 any	 other	 form	 of	

government.	 This	 chapter	 sets	 Mill's	 account	 in	 the	 wider	 explanatory	 framework	 of	

political	 legitimacy	 developed	 by	Thomas	 Christiano	 and	 characterizes	 it	 as	 a	 form	of	

political	 (democratic)	 instrumentalism.	 This	 classification	 recognizes	 Mill's	 focus	 on	

results	and	outcomes	of	political	decision-making	and	decision-authorization	processes	

(political	decisions	and	the	beneficial	effect	they	have	on	the	development	of	citizens)	as	

the	sole	criteria	for	the	evaluation	of	their	legitimacy-generating	potential.	The	chapter	

also	reassesses	Mill's	 two	more	explicit	criteria	of	good	government	and	analyses	how	

democracy	meets	them.		

	 The	first	part	of	the	chapter	introduces	a	useful	distinction	between	two	opposite	

approaches	 to	 political	 justification:	 instrumentalism	 and	 proceduralism	 (Christiano	

2004).	Mill's	account	of	good	government	is	then	characterized	as	a	form	of	democratic	

instrumentalism.	 Following	 Richard	 Arneson	 (2003),	 this	 part	 of	 the	 chapter	 also	

addresses	 the	 difference	 between	 two	 forms	 of	 (democratic)	 instrumentalism,	 one	

focused	on	the	correctness	standard	and	the	other	on	the	best	results	standard.	Taking	

into	 consideration	 his	 sophisticated	 utilitarian	 background,	 Mill	 is	 identified	 as	 a	

representative	 of	 the	 latter	 form	 of	 instrumentalism.	 Finally,	 this	 part	 establishes	 the	

relation	between	epistemic	democracy	and	Mill's	instrumentalism.	The	second	part	of	the	

chapter	analyses	Mill's	two	criteria	of	good	government:	its	ability	to	efficiently	organize	

existing	moral	and	intellectual	capacities	of	citizens	under	its	jurisdiction,	and	its	ability	

to	adequately	improve	them.	Mill	holds	that	no	form	of	despotism	is	able	to	meet	these	

criteria.	 When	 applied	 to	 developed	 nations	 and	 compared	 with	 alternative	 forms	 of	

government	(e.g.,	despotism),	well-functioning	democracy	meets	the	two	criteria	of	good	

government	 better	 than	 any	 other	 competing	 form	 of	 government.	 The	 third	 part	

discusses	why	Mill	believes	some	forms	of	democracy	can	meet	these	criteria.	Building	

upon	the	chapter	on	epistemic	value	of	agonism,	democracy	realizes	its	high	epistemic	

value	not	 through	mere	aggregation	of	preferences,	but	 through	exchange	of	opinions,	

ideas	and	arguments	in	public	deliberation.	The	chapter	then	proceeds	to	compare	the	

mid-Victorian	electoral	system,	sometimes	referred	to	as	the	Originating	system	(Colomer	

2007),	with	Thomas	Hare's	electoral	reform	praised	and	endorsed	by	Mill.	Furthermore,	

it	addresses	reasons	Mill	used	to	argue	that	the	Originating	system	was	unable	to	properly	

meet	the	two	criteria	of	good	government,	as	well	as	Mill's	reasons	for	endorsing	Hare's	
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proposal.	His	arguments	for	various	filtering	mechanisms	of	collective	will	(plural	voting,	

secret	 ballot,	 partisanship)	 are	 not	 discussed	 here	 but	 represent	 the	 central	 theme	 of	

subsequent	chapters.		

	

4.1.	THE	BEST	FORM	OF	GOVERNMENT?	

	

How	 can	 we	 compare	 and	 evaluate	 different	 forms	 of	 government?	 The	 traditional	

approach	is	to	enlist	a	set	of	relevant	qualities	and	virtues	and	then	assess	which	form	of	

government	 best	 meets	 the	 relevant	 criteria	 (Swift	 2006).	 Contemporary	 political	

philosophy	divides	these	virtues	depending	on	whether	they	are	the	virtues	of	a	decision-

authorization	process	or	of	the	final	outcome	produced	by	this	process	(Christiano	2004,	

also	 Cerovac	 2016b).	 The	 relevant	 criteria	 can	 thus	 focus	 on	 the	 quality	 of	 political	

outcomes	(i.e.,	whether	they	are	good	or	bad,	just	or	unjust)	or	on	the	processes	by	which	

these	 outcomes	 are	 produced	 (i.e.,	 by	 a	 procedure	 that	 is	 fair	 or	 unfair,	 inclusive	 or	

exclusive).	 To	 properly	 understand	 Mill's	 account	 of	 good	 government,	 as	 well	 as	 to	

emphasize	 its	 epistemic	 elements	 and	 to	 compare	 it	 with	 contemporary	 forms	 of	

epistemic	democracy,	we	first	have	to	clarify	the	above-mentioned	criteria	and	set	Mill's	

view	in	this	explanatory	framework.	

	

4.1.a.	Proceduralism	and	Instrumentalism		

Thomas	Christiano	(2004)	usefully	introduces	a	distinction	between	monistic	and	non-

monistic	 accounts	 of	 political	 legitimacy.	 Although	 the	 debate	 on	 political	 legitimacy	

cannot	 simply	be	 reduced	 to	 the	debate	on	 the	quality	of	 government38,	 it	 can	give	us	

valuable	insights	and	help	us	map	conflicting	positions.	Monistic	positions	take	only	one	

form	of	qualities	(either	qualities	regarding	the	procedure	itself,	or	qualities	related	to	its	

outcomes)	 into	 account	 when	 evaluating	 the	 decision-authorization	 procedure	 in	

	
38	Fabienne	Peter	(2017)	acknowledges	three	accounts	addressing	the	source	of	political	legitimacy.	First	
account	considers	consent	of	the	governed	as	the	primary	source	of	political	legitimacy	-	government	can	
have	legitimacy-generating	potential	only	when	all	qualified	subjects	under	its	jurisdiction	have	consented	
(directly	or	indirectly)	to	its	authority.	Second	account	focuses	on	beneficial	consequences	and	argues	that,	
in	 order	 to	 have	 legitimacy-generating	 potential,	 government	 has	 to	 produce	 political	 outcomes	 (e.g.,	
maximize	total	utility)	better	than	the	alternatives.	Third	account,	sometimes	understood	as	a	variation	of	
the	consent	account,	regards	public	reason	or	democratic	approval	as	the	appropriate	source	of	political	
legitimacy.	 Government	 has	 legitimacy-generating	 potential	 only	 when	 it	 makes	 political	 decisions	 in	
accordance	with	the	constitution	the	essentials	of	which	all	qualified	citizens	can	endorse.	For	advantages	
of	each	account,	as	well	as	their	most	important	flaws,	see	Simmons	(2001).		
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question.	Conversely,	non-monistic	positions	assess	both	the	qualities	of	the	procedure	

itself	 and	 the	qualities	of	 the	outcomes	 it	produces	when	 they	evaluate	 its	 legitimacy-

generating	potential.	Two	monistic	accounts	represent	the	two	poles	in	the	discussion39.		

	 Pure	 proceduralism	 focuses	 only	 on	 purely	 procedural	 qualities	 of	 a	 decision-

authorization	 procedure	 (or	 government)	 when	 assessing	 its	 legitimacy-generating	

potential.	 These	 intrinsic	 qualities	 are	 defined	 and	 determined	 regardless	 of	 the	

procedure's	 ability	 to	 produce	 a	 valuable	 goal	 or	 an	 outcome.	 Decision-authorization	

procedure	(or	a	form	of	government)	thus	has	legitimacy-generating	potential	because	it	

embodies	 some	 important	 moral	 (or	 epistemic)	 qualities,	 and	 not	 because	 it	 has	 a	

tendency	 to	 produce	 results	 of	 some	moral	 (or	 epistemic)	 value.	 Procedural	 fairness,	

understood	as	giving	every	citizen	equal	political	influence	or	equal	chance	to	participate	

in	the	decision-authorization	process,	is	one	of	the	common	qualities	pure	proceduralists	

adhere	to	when	assessing	the	procedure's	 legitimacy-generating	potential	(Peter	2011,	

Cerovac	 2016b).	 A	 political	 decision	 is	 then	 considered	 legitimate	 if	 (and	 only	 if)	 it	 is	

authorized	by	a	fair	procedure,	even	if	the	decision	in	question	is	substantively	incorrect,	

unjust	or	inefficient,	and	even	if	the	fair	procedure	has	an	overall	tendency	to	produce	

decisions	 of	 poor	 moral	 and	 epistemic	 value.	 Positions	 developed	 by	 Hannah	 Arendt	

(1967),	Robert	Dahl	(1989),	Gerald	Gaus	(1996),	Iris	Marion	Young	(2000)	and	Fabienne	

Peter	(2011)	are	notable	examples	of	pure	proceduralism.		

	 Instrumentalism,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 focuses	 only	 on	 procedure-independent	

qualities	of	a	decision-authorization	procedure	(or	a	form	of	government)	when	assessing	

its	legitimacy-generating	potential.	These	instrumental	qualities	reflect	the	procedure's	

ability	 to	 reach	 a	 desired	 aim	 or	 outcome	 -	 a	 decision-authorization	 procedure	 has	

legitimacy-generating	 potential	 because	 of	 its	 ability	 to	 authorize	 with	 considerable	

procedure-independent	 (moral	 or	 epistemic)	 quality.	 Procedure's	 (or	 government's)	

ability	to	generate	outcomes	that	are	true	or	just,	or	its	ability	to	maximize	total	happiness	

or	produce	some	other	desired	consequence40,	are	some	examples	of	such	instrumental	

quality	 (Peter	 2011,	 Cerovac	 2016b).	 A	 collective	 decision	 will	 thus	 be	 considered	

legitimate	 if	 (and	only	 if)	 it	was	produced	or	authorized	by	a	procedure	 (or	a	 form	of	

	
39	Another	useful	overview	of	the	key	positions	in	the	debate	on	political	legitimacy	can	be	found	in	Destri	
(2017).		
40	 Richard	 Arneson	 (2003)	 introduces	 a	 useful	 distinction	 between	 two	 standards	 in	 instrumentalist	
argumentation:	 the	 correctness	 standard	 and	 the	 best	 results	 standard.	 This	 differentiation	 will	 be	
thoroughly	addressed	later	in	the	chapter.		
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government)	that	has	high	tendency	to	authorize	correct	or	just	decisions	(or	to	maximize	

total	utility	in	general)	and	performs	this	task	better	than	any	other	competing	procedure	

(or	 form	 of	 government).	 Decision-authorization	 procedure	 can	 thus	 have	 legitimacy-

generating	 potential	 while	 still	 lacking	 some	 purely	 procedural	 qualities	 (such	 as	

procedural	fairness	or	inclusiveness).	Positions	developed	by	Philippe	Van	Parijs	(1996),	

Richard	 Arneson	 (2003)	 and	 Steven	Wall	 (2007),	 as	 well	 as	 by	 Cheryl	 Misak	 (2000),	

Robert	 Talisse	 (2009)	 and	 Snježana	 Prijić-Samaržija	 (2018),	 are	 some	 examples	 of	

political	instrumentalism.		

		 Pure	 proceduralism	 and	 instrumentalism	 are	monistic	 positions:	 they	 establish	

political	legitimacy	by	appealing	either	to	purely	procedural	or	to	procedure-independent	

qualities.	By	contrast,	non-monistic	positions	appeal	to	both	types	of	qualities,	arguing	

that	 a	 decision-authorization	 procedure	 (or	 a	 form	 of	 government)	 acquires	 its	

legitimacy-generating	 potential	 by	 having	 both	 purely	 procedural	 and	 instrumental	

qualities.	David	Estlund's	(1997,	2008)	rational	epistemic	proceduralism	represents	an	

excellent	example	of	a	non-monistic	position,	one	that	focuses	on	both	the	fairness	of	the	

procedure	 and	 the	 procedure-independent	 quality	 of	 the	 outcomes	 it	 procedures.	

Positions	developed	by	Joshua	Cohen	(1986),	Jose	Marti	(2006),	Fabienne	Peter	(2016,	

2019)	and	Ivan	Cerovac	(2020)	are	other	relevant	examples	of	non-monistic	accounts	of	

political	legitimacy.		

	

41	

Figure	4.1	

	

	
41	This	diagram	is	based	on	Thomas	Christiano's	(2004:	266-268)	overview	of	the	two	accounts	of	political	
legitimacy	and	appears	in	Cerovac	(2016b,	94).		
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4.1.b.	John	Stuart	Mill	as	a	Political	Instrumentalist	

Traditional	 utilitarian	 approach,	 first	 formulated	 by	 Jeremy	 Bentham	 (1907,	 see	 also	

Binmore	2000),	invites	us	to	value	actions	as	right	or	wrong	(obligatory	or	prohibited)	

depending	 on	 their	 consequences	 or	 their	 ability	 to	 promote	 utility.	 No	 action	 is	

intrinsically	right	or	wrong	-	only	end	states	have	intrinsic	moral	value,	and	actions	can	

have	 only	 instrumental	 moral	 value.	 They	 are	 right	 or	 wrong	 depending	 on	 their	

performance	as	an	instrument	used	to	produce	the	desired	(intrinsically	valuable)	end	

state	 (Timmons	 2013,	 111-113).	 Utilitarians	 employ	 a	 similar	 approach	 in	 political	

philosophy:	 a	 decisions-authorization	 procedure	 (or	 a	 form	 of	 government)	 is	 thus	

evaluated	 by	 assessing	 its	 ability	 to	 be	 a	 good	 instrument	 for	 producing	 (intrinsically	

valuable)	 political	 outcomes.	 Since	 utilitarians	 provide	 a	 necessarily	 moralized	

conception	of	legitimacy	(Peter	2017)	and	link	government's	(or	procedure's)	legitimacy-

generating	potential	to	its	ability	to	improve	the	happiness	of	the	citizens,	this	approach	

is	both	maximizing	and	scalar42.	It	is	maximizing	since	only	the	form	of	government	that	

is	best	at	this	task	can	have	legitimacy-generating	potential.	It	is	scalar	since	it	establishes	

that	 legitimacy	 comes	 in	 degrees,	 and	 some	 forms	 of	 government	 can	 have	 greater	

legitimacy-generating	 potential	 than	 others	 (depending	 on	 their	 ability	 to	 produce	

beneficial	consequences).	A	utilitarian	account	of	political	legitimacy	thus	clearly	takes	an	

instrumentalist	 form:	 a	 form	of	 government	 is	 evaluated	not	 according	 to	 its	 intrinsic	

(purely	procedural)	properties,	but	by	its	 instrumental	ability	to	produce	valuable	end	

states.	John	Stuart	Mill's	predecessors,	including	Jeremy	Bentham	(1907)	and	James	Mill	

(1992,	 see	 also	 Hamburger	 1965,	 1999),	 have	 already	 steered	 utilitarianism	 in	 a	

democratic	 direction,	 arguing	 that	 a	 representative	 democratic	 government	 improves	

citizens'	happiness	and	well-being	better	than	any	other	form	of	government.	However,	

as	 emphasized	 by	 Urbinati	 (2000)	 and	 others,	 they	 believed	 the	 mechanisms	 of	

aggregative	democracy	will	produce	the	best	consequences	since	they	produce	political	

outcomes	that	are	in	the	interest	of	the	majority.	As	demonstrated	later	in	this	chapter,	

John	Stuart	Mill	rejects	this	conclusion	and	argues	in	favor	of	deliberative	procedures.	

	 Mill	seems	to	embrace	the	utilitarian	approach	when	he	asserts	that	the	best	form	

of	government	is	the	one	that	produces	the	best	results.	His	position	is	monistic	since	only	

the	consequences	of	a	particular	form	of	government	(i.e.,	its	ability	to	produce	decisions	

	
42	This	is	built	upon	David	Brink's	(2018)	interpretation.	However,	while	Brink	limits	his	view	only	on	the	
concept	of	right	action,	I	tentatively	extend	it	to	political	legitimacy.	
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and	other	political	outcomes	 that	 improve	 the	well-being	of	citizens	and	develop	 their	

moral	and	intellectual	capacities)	are	taken	into	account	when	assessing	its	quality	and	

its	 legitimacy-generating	 potential	 (Sandel	 2010,	 56,	 Peter	 2017).	 Taking	 into	

consideration	 Mill's	 utilitarian	 account	 characterized	 by	 the	 differentiation	 between	

higher-quality	and	lower-quality	pleasures,	the	best	form	of	government	is	the	one	that	

produces	maximal	 aggregate	 long-term	 utility	 (Cerovac	 2020,	 132).	 Mill	 (1977a,	 404,	

emphasis	 added)	 thus	writes	 that	 "the	 ideally	best	 form	of	 government	 is	 [...]	 the	one	

which	[...]	is	attended	with	the	greatest	amount	of	beneficial	consequences,	immediate	and	

prospective".		

To	better	understand	what	Mill	considers	"beneficial	consequences"	we	have	to	

focus	on	his	two	criteria	of	good	government,	which	specify	his	position	more	clearly	and	

differentiate	it	from	somewhat	similar	positions	adopted	by	Jeremy	Bentham	and	James	

Mill.	 He	 indicates	 that	 the	 best	 form	 of	 government	 is	 the	 one	 that	 best	 achieves	 the	

following	 two	 goals:	 (i)	 improves	 the	 virtue	 and	 intelligence	 of	 the	 people	 under	 its	

jurisdiction,	and	(ii)	organizes	the	existing	virtues	and	good	qualities	of	the	people	in	a	

way	that	promotes	the	long-term	common	good43.	These	criteria	represent	a	cornerstone	

of	Mill's	political	thought	and	appear,	more	or	less	modified,	throughout	his	philosophical	

work.	Mill	indicates	that	"one	criterion	of	the	goodness	of	a	government	[is]	the	degree	in	

which	 it	 tends	 to	 increase	 the	 sum	of	 good	 qualities	 in	 the	 governed,	 collectively	 and	

individually;	since,	besides	that	their	well-being	 is	 the	sole	object	of	government,	 their	

good	qualities	supply	the	moving	force	which	works	the	machinery",	while	the	other	"[is]	

the	quality	of	machinery	itself;	that	is,	the	degree	in	which	it	is	adapted	to	take	advantage	

of	the	amount	of	good	qualities	which	may	at	any	time	exist,	and	make	them	instrumental	

to	the	right	purposes"	(Mill	1977a,	390-391).	A	form	of	government	can	thus	be	evaluated	

depending	 on	 "a	 degree	 in	which	 it	 promotes	 the	 general	mental	 advancement	 of	 the	

community,	including	[...]	advancement	in	intellect,	in	virtue,	and	in	practical	activity	and	

efficiency;	 and	 partly	 of	 the	 degree	 of	 perfection	 with	 which	 it	 organizes	 the	 moral,	

intellectual	and	active	worth	already	existing,	so	as	to	operate	with	the	greatest	effect	of	

public	affairs"	(Mill	1977a,	392).	Both	criteria,	however,	seem	to	be	grounded	in	a	single	

unifying	(and	foundational)	criterion	-	beneficial	consequences	(Peter	2017).		

	
43	Dale	Miller	usefully	characterizes	these	two	criteria	as	"educative"	and	"effective"	(Miller	2010,	171).		
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Mill	clearly	uses	a	procedure-independent	criterion	to	evaluate	the	quality	of	end	

states.	 Political	 outcomes	 are	 good	 or	 bad	 regardless	 of	 the	 procedure	 (or	 a	 form	 of	

government)	used	 to	produce	 them.	Two	examples	confirm	 this	 interpretation44.	First,	

when	 Mill	 writes	 on	 the	 instrumental	 quality	 of	 government,	 he	 indicates	 that	

government's	ability	 to	produce	 the	best	 results	depends	on	 the	people	 it	 is	exercised	

upon.	He	emphasizes	that	whether	a	form	of	government	is	suitable	for	a	group	of	citizens	

depends	 upon	 "the	 degree	 in	 which	 they	 possess	 certain	 special	 requirements"	 (Mill	

1977a,	413).	Tyranny	will	be	the	best	form	of	government	for	barbarian	tribes,	since	it	

will	best	improve	their	intellectual	and	moral	qualities	(e.g.,	teach	them	to	obey	the	laws),	

as	 well	 as	 organize	 them	 in	 a	 manner	 they,	 because	 of	 the	 lack	 of	 discipline,	 would	

otherwise	be	unable	to	do	themselves.	Democracy	is	preferred	to	tyranny,	but	only	when	

discussing	developed	societies	where	certain	preconditions	have	already	been	met45.	This	

emphasizes	 the	 instrumental	 approach	 used	 by	 Mill:	 what	 form	 of	 government	 is	

legitimate	depends	on	the	type	of	society	it	is	applied	upon.	Different	forms	of	government	

will	 yield	 different	 results	 in	 different	 societies.	 Second,	 when	Mill	 uses	 an	 epistemic	

argument	to	argue	against	despotic	monarchy,	he	indicates	that	(for	developed	nations),	

even	if	there	was	be	a	wise	benevolent	despot,	such	ruler	would	be	unable	to	detect	and	

promote	 the	 common	 good,	 as	 well	 as	 particular	 interests	 of	 different	 individuals,	 as	

efficiently	as	a	representative	(democratic)	government	does.	A	political	decision	is	thus	

good	or	bad	regardless	of	the	procedure	that	has	produced	it;	its	quality	is	evaluated	in	

the	light	of	its	consequences	(Cerovac	2020,	132).		

	

4.1.c.	The	Two	Forms	of	Instrumentalism	

In	 his	 sophisticated	 defense	 of	 (pure)	 instrumentalism,	 Richard	 Arneson	 (2003,	 123)	

differentiates	 between	 two	 conceptions	 of	 instrumentalism.	 While	 both	 conceptions	

follow	the	basic	instrumentalist	form	of	reasoning	(where	a	decision-making	procedure	

is	evaluated	exclusively	 following	 the	quality	of	 the	results	 it	produces),	 they	differ	on	

what	is	considered	a	desirable	result	or	a	desirable	political	outcome.	The	first	conception,	

	
44	These	examples	are	first	presented	by	Fabienne	Peter	(2017)	and	later	elaborated	in	Stevenson	(2016)	
and	Cerovac	(2016b,	2020).		
45	Mill	believes	that,	in	order	to	be	suitable	for	a	group	of	people,	a	form	of	government	has	to	meet	three	
criteria.	It	has	to	be	such	that	the	people	it	is	applied	upon	(i)	would	be	willing	to	receive	it,	(ii)	would	be	
willing	and	able	to	do	what	is	necessary	for	its	preservation,	and	(iii)	would	be	willing	and	able	to	fulfil	
duties	which	it	imposes	on	them	(Mill	1977a,	413).	Democratic	government	in	barbaric	nations	would	thus	
produce	 worse	 results	 than	 a	 form	 of	 "kingly	 government,	 free	 from	 the	 control	 (though	 perhaps	
strengthened	by	the	support)	of	representative	institutions"	(Mill	1977a,	418).		
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grounded	 in	 the	 correctness	 standard,	 asserts	 that	 a	 decision-making	 procedure	 has	

legitimacy-generating	potential	only	when	 it	produces	 (morally	and	epistemically)	 the	

best	 possible	 laws	 and	 policies.	 This	 conception	 represents	 a	 form	 of	 narrow	

instrumentalist	 justification,	 where	 the	 desired	 results	 are	 correct,	 efficient	 or	 just	

political	decisions.	The	second	conception,	grounded	in	the	best	results	standard,	holds	

that	a	decision-making	procedure	has	legitimacy-generating	potential	only	when	(in	the	

long	run)	it	produces	(morally	and	epistemically)	the	best	possible	end	states.	Unlike	the	

former,	this	conception	takes	a	form	of	wide	instrumentalist	justification,	and	the	desired	

results	are	not	merely	correct	or	 just	 laws	and	policies,	but	 the	most	 just	and	efficient	

social,	economic	and	political	states.		

	 Arneson	 (2003,	 123-124,	 see	 also	 Bester	 2010,	 35)	 invites	 us	 to	 consider	 two	

decision-making	procedures	(or	two	forms	of	government):	autocracy	and	democracy.	He	

invites	 us	 to	 imagine	 the	 autocracy	 has	 higher	 tendency	 to	 produce	 just,	 correct	 or	

efficient	 political	 decisions	 than	 democracy.	 Following	 the	 correctness	 standard,	

autocracy	would	be	preferred	over	democracy.	However,	Arneson	invites	us	to	imagine	

that,	 along	 with	 its	 comparatively	 lower	 tendency	 to	 produce	 correct	 decisions,	

democracy	has	a	much	higher	tendency	to	"render	citizens	more	virtuous",	and	thus	leads	

to	better	outcomes	in	the	long	run.	Following	the	best	results	standard,	democracy	would	

be	preferred	over	autocracy.	Although	Arneson	makes	no	mention	of	Mill	in	this	paper,	

Mill's	 position	 seems	 to	 follow	 the	 standard	of	 best	 results	 and	 clearly	 endorses	wide	

instrumentalist	justification	(Bester	2010).		

Bester's	interpretation	points	into	this	direction.	When	Mill	indicates	that	one	of	

the	two	criteria	of	good	government	regards	government's	ability	to	improve	intellectual	

and	moral	capacities	of	citizens	(Mill	1977a,	390),	he	does	not	consider	this	valuable	only	

because	 such	 improvement	 will	 tend	 to	 increase	 the	 quality	 of	 democratic	 political	

decisions.	 Although	 this	 can	 be	 (and	 often	 is)	 the	 case,	Mill	 finds	 the	 improvement	 of	

citizens'	 capacities	 valuable	 and	 desirable	 regardless	 of	 the	 impact	 it	 can	 have	 on	 the	

quality	of	political	decisions.	While	this	interpretation	has	its	merits,	it	tends	to	neglect	

Mill's	arguments	on	 the	necessary	relation	between	 just	and	correct	decisions	and	 the	

good	results	over	the	extended	period	of	time.	To	better	understand	this	relation,	we	have	

to	address	his	arguments	for	the	two	criteria	of	government.		

As	argued	earlier,	Mill	(1977a,	383)	claims	that	government	is	only	the	means	of	

reaching	 the	 desired	 end	 -	 to	 "promote	 the	 interests	 of	 any	 given	 society",	 or	 more	
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precisely,	to	promote	"nothing	less	than	the	whole	of	the	interests	of	the	humanity"46.	He	

proceeds	 to	 argue	 that,	 although	 all	 societies	 share	 the	 same	 common	 interest,	 their	

particular	and	temporary	interests	(and	thus	the	specific	tasks	of	good	government)	will	

depend	 on	 the	 societies'	 current	 level	 of	 development.	 Good	 government	 depends	 on	

some	 causes	 and	 conditions,	 the	 most	 important	 among	 them	 (and	 "the	 one	 which	

transcends	all	others")	bring	"the	qualities	of	 the	human	beings	composing	the	society	

over	which	the	government	is	exercised"	(Mill	1977a,	389).	He	proceeds	to	support	this	

claim	 by	 arguing	 that	 "government	 consists	 of	 acts	 done	 by	 human	 beings;	 and	 if	 the	

agents,	or	those	who	choose	the	agents	[...],	are	mere	masses	of	ignorance,	stupidity	and	

baleful	prejudice,	every	operation	of	government	will	go	wrong:	while,	in	proportion	as	

the	men	rise	above	this	standard,	so	will	the	government	improve	in	quality;	up	to	the	

point	 of	 excellence	 [...]	 where	 the	 officers	 of	 the	 government,	 themselves	 persons	 of	

superior	 intellect	 and	 virtue,	 are	 surrounded	 by	 the	 atmosphere	 of	 a	 virtuous	 and	

enlightened	 public	 opinion"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 390,	 emphasis	 added).	 Therefore,	 improving	

citizens'	moral	and	intellectual	capacities	can	be	one	of	the	government's	long-term	goals	

(as	Bester	argues),	but	when	Mill	discusses	the	two	criteria	of	good	government	this	plays	

a	different	role	-	it	is	a	precondition	of	(but	also	the	result	of)	good	government47.		

	

4.1.d.	Mill	and	Epistemic	Democracy	

Mill	has	thus	far	been	characterized	as	a	proponent	of	political	instrumentalism,	a	position	

which	 evaluates	 decision-authorization	 procedures	 (and	 forms	 of	 government)	

exclusively	 on	 their	 ability	 to	 produce	 desired	 outcomes.	 Furthermore,	 he	 was	

characterized	as	a	wide	political	instrumentalist,	one	focusing	not	only	on	the	substantive	

quality	of	political	decisions,	but	on	the	overall	quality	of	(direct	and	indirect)	results	of	

some	form	of	government.	Having	correct,	just	or	efficient	political	decisions	is	important,	

but	 it	 is	 also	 not	 the	 only	 important	 result.	 However,	 if	 we	 characterize	 Mill	 as	 an	

	
46	The	idea	that	all	governments	should	strive	towards	this	desired	end	(to	promote	the	common	interests	
of	the	humanity)	opens	the	terrain	for	cosmopolitan	interpretations	of	Mill's	political	thought.	For	more	
information	on	this	account	see	Varouxakis	(2008).		
47	When	Mill	discusses	moral	and	intellectual	development	of	citizens'	capacities	as	one	of	the	criteria	of	
good	government,	he	seems	to	 imply	that,	at	 least	sometimes,	 improvement	of	human	capacities	can	be	
means	to	some	other	end	(e.g.,	justice).	He	thus	asks,	"of	what	efficacy	are	rules	of	procedure	in	securing	the	
ends	of	justice,	if	the	moral	condition	of	the	people	is	such	that	the	witnesses	generally	lie,	and	the	judges	
and	their	subordinates	take	bribes?"	(Mill	1977a,	389,	emphasis	added).	Having	just	or	correct	decisions	
here	takes	the	role	of	a	desired	end,	and	moral	and	intellectual	development	of	citizens'	capacities	is	(along	
with	rules	of	procedure)	just	a	means	for	reaching	the	desired	end.		
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instrumentalist	accepting	the	good	results	standard	(instead	of	the	correctness	standard),	

can	we	still	portray	him	as	an	epistemic	democrat?	Epistemic	democracy	usually	focuses	

on	 the	 quality	 of	 direct	 political	 outputs	 (laws,	 policies	 and	decisions)	 and	not	 on	 the	

overall	 consequences	 of	 some	decision-authorization	 procedure.	David	Estlund	 (1997,	

173-180,	 see	 also	 Arneson	 2003,	 123),	 for	 example,	 focuses	 on	 the	 procedure-

independent	 epistemic	 value	 of	 political	 decisions	 ('qualified'	 correctness	 standard48)	

when	he	assesses	epistemic	quality	of	decision-authorization	procedures	and	establishes	

the	standard	account	of	epistemic	democracy.	Can	epistemic	democracy	be	compatible	

with	wide	political	instrumentalism?	

	 Contemporary	epistemic	democrats	can	address	the	epistemic	value	of	decision-

authorization	 procedures	 in	 more	 than	 one	 way:	 they	 can	 take	 a	 purely	 procedural	

approach	 and	 argue	 that	 such	 procedures	 are	 valuable	 because	 they	 embody	 some	

epistemic	 virtues	 (Peter	 2011),	 or	 they	 can	 pursue	 some	 form	 of	 an	 instrumental	

approach	and	argue	that	such	procedures	have	high	tendency	to	produce	epistemically	

valuable	 results.	 While	 the	 former	 approach	 has	 nothing	 in	 common	 with	 political	

instrumentalism,	 the	 latter	has	 to	be	 taken	 into	 careful	 consideration.	We	should	 thus	

narrow	 the	discussion	 and	 ask	whether	 the	 standard	 account	 of	 epistemic	 democracy	

(Estlund	2008,	Cerovac	2020)	or	the	pragmatist	account	of	epistemic	democracy	(Misak	

2000,	Talisse	2009),	both	of	which	use	the	correctness	standard	and	address	procedure's	

epistemic	 value	 from	 the	 standpoint	 of	 narrow	 political	 instrumentalism,	 can	 be	

compatible	with	wide	political	instrumentalism	and	the	use	of	the	best	results	standard.	I	

believe	not	only	that	it	can	be	compatible,	but	also	that	Arneson's	(2003)	distinction	might	

be	 misguiding.	 Namely,	 it	 seems	 to	 suggest	 that	 there	 is	 a	 sharp	 division	 between	

procedures	that	produce	political	decisions	that	are	correct,	just	or	efficient	(according	to	

some	procedure-independent	standard)	on	the	one	side,	and	the	procedures	that	produce	

the	best	results	in	the	long	run	on	the	other.	Consider	McCloskey's	(1965)	famous	thought	

experiment:	in	a	small	town	torn	apart	by	racial	tension,	a	white	woman	was	raped,	and	

the	crowd	is	convinced	that	the	perpetrator	is	a	black	man.	Civil	unrest	with	disastrous	

	
48	Of	course,	Estlund	(1997,	2008)	presents	a	non-monistic	position	and	explicitly	rejects	the	"too	epistemic"	
standard	of	correctness	theory.	Decision-authorization	procedure	does	not	receive	legitimacy-generating	
potential	because	it	has	the	highest	tendency	to	produce	correct	outcomes	(according	to	some	procedure-
independent	standard),	but	because	it	represents	the	procedure	all	qualified	citizens	could	endorse,	i.e.,	the	
procedure	whose	epistemic	qualities	 can	be	 recognized	and	affirmed	by	all	qualified	 citizens.	However,	
when	he	assesses	the	quality	of	a	decision-authorization	procedure,	Estlund	seems	to	focus	on	its	direct	
results	(laws,	policies	and	decisions),	and	not	on	the	long-term	outcomes	that	such	procedure	could	produce	
in	a	society.		
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consequences	is	about	to	ensue	if	the	man	is	not	prosecuted	and	sentenced.	Should	the	

judge	 (or	 the	 sheriff)	prosecute	 and	 sentence	 the	man	despite	having	 strong	evidence	

indicating	he	is	not	guilty?	Or	should	she	free	that	man,	aware	of	the	disastrous	civil	unrest	

that	 will	 surely	 follow?	 When	 applied	 to	 Arneson's	 distinction,	 it	 seems	 that	 the	

correctness	 standard	 would	 instruct	 her	 to	 use	 the	 procedure	 that	 frees	 the	 man	

(produces	correct	or	right	outcome),	while	the	best	results	standard	would	instruct	her	

to	use	the	procedure	that	sentences	the	man,	thus	preventing	even	worse	consequences.	

However,	 some	 moral	 theories,	 like	 utilitarianism,	 will	 not	 be	 able	 to	 perceive	 this	

difference.	 As	McCloskey	 indicates,	 for	 a	 utilitarian	 judge	 (or	 sheriff)	 freeing	 the	man	

would	be	the	wrong	act,	since	the	standard	by	which	we	assess	whether	the	decision	to	

let	 him	 go	 was	 correct	 or	 right	 is	 the	 best	 results	 in	 the	 long	 run49.	 Similarly,	 when	

utilitarians	assess	laws,	policies	and	political	decisions,	they	establish	their	correctness	

(i.e.,	whether	such	laws	are	correct,	efficient	or	just)	based	on	the	effect	these	have	on	the	

overall	utility	in	the	long	run.	Arneson's	distinction	between	narrow	and	wide	political	

instrumentalism	might	not	be	suited	for	utilitarian	justification,	where	the	two	standards	

are	correlated	-	correctness	always	depends	on	the	best	overall	results	in	the	long	run.		

	 The	same	can	be	said	for	Mill's	own	account	of	political	justification.	He	writes	that	

there	is	a	plurality	of	(often	conflicting)	principles	of	 justice,	yet	when	these	principles	

conflict,	"from	the	confusions	there	is	no	other	mode	of	extrication	than	the	utilitarian"	

(Mill	1985a,	245).	Laws,	policies	and	political	decisions	are	considered	right	or	wrong	

(correct	or	 incorrect)	depending	on	their	 long-term	consequences	and	their	 impact	on	

citizens'	well-being.	Consider,	for	example,	Mill's	thoughts	on	expanding	the	suffrage	to	

citizens	who	have	not	 received	any	education.	He	rejects	 this	proposal	and,	 though	he	

finds	exclusion	of	any	citizen	from	suffrage	highly	undesirable	and	thinks	that	(at	least	

minimal)	education	should	be	made	available	to	all	citizens	as	soon	as	possible,	he	argues	

that,	until	such	preconditions	can	be	met,	uneducated	citizens	should	not	receive	voting	

privileges50.	Mill	thus	writes	that	"it	is	a	personal	injustice	to	withhold	from	anyone,	unless	

for	the	prevention	of	greater	evils,	the	privilege	of	having	his	voice	reckoned	in	the	disposal	

of	affairs	in	which	he	has	the	same	interest	as	other	people"	(Mill	1977a,	469,	emphasis	

	
49	This,	of	course,	does	not	answer	how	would	Mill	resolve	McCloskey's	dilemma.	It	only	indicates	that,	for	
Mill,	the	correctness	of	any	political	decision	ultimately	depends	on	the	quality	of	its	results.	
50	 Of	 course,	 this	 does	 not	 imply	 that	 Mill	 wanted	 to	 consolidate	 such	 situation	 of	 inequality.	
Disenfranchisement	of	uneducated	citizens	was	only	a	temporary	measure,	one	that	should	be	combined	
with	publicly	funded	education	and	civic	participation	available	to	all	citizens	(Mackie	2012,	298).	
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added).	He	is	afraid	that	enfranchisement	of	uneducated	citizens	might	reduce	the	quality	

of	political	decisions	and	thus	produce	terrible	political	results	and	harm	other	citizens.	

Therefore,	Mill's	political	instrumentalism	can	be	understood	as	both	narrow	and	wide.	

There	is	a	clear	and	unifying	procedure-independent	standard	of	correctness	we	can	use	

to	evaluate	political	decisions	and	decision-authorization	procedures,	and	no	decision	(or	

procedure)	can	be	evaluated	independently	of	this	standard.		

	

4.2.	WHY	NOT	DESPOTISM?	

	

This	part	of	the	chapter,	with	title	mirroring	Estlund's	(2003)	famous	article	"Why	not	

Epistocracy",	 analyses	Mill's	 arguments	against	 the	 rule	of	 an	 individual,	 regardless	of	

how	wise	and	benevolent	the	individual	might	be.	Mill	defines	benevolent	despotism	as	

"a	government	in	which	there	is	no	positive	oppression	by	the	officers	of	the	state,	but	in	

which	all	the	collective	interests	of	the	people	are	managed	for	them,	and	in	which	their	

minds	 are	 formed	 by,	 and	 consenting	 to,	 this	 abdication	 of	 their	 own	 energies"	 (Mill	

1977a,	401).	Unlike	Estlund,	who	argues	that	epistocracy	(the	rule	of	a	few	wise	experts)	

would	not	be	able	to	meet	 the	 liberal	principle	of	 legitimacy	(Rawls	2001,	41,	see	also	

Freeman	2003,	37	and	Michelman	2003,	395)	because	of	invidious	comparisons,	i.e.	the	

lack	of	qualified	agreement	on	who	the	experts	are	(Estlund	1997),	Mill	is	concerned	with	

the	harmful	 effects	 the	 rule	of	 a	benevolent	despot	would	have	both	on	 the	quality	of	

political	outcomes	and	the	capacities	of	citizens.	Following	the	scheme	indicated	earlier,	

Mill	 targets	 the	 instrumental	 epistemic	 value	 of	 despotism	 and	 argues	 that	 it	 fails	 to	

produce	satisfactory	political	results.	

Some	 might	 wonder	 what	 we	 can	 learn	 analyzing	 Mill's	 argument	 against	

despotism	 -	 while	 this	 was	 indeed	 an	 important	 discussion	 in	 the	 19th	 century,	 its	

possible	contribution	to	contemporary	political	debates	is	(at	best)	dubious.	While	I	agree	

that	the	traditional	challenge	of	despotism	is	nowadays	mostly	irrelevant,	I	believe	a	lot	

can	be	gained	by	studying	Mill's	arguments	on	this	issue.	Namely,	even	though	we	cannot	

simply	apply	his	arguments	and	solutions	to	contemporary	liberal	societies,	by	analyzing	

them	we	 can	 gain	 a	 deeper	 understanding	 of	Mill's	 political	 thought.	 This	 can	 in	 turn	

enable	us	to	address	contemporary	problems	from	a	Millian	standpoint.		
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4.2.a.	Can	Despotism	Ever	Be	Justified?		

As	indicated	earlier	 in	this	chapter,	Mill	(1977a,	390-391)	argues	that	the	best	 form	of	

government	 is	 the	one	 that	 (i)	organizes	 the	existing	virtues	and	good	qualities	of	 the	

people	in	a	way	that	promotes	the	common	good	in	the	long	run	better	than	any	other	

form	of	government,	and	the	one	that	(ii)	improves	the	same	virtues	and	qualities	of	the	

people	under	its	jurisdiction	better	than	any	feasible	alternative.	Government's	ability	to	

achieve	 these	 two	 goals	 is	 contingent	 and	 depends	 on	many	 external	 considerations,	

including	the	society's	current	level	of	(moral	and	intellectual)	development,	as	well	as	its	

existing	legal	system,	history	and	tradition	(Mill	1977a:	392-398).	He	thus	writes	that	the	

quality	of	any	kind	of	government	is	"a	question	of	time,	place	and	circumstance"	(Mill	

1981a,	177).	No	particular	form	of	government	can	be	universally	applied	and	considered	

to	be	the	best	-	the	quality	of	government's	results	will	depend	on	the	kind	of	society	it	

functions	in.			

	 Mill	 thus	 believes	 that,	 under	 certain	 circumstances	 and	 in	 some	 societies,	

despotism	can	be	the	best	form	of	government.	There	are	instances	where	the	two	criteria	

will	be	best	achieved	not	by	a	democratic	government	but	by	a	rule	of	a	benevolent	despot.	

Namely,	 democratic	 institutions	 and	procedures	will	 be	 able	 to	 organize	 and	 improve	

citizens'	 existing	 capacities	 only	 after	 some	 level	 of	 development	 has	 already	 been	

reached.	Before	such	conditions	are	met,	despotic	government	can	have	a	prominent	role	

in	 the	organization	 and	 the	development	 of	 citizens'	 capacities.	A	benevolent	despot's	

duty	is	to	prepare	the	society	for	democratic	government	-	to	rise	it	to	the	level	where	

democratic	institutions	and	procedures	can	exercise	their	beneficial	influence	on	citizens'	

minds.	In	other	words,	Millian	benevolent	despot	has	a	self-extinguishing	role	(Chiu	and	

Taylor	 2011).	 Its	mission	 is	 to	 uplift	 the	 society	 to	 the	 level	 of	 competence	 and	 civic	

morality	where	it	will	no	longer	be	needed.	

	 There	are	several	virtues	barbaric	societies	have	to	acquire	before	they	are	ready	

for	democratic	government.	Obedience	and	patient	industry	are	taught	in	the	first	stage,	

and	 Mill	 goes	 so	 far	 as	 to	 even	 justify	 personal	 slavery	 in	 the	 early	 stages	 of	 social	

development,	 but	 only	when	 such	 slavery	 is	 exercised	 as	 a	means	 to	 encourage	 these	

virtues51.	Members	 of	 such	 barbaric	 societies	 are	 regarded	 as	 children,	 and	Mill	 finds	

	
51	Mill	also	indicates	that	"a	people	of	savages	should	be	taught	obedience,	but	not	in	such	a	manner	as	to	
convert	them	into	a	people	of	slaves"	(Mill	1977a,	396).	This	would	preclude	the	development	of	some	of	
their	capacities	(intelligence,	self-control,	prudence)	and	make	such	people	"unfit	for	the	step	next	beyond".		
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paternalist	 approach	 to	 be	 fully	 appropriate	 in	 this	 stage	 of	 social	 advancement	 (Mill	

1977a,	394-395,	see	also	Mill	1977d).	Acquiring	these	two	virtues	is,	of	course,	not	enough	

to	 prepare	 people	 for	 democracy	 -	 Mill	 acknowledges	 that	 slaves	 will	 never	 be	

transformed	into	self-governing	people	unless	they	acquire	additional	virtues	(Chiu	and	

Taylor	2011,	1241).	Obedience	and	patient	industry	serve	primarily	as	prerequisites	for	

the	acquisition	of	other	virtues.	In	the	second	stage,	the	benevolent	despot	promotes	the	

development	of	new	virtues,	such	as	intelligence,	prudence	and	self-control	(Mill	1965a,	

281).	Though	the	citizens	are	not	yet	ready	to	exercise	coercive	power	over	others,	they	

are	 encouraged	 to	 develop	 self-regarding	 responsibilities	 and	 to	 exercise	 control	 over	

their	own	lives.	They	are	not	allowed	to	rule	others,	but	(unlike	slaves	or	children)	are	

permitted	and	encouraged	 to	rule	 themselves:	 to	acquire	property,	 to	 form	bonds	and	

contracts	with	other	willing	people,	to	trade	goods	and	services	and	to	decide	how	to	lead	

their	own	lives.	In	this	stage	the	benevolent	despot	maintains	"a	general	superintendence	

over	all	the	operations	of	society",	yet	"necessarily	leaves	and	induces	individuals	to	do	

much	of	themselves"	(Mill	1977a,	396).	However,	being	able	to	take	care	of	oneself	is	a	

precondition,	 and	 not	 a	 guarantee	 that	 one	 will	 be	 able	 to	 properly	 participate	 in	

democratic	decision-authorization	processes.	Additional	virtues	thus	have	to	be	acquired.	

In	 the	third	stage	 the	benevolent	despot	promotes	the	 final	 two	virtues:	willingness	to	

resist	tyranny	and	the	spirit	of	nationality	(Mill	1977a,	419-422,	see	also	Chiu	and	Taylor	

2011,	1243).	People	should	be	able	to	obey	the	laws	but	also	understand	the	concept	of	

the	rule	of	law,	thus	being	able	to	resist	or	criticize	political	authority	when	it	does	not	

abide	by	their	rule.	Similarly,	citizens	are	taught	to	look	beyond	their	narrow	personal,	

local	 and	 sectarian	 interests	 and	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 common	 interests	 of	 the	 society	 in	

general.	 Benevolent	 despot	 can	 promote	 these	 virtues	 by	 calling	 citizens	 (or	 their	

representatives)	to	form	advisory	boards,	where	they	can	get	a	better	understanding	of	

the	rule	of	law	as	well	as	of	the	common	interest.	However,	once	citizens	have	acquired	

these	virtues	and	sufficiently	developed	their	moral	and	intellectual	capacities,	despotic	

rule	ceases	to	promote	and	starts	to	hinder	their	further	improvement52.			

	

	

	
52	Many	scholars	have	focused	on	Mill's	thoughts	regarding	the	role	of	benevolent	despot	in	the	colonial	era.	
This	 thesis	 does	not	 advance	 in	 that	 direction.	 For	more	 information	on	 this	 topic	 see	 Sullivan	 (1983),	
Kurfirst	(1996),	Holmes	(2007),	Urbinati	(2007)	and	Bell	(2010),	and	for	some	contemporary	applications	
and	criticisms	see	Lustig	and	Benvenisti	(2014).		
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4.2.b.	Despotism	and	Modern	Liberal	Societies		

It	 is	 no	 secret	 that	 Mill	 firmly	 opposed	 all	 forms	 of	 despotism	 in	 modern	 societies,	

considering	it	as	a	direct	opposite	to	liberty	(Urbinati	2007,	67).	Mill	clearly	warns	that	"a	

good	despotism	is	an	altogether	false	ideal,	which	practically	(except	as	a	means	to	some	

temporary	purpose)	becomes	the	most	senseless	and	dangerous	of	chimeras"	(Mill	1977a,	

403).	His	two	arguments	follow	the	familiar	scheme	and	indicate	why	a	despotic	ruler,	

even	when	 he	 is	wise	 and	 benevolent,	 cannot	 properly	meet	 the	 two	 criteria	 of	 good	

government.	Furthermore,	these	arguments	enable	us	to	clearly	see	instrumentalist	and	

epistemic	elements	in	Mill's	political	thought.	

	 First,	 Mill	 believes	 that	 despotism	 (in	 modern	 societies)	 fails	 to	 adequately	

organize	the	existing	virtues	and	good	qualities	of	the	people	in	a	way	that	promotes	the	

long-term	common	good.	A	despot	would	have	to	be	"not	merely	a	good	monarch,	but	an	

all-seeing	one"	(Mill	1977a,	399).	Such	ruler	would	have	to	be	informed	correctly	and	in	

detail	 on	 various	 branches	 of	 public	 administration	 (Mill	 finds	 this	 omniscience	 very	

implausible)	or	at	least	be	able	to	select	a	small	group	of	trustworthy	experts	he	can	rely	

on	 (this	 meta-omniscience,	 perfect	 knowledge	 of	 the	 knowers,	 is	 also	 implausible)	

(Landemore	2017,	78).	Despot	would	have	to	be	so	informed,	insightful	and	observant	as	

to	 be	 “superhuman"	 (Stevenson	 2016,	 402).	 Even	 if	 one	 person	 could	 hold	 all	 this	

knowledge,	Mill	is	convinced	that	the	task	is	so	demanding	that	none	of	the	few	competent	

persons	would	consent	to	undertake	it,	unless	only	temporarily	and	to	prevent	some	great	

evil	 (Mill	 1977a,	 400).	 However,	 there	 is	 an	 additional	 difficulty.	 Relevant	 political	

knowledge	 used	 in	 decision-making	 and	 decision-authorization	 processes	 is	 not	

integrated	and	cannot	be	held	by	an	individual.	Instead,	it	is	widely	dispersed	among	the	

population	in	small,	often	inconsistent	parts.	As	indicated	in	the	previous	chapter,	various	

(and	 often	 conflicting)	 opinions	 and	 perspectives	 that	 citizens	 have	 can	 produce	

epistemically	 fertile	 agonism,	 thus	 enabling	 us	 to	 acquire	 more	 robust	 and	 justified	

beliefs,	 but	 also	 to	 construct	 new	 opinions	 and	 new	 perspectives,	 including	 better	

solutions	to	existing	political	problems	(Mill	1977d).	No	individual,	no	matter	how	wise	

or	benevolent,	can	perform	this	task53.	A	benevolent	despot	fails	to	be	a	good	instrument	

	
53	This	has	a	form	similar	to	society's	knowledge	problem	(Hayek	2012a,	2012b),	where	the	knowledge	is	
dispersed	throughout	the	political	community,	but	 is	also	subjective	in	nature	and	held	individually	and	
tacitly,	making	it	impossible	for	any	individual	to	have	all	the	relevant	knowledge.	Though	there	are	some	
similarities,	Mill	clearly	holds	that	collective	deliberation	and	collective	decision-authorization	procedures	
can	help	us	alleviate	this	problem.	In	fact,	he	believes	that	public	deliberation	can	help	us	not	only	to	select	
the	 best	 solution	 from	 the	 predefined	 set	 of	 solutions,	 but	 also	 to	 construct	 new	 solutions	 and	 new	
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for	reaching	the	epistemically	valuable	goal:	 to	properly	harness	and	organize	existing	

knowledge	 and	 competences	 in	 the	 society	 and	 to	 reliably	 produce	 good	 political	

outcomes.	We	need	to	find	alternative	terms	of	political	association	(but	also	a	decision-

authorization	procedure)	that	will	allow	us	to	harness	this	widely	dispersed	knowledge	

and	use	it	to	make	good	political	decisions.		

	 Second,	 Mill	 indicates	 that	 despotic	 government	 (in	 modern	 societies)	 fails	 to	

improve	the	existing	moral	and	intellectual	capacities	of	its	citizens.	A	rule	by	a	"man	of	

superhuman	mental	activity	managing	the	entire	affairs"	(Mill	1977a,	400)	would	lead	to	

a	 society	 of	 mentally	 passive	 people.	 Citizens	 would	 still	 take	 care	 of	 their	 personal	

affairs54,	but	without	 thinking	and	acting	on	public	good.	They	would	stay	constrained	

within	"a	certain	narrow	range	of	ideas"	without	any	real	chance	to	further	develop	their	

intelligence.	Even	those	rare	citizens	who	decide	to	focus	their	attention	on	politics	(e.g.,	

political	scientists	under	a	despotic	regime)	would	acquire	only	theoretical	(or	dilettante)	

knowledge,	 thus	 failing	 to	 improve	 their	 practical	 skills.	 Furthermore,	 citizens'	 moral	

capacities	would	be	harmed	as	well	since	people	under	despotic	rule	would	not	be	able	to	

develop	affiliation	towards	other	citizens	nor	to	form	a	meaningful	relation	toward	their	

country.	 Mill	 considers	 these	 negative	 effects	 "inherent	 necessities	 of	 a	 despotic	

government"	(Mill	1977a,	401)	-	they	are	not	simply	unwanted	side	effects	that	might	or	

might	not	occur	but	characterize	any	form	of	government	where	an	individual	or	a	small	

group	of	people	authorize	all	political	decisions	(Thompson	1976).	Despotism	necessarily	

exercises	a	harmful	effect	on	citizens'	minds	and,	once	a	society	has	reached	certain	level	

of	development,	impedes	any	future	improvement,	both	of	citizens	moral	and	intellectual	

capacities	and	of	the	society	in	general.		

	 Despotism	 thus	 fails	 to	 be	 the	 appropriate	 form	 of	 government	 for	 modern	

societies.	 Following	 Mill's	 instrumentalist	 account,	 after	 a	 certain	 level	 of	 social	

development	 has	 been	 reached,	 despotism	 simply	 fails	 to	 be	 the	 proper	 means	 for	

producing	 the	 best	 consequences.	 It	 represents	 an	 epistemically	 inferior	 decision-

authorization	procedure	since	it	cannot	adequately	organize	the	existing	knowledge	and	

knowledge-producing	capacities	widely	dispersed	within	a	modern	society,	thus	failing	to	

	
perspectives.	For	a	detailed	analysis	of	Hayek's	approach	see	Tebble	(2016),	and	for	additional	information	
on	Mill	see	Cerovac	(2018).		
54	Even	this	might	be	brought	in	question:	while	a	bad	despot,	once	all	his	needs	and	desires	have	been	met,	
might	sometimes	let	people	focus	on	their	own	affairs,	a	good	despot	will	act	with	paternalist	tendencies	
and	try	to	help	citizens	manage	their	own	affairs,	thus	infringing	their	liberties	even	more	(Mill	1977a,	410).		
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take	 into	 account	 all	 relevant	 perspectives	 and	 consequently	 being	 unable	 to	 produce	

political	 outcomes	 (laws,	 policies	 and	 decisions)	 of	 adequate	 substantive	 quality.	

Similarly,	it	again	represents	an	epistemically	inferior	procedure	of	public	education	since	

it	is	ineffective	in	improving	citizens	moral	and	epistemic	virtues.	

		

4.2.c.	Democracy	-	A	Successful	Alternative	

Mill	endorses	democracy	just	as	wholeheartedly	as	he	rejects	despotic	government.	He	

indicates	that	"the	ideally	best	form	of	government	is	[...]	the	one	which	is	attended	with	

the	 greatest	 amount	 of	 beneficial	 consequences",	 and	 readily	 adds	 that	 "a	 completely	

popular	government	is	the	only	polity	which	can	make	out	any	claim	of	this	character"	

(Mill	 1977a,	 404).	 Namely,	 when	 applied	 to	 developed	 nations	 and	 compared	 with	

alternative	forms	of	government	(e.g.,	despotism),	democracy	meets	the	two	criteria	of	

good	government	better	than	any	other	competing	form	of	government.		

	 First,	 unlike	 despotism,	 democracy	 can	 efficiently	 organize	 citizens'	 existing	

competences	and	make	use	of	the	relevant	knowledge	widely	dispersed	within	society55.	

Democracy	 thus	 enables	 us	 to	 make	 correct,	 efficient	 and	 just	 decisions,	 and	 here	 it	

outperforms	all	other	forms	of	government.	It	performs	this	demanding	task	in	two	ways.	

First,	 it	 organizes	 decision-authorization	 procedures	 in	 a	 way	 that	 encourages	 and	

enables	citizens	to	actively	participate	in	the	process	by	which	they	protect	and	promote	

their	 interests.	Mill	 indicates	that	"rights	and	interests	of	every	or	any	person	are	only	

secure	from	being	disregarded,	when	the	person	interested	is	himself	able,	and	habitually	

disposed,	to	stand	up	for	them"	(Mill	1977a,	404,	see	also	Thompson	1976,	14-27).	No	one	

is	more	motivated	(and	thus	able)	to	protect	one's	interests	better	than	the	very	person	

whose	interests	are	in	question	(Anschutz	1969,	57)56.	To	be	correct,	an	efficient	or	just	

political	decision	has	to	take	into	consideration	the	interests	of	all	 individuals,	yet	"the	

	
55	This	by	no	means	 implies	 that	knowledge	 is	dispersed	equally	among	all	 citizens.	Mill	believes	 some	
individuals	(and	even	some	social	groups,	like	the	educated)	can	know	what	should	be	done	better	than	
others	and	should	thus	have	greater	political	influence	in	decision-authorization	procedures	(plural	voting	
proposal).	Nonetheless,	Mill	is	adamant	in	claiming	that	even	those	who	know	less	still	have	some	useful	
knowledge	and	their	 input	in	collective	deliberation	is	epistemically	valuable,	so	they	should	have	some	
(albeit	 smaller)	 political	 influence	 in	 decision-authorization	 procedures.	 For	more	 information	 see	Mill	
(1977a,	473-474),	and	for	some	interpretations	see	Estlund	(2003)	and	Cerovac	(2020).	Also,	plural	voting	
proposal	is	discussed	in	detail	in	the	following	chapters	of	this	thesis.		
56	For	an	alternative	reading,	see	Thompson	(1976,	19).	However,	this	is	not	a	very	important	distinction	
since	Thompson	agrees	that,	according	to	Mill,	government	and	society	usually	do	not	know	better	than	the	
individual	what	is	in	his	interest.	Thompson	just	emphasizes	that	Mill	acknowledges	individual's	fallibility	
with	regard	to	his	own	interests.		



	 68	

interest	of	the	excluded	is	always	in	danger	of	being	overlooked"	(Mill	1977a,	405).	Well-

functioning	democracy	can	produce	outcomes	of	sufficient	epistemic	quality	because	it	

enables	all	citizens	to	participate	in	the	decision-authorization	process,	thus	ensuring	that	

instead	of	promoting	the	interest	of	an	individual	or	a	small	group	(or	even	the	majority),	

political	 decisions	 aim	 toward	 the	 public	 interest.	 Second,	 democracy	 enables	

perspectives	of	various	individuals	and	social	groups	to	enter	into	collective	deliberation,	

thus	expanding	the	pool	of	relevant	knowledge	and	enabling	fertile	epistemic	agonism	to	

take	place	(Dalaqua	2018b).	Mill	warns	us	that,	even	when	interests	of	excluded	citizens	

are	 taken	 into	account,	 "when	 looked	at,	 [they	are]	seen	with	very	different	eyes	 from	

those	of	 the	persons	whom	they	directly	concern"	(Mill	1977a,	405,	see	also	Baccarini	

1993,	50).	He	notices	that,	having	no	workers'	representatives,	the	Parliament	rarely	or	

never	"looks	at	any	question	with	the	eyes	of	a	working	man",	and	proceeds	to	claim	that	

an	 epistemically	 valuable	 perspective	 is	 thus	 lost.	 Only	 a	 completely	 popular	

government57	can	adequately	assess	all	relevant	perspectives	and	intellectual	points	of	

view	and	thus	properly	harness	the	epistemic	value	of	diversity	(Kelly	2006).		

	 Second,	 again	 unlike	 despotism,	 democracy	 (in	 modern	 societies)	 allows	 and	

encourages	citizens	to	think	and	act	on	public	issues,	thus	fostering	the	improvement	of	

their	intellectual	and	moral	capacities.	Mill	indicates	that	"the	possession	and	the	exercise	

of	political,	and	among	others	of	electoral,	rights,	is	one	of	the	chief	instruments	both	of	

moral	and	intellectual	training	for	the	popular	mind"	(Mill	1977a,	410-412,	1977b,	322-

323).	He	considers	this	improvement	valuable	both	in	relation	to	its	tendency	to	increase	

the	 quality	 of	 political	 outcomes	 and	 independently	 of	 its	 direct	 political	 effects58.	

However,	Mill's	political	thought	focuses	primarily	on	the	former,	i.e.,	on	beneficial	effects	

	
57	 Some	 exceptions	 are	 allowed,	 including	 the	 disenfranchisement	 of	 uneducated	 citizens,	 but	 only	
temporarily	and	only	to	prevent	greater	evils.	
58	There	is	an	interesting	debate	on	whether,	for	Mill,	the	improvement	of	citizen's	character	is	intrinsically	
or	instrumentally	valuable.	One	might	argue	that	the	improvement	of	individuals'	moral	and	intellectual	
capacities	 is	 never	 intrinsically	 valuable.	 Namely,	 even	 when	 individual	 improvement	 is	 examined	
independently	of	its	effects	on	the	quality	of	political	decisions,	it	still	seems	it	does	not	represent	the	final	
end	in	Mill's	utilitarian	moral	theory.	The	development	of	our	capacities	is	instrumentally	valuable	since	it	
represents	a	valuable	means	for	acquiring	happiness,	characterized	as	sensation	or	experience	of	higher	
pleasurers	(Macleod	2016).	Of	course,	the	more	our	intellectual	and	moral	capacities	are	developed,	the	
more	will	we	be	able	to	experience	and	enjoy	higher	pleasures.	This	interpretation	builds	upon	Mill	claim	
that	"happiness	is	the	sole	end	of	human	action",	uttered	on	several	occasions	in	Utilitarianism	(Mill	1985a).	
Alternative	interpretations	build	upon	his	essay	On	Liberty	(Mill	1977d)	and	claim	that,	for	Mill,	the	ultimate	
end	are	not	sensations	or	experiences	of	higher	pleasures,	but	instead	human	flourishing	realized	through	
development	of	one's	character	(Nussbaum	2004,	Brink	2013).	Though	this	is	an	interesting	and	important	
debate,	it	does	not	affect	the	central	points	of	this	thesis.	It	suffices	to	say	that,	for	Mill,	the	improvement	of	
human	capacities	was	valuable	not	only	because	of	its	positive	impact	on	the	quality	of	political	outcomes.		
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that	one's	moral	and	intellectual	improvement	has	on	the	well-being	of	society.	He	thus	

asks,	"which	of	two	common	types	of	character,	for	the	general	good	of	humanity,	it	is	most	

desirable	 should	 predominate	 -	 the	 active,	 or	 the	 passive	 type?"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 406,	

emphasis	 added).	 As	 we	 can	 see,	 Mill's	 argument	 for	 democracy	 does	 not	 take	 a	

paternalist	turn	-	the	improvement	of	one's	capacities	is	not	argued	for	the	sake	of	that	

individual's	 well-being	 (though	 Mill	 believes	 such	 improvement,	 in	 general,	 also	

contributes	to	one's	well-being),	but	because	of	the	beneficial	effects	such	improvement	

will	have	on	the	well-being	of	others,	or	on	humanity	as	a	whole.	His	argument	concerning	

the	 improvement	 of	 citizens'	 intellectual	 and	 moral	 capacities,	 and	 consequently	 his	

justification	of	democracy,	thus	takes	a	form	similar	to	political	(and	not	perfectionist)	

republicanism	 (see	 Weithman	 2004).	 Democracy	 allows	 "the	 maximum	 of	 the	

invigorating	effect	of	freedom	upon	the	character"	to	be	obtained	(Mill	1977a,	411)	and	

does	so	by	motivating	and	encouraging	citizens	to	think	and	act	on	public	matters.	He	uses	

the	example	of	 the	practice	of	dicastery	(a	 judicial	body	of	about	500	members,	which	

administered	 justice	 by	 a	 majority	 vote)	 and	 ecclesia	 (a	 popular	 assembly	 of	

approximately	 6000	 members,	 which	 had	 final	 say	 on	 legislation	 and	 could	 call	

magistrates	to	account)	and	argues	that	these	practices	"raised	the	intellectual	standard	

of	an	average	Athenian	citizen	far	beyond	anything	of	which	there	is	yet	an	example	in	

any	mass	of	men,	ancient	or	modern"	(Mill	1977a,	411).	Democracy	acts	as	the	"school	of	

public	spirit"	(Mill	1977a,	412),	improving	citizens'	competences	and	making	them	more	

apt	for	political	participation,	and	thus	increasing	the	quality	of	political	results.		

	 Despite	being	convinced	that	popular	government	meets	 the	two	criteria	better	

than	 any	 feasible	 alternative,	 Mill	 is	 worried	 that	 democracy	 might	 deteriorate	 and	

become	even	worse	than	the	rule	of	a	(malevolent)	despot.	Therefore,	simply	having	a	

popular	government	does	not	imply	that	the	two	criteria	will	automatically	be	met	-	Mill	

has	 to	 specify	 the	 process	 by	which	 political	 decisions	 are	 authorized,	 determine	 the	

appropriate	 division	 of	 epistemic	 labor	 and	 indicate	which	mechanisms	 that	 filter	 the	

public	(if	any)	should	be	in	place.	

	

4.3.	DEMOCRACY,	DELIBERATION	AND	REPRESENTATION	

	

There	are	two	important	questions	that	have	to	be	answered	in	this	part	of	the	chapter.	

First,	how	should	political	decisions	be	made	and	authorized?	Different	models	of	political	
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authorization	 (e.g.,	 voting,	 deliberation)	 will	 surely	 have	 different	 effects	 both	 on	

democracy's	 ability	 to	efficiently	organize	 the	existing	 capacities	 in	 the	 society	and	 its	

ability	to	improve	them.	Second,	who	should	participate	in	the	direct	process	of	making	

and	authorizing	such	decisions?	The	level	of	citizens'	participation	(whether	the	decisions	

are	directly	made	or	authorized	by	all	citizens	or	by	just	a	few	representatives)	will	again	

surely	affect	democracy's	ability	to	meet	the	two	criteria	of	good	government.		

	

4.3.a.	The	Epistemic	Value	of	Representation		

Mill	is	well-known	for	his	famous	defense	of	representative	government	-	after	all,	one	of	

his	 most	 influential	 works	 in	 political	 philosophy	 is	 entitled	 Considerations	 on	

Representative	Government	(1977a).	It	comes	as	no	surprise	that	Mill	considers	decision-

making	 (and	 decision-authorization)	 processes	 within	 representative	 institutions	

epistemically	more	valuable	than	those	taking	place	within	institutions	characteristic	of	

direct	democracy.	Again,	following	his	two	principles	of	good	government,	arguments	for	

this	claim	can	be	summarized	along	two	lines.		

First,	 political	 representation	 helps	 us	 organize	 citizens'	 existing	 moral	 and	

intellectual	capacities	in	the	optimal	way.	Unlike	direct	democracy,	where	citizens	of	all	

degrees	 of	 intellectual	 and	 moral	 capacity	 participate	 in	 decision-authorization	

procedures	 and	 directly	 exercise	 their	 political	 influence,	 political	 representation	 sets	

decision-authorization	(in	the	formal	political	sphere)	within	an	assembly	that	contains	

"the	elite	of	the	nation"	(Mill	1977c,	362).	Representatives	are	recognized	by	the	citizens	

as	 "the	most	distinguished	man	on	 their	own	side",	who	embody	epistemic	and	moral	

virtues	 relevant	 for	 upholding	 high	 epistemic	 quality	 of	 collective	 deliberation59.	

	
59	There	are	two	confusing	(and	seemingly	incompatible)	attributes	Mill	ascribes	to	the	Parliament.	First	it	
the	elitist	qualification:	Mill	considers	Parliament	as	an	institution	containing	"the	elite	of	the	nation"	(Mill	
1977c,	362)	in	a	form	of	"some	of	the	most	distinguished	man	in	the	country".	This	clearly	sets	political	
representatives	apart	from	the	citizens	-	members	of	the	Parliament	are	better	(both	in	moral	and	epistemic	
sense)	than	regular	citizens.	Second	is	the	democratic	qualification:	Mill	sees	Parliament	as	"a	fair	sample	
of	every	grade	of	intellect	among	the	people",	rather	than	as	"a	selection	of	greatest	political	minds	in	the	
country"	(Mill	1977a,	433).	This	claim,	on	the	other	hand,	seems	to	imply	that	political	representatives	are	
no	more	qualified	to	rule	than	the	average	citizens.	Both	claims	are	important	for	Mill's	political	thought,	
and	 their	 incompatibility	 is	 only	 apparent.	 The	 first	 (elitist)	 claim	 refers	 to	 the	 difference	 between	
representatives	and	citizens.	Members	of	the	Parliament	are	here	indeed	qualified	as	more	competent,	but	
not	 due	 to	 some	 particular	 expert	 knowledge,	 but	 due	 to	 their	 epistemic	 and	moral	 virtues.	 They	 are	
considered	"more	competent	in	the	general	affairs	of	life"	(Mill	1977b,	324,	emphasis	added).	The	second	
(democratic)	claim	refers	to	the	difference	between	political	representatives	and	experts	in	the	executive	
government,	the	latter	often	called	"individuals	specially	trained	to	[...]	govern	and	legislate"	(Mill	1977a,	
433).	Mill	 is	 here	 referring	 to	 the	 technical	 and	 not	 to	 the	moral	 knowledge.	 For	 a	 detailed	 distinction	
between	these	two	forms	of	knowledge	see	Christiano	(2008)	and	Prijić-Samaržija	(2011).	Mill	claims	that	
representatives	hold	(or	should	hold)	greater	moral	knowledge	than	their	constituencies,	and	ministers	and	
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Furthermore,	 representation	 sets	 members	 of	 parliament	 in	 epistemically	 favorable	

conditions	(which	cannot	be	guaranteed	for	all	citizens)	-	they	have	more	time	to	think	on	

any	 particular	 issue,	 to	 consult	 the	 experts,	 to	 find	 epistemic	 support	within	 partisan	

associations	 and	 to	 deliberate	 with	 others.	 Representation	 is	 thus	 seen	 as	 the	 basic	

mechanism	for	filtering	the	public	will	(Barker	2015):	when	exercised	properly,	political	

representation	 will	 harness	 the	 epistemic	 value	 of	 diversity	 and	 include	 all	 relevant	

perspectives	 in	 the	 decision-authorization	 process	 while	 simultaneously	 filtering	 the	

epistemic	 vices	 (e.g.,	 gullibility,	 dogmatism,	 prejudice,	 closed-mindedness	 and	

negligence60)	that	often	characterize	the	intellectual	character	of	most	citizens.	Of	course,	

political	 representatives	will	 still	be	 fallible	and	vulnerable	 to	epistemic	vices,	yet	Mill	

holds	that	they	will,	on	average,	be	more	competent	to	participate	in	the	formal	collective	

deliberation	and	in	the	direct	decision-authorization	processes	than	average	citizens.	This	

does	 not	 imply	 that,	 for	 Mill,	 citizens	 should	 not	 participate	 in	 decision-making	 and	

decision-authorization	processes	between	elections	-	it	only	implies	that	their	influence	

should	not	be	direct	(like	that	of	members	of	the	Parliament),	and	should	be	exercised	

indirectly,	 through	 informal	 political	 sphere	 (e.g.,	 through	 media	 or	 civil	 society	

organizations).	 Most	 of	 this	 thesis	 revolves	 around	 the	 very	 idea	 that	 political	

representation	 is	 epistemically	 valuable	 since	 it	 allows	 us	 to	 filter	 public	 will,	 thus	

improving	 the	 epistemic	 value	 of	 decision-authorization	 processes	 and	 the	 epistemic	

quality	of	resulting	political	outcomes.	Mill's	thoughts	on	representation	and	other,	more	

specific	filtering	mechanisms	(like	plural	voting	and	open	ballot)	are	discussed	in	detail	

in	the	following	chapters.		

Second,	 political	 representation	 helps	 improve	 citizens'	 existing	 moral	 and	

intellectual	 capacities	 better	 than	 political	 alternatives	 linked	 to	 direct	 democracy.	 It	

achieves	this	goal	in	two	ways.	First,	Mill	seems	to	suggest	that,	while	direct	democracy	

might	exceed	in	fostering	the	quantity	of	citizens'	participation	(since	citizens	are	called	

to	participate	in	decision-making	processes	on	numerous	public	issues	coming	from	all	

areas	of	government),	it	fails	in	advancing	the	quality	of	citizens'	participation.	Namely,	

Mill	thinks	that,	in	order	for	political	participation	to	exercise	the	desired	educative	effect	

on	citizens'	minds,	it	has	to	be	performed	responsibly.	He	praises	the	discipline	learned	

	
executive	 government	 officials	 hold	 (or	 should	 hold)	 greater	 technical	 knowledge	 than	 political	
representatives.		
60	For	more	information	on	vice	epistemology	see	Cassam	(2016)	and	Kidd,	Battaly	and	Cassam	(2020).	
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"from	the	occasional	demand	made	upon	the	citizens	to	exercise,	for	a	time	and	in	their	

turn,	 some	 social	 function"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 411)	 and	 argues	 that	 this	 exercise	 requires	

citizens	to	responsibly	weigh	the	interests	of	others	along	with	their	own	and	to	make	

decisions	 focusing	on	 the	 common	good	 (Warner	2001).	However,	Mill	warns	us	 that,	

when	performing	some	social	function,	"responsibility	is	null	when	nobody	knows	who	is	

responsible"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 520).	When	 a	 large	number	 of	 citizens	 is	 regularly	 called	 to	

make	or	authorize	decisions,	and	when	their	responsibility	is	divided	and	thus	seriously	

weakened,	 they	will	 approach	 the	matter	 at	 hand	 in	 a	 sloppy	 and	negligent	way,	 thus	

failing	to	properly	engage	their	moral	and	intellectual	capacities,	and	consequently	fail	to	

train	them	through	this	practice.	Mill	believes	that	citizens'	participation	is	an	important	

means	for	their	moral	and	intellectual	improvement,	yet	holds	that	wide	participation	is	

compatible	 with	 representative	 institutions.	 He	 turns	 to	 local	 (representative)	

government	 (discussed	 in	 the	 following	 chapter)	 as	 the	 chief	 instrument	 of	 public	

education	(Mill	1977a,	535)	and	emphasizes	that	"in	local	bodies,	many	citizens	have	a	

chance	of	being	elected,	and	many	fill	one	or	other	of	the	numerous	local	executive	offices"	

(Mill	1977a,	535-536,	see	also	Kurer	1989,	297).	The	improvement	of	citizens'	capacities	

is	thus	best	achieved	through	representative	institutions	at	the	local	 level.	Second,	Mill	

also	holds	that	political	representation	can	help	citizens	 improve	their	capacities	 in	an	

alternative	way.	By	following	the	discussions	in	the	Parliament	citizens	are	introduced	to	

some	of	the	best	arguments	for	and	against	various	policy	proposals	-	they	can	learn	from	

representatives	who	share	their	values	but	are	seen	as	the	best	among	them,	and	who	

have	many	epistemic	resources	normally	inaccessible	to	regular	citizens	at	their	disposal.	

The	Parliament	thus	becomes	the	"grand	institution	of	national	education",	creating	and	

correcting	the	public	opinion	(Mill	1977c,	348,	see	also	Selinger	2019,	188).	More	on	the	

educative	role	of	political	representation	in	Mill's	political	thought	can	be	found	in	one	of	

the	following	chapters.		

	

4.3.b.	The	Epistemic	Value	of	Deliberation		

John	Stuart	Mill	is	not	the	first	utilitarian	philosopher	to	use	instrumentalist	justification	

to	defend	popular	government.	Both	 James	Mill	 and	 Jeremy	Bentham	argue	 that	 some	

form	of	democratic	government,	characterized	by	majority	rule,	would	serve	as	the	best	

means	for	identifying	what	is	in	the	interest	of	the	majority,	and	therefore	which	actions	

will	 produce	 the	 best	 consequences	 (or	 meet	 the	 interests	 of	 the	 largest	 number	 of	
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people).	 General	 interest	 is	 thus	 equated	 with	 the	 best	 consequences,	 which	 can	 be	

achieved	 by	 following	 the	 interest	 of	 the	majority	 (Urbinati	 2000,	 769).	 Though	 both	

Bentham	(1843c)	and	James	Mill	(1992)	favor	representative	democracy,	they	perceive	

political	representatives	as	agents	mirroring	the	exact	interests	of	their	constituencies	-	

that	 was,	 after	 all,	 the	 central	 prerequisite	 for	 democracy's	 instrumental	 role	 as	 a	

mechanism	 for	 discovering	 what	 is	 in	 the	 interest	 of	 the	 majority.	 If	 political	

representatives	started	to	act	in	favor	of	decisions	that	do	not	promote	the	direct	interest	

of	their	constituencies,	the	final	decisions	(endorsed	by	the	majority	of	representatives)	

would	no	longer	be	in	the	interest	of	the	majority	of	citizens,	and	their	results	would	have	

bad	and	undesirable	consequences	for	the	people.		

	 Bentham	and	James	Mill	focus	on	the	representation	of	interests,	and	not	opinions	

and	perspectives.	They	argue	in	favor	of	aggregative	democracy	and	believe	that	the	fair	

aggregation	 of	 citizens'	 interests	 can	 help	 us	 determine	 what	 is	 the	 most	 desirable	

political	outcome,	and	by	extension	the	outcome	that	produces	the	greatest	overall	utility.	

Of	course,	we	cannot	simply	follow	what	produces	the	most	utility	 in	the	moment,	but	

must	 adhere	 to	 our	 long-term	 interest,	 taking	 into	 consideration	 that	 some	 policies,	

though	they	might	increase	the	total	happines	for	a	week	or	a	month,	lead	to	unavoidable	

economic	declines	and	reduce	our	total	long-term	utility.	Since	not	all	citizens	are	able	to	

properly	do	hedonic	arithmetic,	with	some	forgetting	or	poorly	calculating	the	value	of	

some	 of	 the	 seven	 features	 of	 felicific	 calculus	 (intensity,	 duration,	 certainty	 and	

uncertainty,	 propinquity	 and	 remoteness,	 fecundity,	 purity	 and	 extent)61,	 Jeremy	

Bentham	and	 James	Mill	 think	 that	 only	 the	 interests	 of	 the	more	 industrious	 citizens	

should	be	directly	represented	(Pratt	1955,	Urbinati	2000).	Disenfranchisement	of	some	

non-industrious	 social	 groups	 (e.g.,	 women,	 workers,	 the	 poor)	 might	 in	 fact	 be	

instrumentally	valuable	because	their	members,	lacking	the	ability	to	properly	engage	in	

utility	 calculus,	might	 (by	 exercising	 their	 voting	 rights)	 reduce	 the	 overall	 quality	 of	

	
61	Bentham	believes	 there	are	several	variables	 that	determine	the	degree	or	amount	of	pleasure	that	a	
specific	action	is	likely	to	cause.	Leaving	any	variable	outside	of	our	utility	calculus	might	point	us	toward	
choosing	a	suboptimal	action,	one	that	does	not	maximize	our	total	long-term	well-being	(Bentham	1907,	
see	also	Timmons	2013).	For	example,	we	may	end	up	endorsing	an	action	that	might	produce	the	utility	of	
greatest	 intensity	and	duration	but	 fail	 to	realize	 that	 the	probability	 that	such	action	will	 result	 in	 this	
particular	outcome	is	negligible,	while	some	alternative	action	might	be	accompanied	by	the	result	that	is	
far	more	probable	and	only	a	bit	less	intense	and	durable.	Put	in	the	context	of	early	19th	century	England,	
Jeremy	Bentham	and	James	Mill	feared	that	many	workers	would,	given	franchise,	make	this	mistake	in	the	
utility	calculus	and	vote	for	extremely	egalitarian	distributive	laws	and	policies,	thus	temporarily	increasing	
their	level	of	well-being	but	simultaneously	ruining	the	economy	and	producing	the	loss	in	total	utility	in	
the	long	run.		
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political	outcomes.	Of	course,	James	Mill	and	Bentham	emphasize	that	the	well-being	of	

the	members	of	such	groups	is	just	as	important	as	the	well-being	of	more	industrious	

citizens	-	they	simply	doubt	in	such	citizens'	capacity	to	know	which	policies	are	in	their	

own	best	interest,	and	in	the	best	interest	of	the	society.	Interests	of	such	citizens	should	

be	indirectly	promoted	through	the	interests	of	those	more	industrious	(Bentham	1843c,	

Urbinati	2000).	Jonathan	Riley	interprets	John	Stuart	Mill	in	a	similar	fashion,	indicating	

that	Mill	"has	in	mind	a	democratic	voting	process	in	which	individual	preferences	[...]	are	

given	equal	positive	scores	or	votes	and	their	votes	are	added	up	to	select	an	outcome	that	

has	the	greatest	sum	total	of	votes"	(Riley	2015,	328),	 thus	discovering	what	 laws	and	

policies	 best	 improve	 the	 social	welfare.	 Of	 course,	Mill	 is	 far	more	 inclusive	 than	 his	

predecessors,	arguing	that	all	citizens	who	meet	some	minimal	preconditions	should	have	

a	vote,	yet	Riley's	 interpretation	seems	to	overemphasize	the	role	aggregation	plays	 in	

Mill's	 political	 thought.	 Although	 he	 grounds	 his	 arguments	 in	 the	 same	 utilitarian	

foundations	as	his	father	and	Jeremy	Bentham,	John	Stuart	Mill	strongly	disagrees	with	

their	views	and	opposes	aggregative	democracy	by	offering	a	few	important	arguments.		

	 First,	aggregation	of	citizens'	interests	(or	to	be	more	precise,	aggregation	only	of	

interests	of	more	industrious	citizens)	does	not	represent	the	epistemically	optimal	way	

of	organizing	the	citizens'	existing	moral	and	intellectual	capacities.	Mill	does	not	think	

citizens'	particular	 interests	are	something	 that	 should	enter	political	decision-making	

and	decision-authorization	process.	Unlike	Bentham	and	James	Mill,	he	is	convinced	that	

citizens'	 political	 input	 should	 not	 revolve	 around	 their	 specific	 individual	 or	 group	

interests62	-	a	political	process	that	simply	aggregates	citizens'	preferences	will	produce	

political	outcomes	(laws,	policies	and	decisions)	of	suboptimal	quality.	As	we	have	seen	

earlier,	Mill	argues	in	favor	of	a	system	of	proportional	representation,	one	that	is	able	to	

reflect	opinions,	views	and	perspectives	of	all	relevant	minorities	in	a	democratic	society.	

Ideally,	 "every	minority	 in	 the	 constituency	 should	 be	 represented	 by	 a	minority	 in	 a	

representative	body"	 (Mill	1977b,	329).	He	 is	 interested	 in	 representation	of	opinions	

shared	by	relevant	social	groups,	and	not	in	representation	of	their	particular	interests.	

Mill	thus	indicates	that	"what	is	needed	is	a	representation,	not	of	men's	differences	of	

interest,	but	of	the	differences	in	their	intellectual	points	of	view"	(Mill	1977b,	358).	He	

	
62	These	specific	individual	or	group	interests	are	interests	people	have	apart	from	"the	permanent	interest	
of	 man	 as	 a	 progressive	 being"	 (Mill	 1977d,	 224),	 one	 that	 characterizes	 and	 constitutes	 Mill's	 moral	
(utilitarian)	philosophy.	
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proceeds	 to	 elaborate	 that	 having	 lawyers	 or	 shipowners	 in	 the	 Parliament	 is	

(epistemically)	 valuable	 not	 because	 of	 particular	 class	 interests	 they	 can	 promote	 or	

defend	 in	 the	 deliberative	 assembly,	 but	 because	 of	 the	 professional	 skills	 and	

competences	 they	 introduce	 into	 public	 deliberation.	 Proportional	 representation	 is	

epistemically	valuable	since	it	ensures	that	all	opinions	in	the	political	community	(and	

many	of	these	will	be	conflicting	and	incompatible)	will	be	expressed	and	discussed	in	the	

Parliament.	Proportional	representation	thus	enables	and	injects	political	conflict	in	the	

formal	political	sphere.	Of	course,	the	model	of	representation	favored	by	Bentham	and	

James	Mill	also	introduced	political	conflict	in	the	formal	political	sphere,	yet	this	was	the	

conflict	of	 interests,	one	that	 lacks	transformative	and	creative	power	discussed	 in	the	

previous	chapter.	Simple	aggregation	of	preferences	does	not	make	the	existing	political	

conflict	epistemically	fertile,	and	even	when	it	produces	some	form	of	compromise	it	does	

not	foster	transformation	of	one's	own	nor	the	understanding	of	others'	preferences.		

Deliberation	on	existing	opinions,	on	the	other	hand,	 introduces	the	epistemic	value	of	

political	 agonism,	 thus	 enabling	 citizens	 (and	 their	 representatives)	 to	 detect	 and	

abandon	incorrect	beliefs	(or	beliefs	that	lack	proper	justification),	to	recognize	beliefs	

grounded	in	biases	and	prejudices,	and	sometimes	to	create	completely	new	beliefs	(Mill	

1977d).	 This	 has	 a	 significant	 effect	 on	 decision-making	 and	 decision-authorization	

processes	 since	 it	 enables	 us	 to	 create	 better,	 more	 just	 and	more	 efficient	 laws	 and	

policies63.	 	Furthermore,	it	also	contributes	to	the	descriptive	(perceived)	legitimacy	of	

political	 outcomes	 since	 all	 citizens	 can	 see	 that	 the	 coercive	 laws	 and	 policies	 were	

produced	by	appeal	to	what	were,	for	the	majority	of	their	representatives,	considered	to	

be	the	best	reasons	and	arguments.	Finally,	Mill	believes	that	grounding	political	decisions	

in	reasons	and	arguments	instead	of	 individual	or	group	preferences	enables	decision-

makers	to	construct	progressive	laws	and	policies,	or	to	"shape	their	measures	with	some	

regard	not	solely	to	present	exigencies,	but	to	tendencies	in	progress"	(Mill	1977a,	432).	

However,	Mill	is	aware	that	the	epistemic	value	of	conflict	is	lost	if	one	social	group,	having	

the	majority	 in	 a	 deliberative	 assembly,	 can	make	 decisions	 by	 simple	 aggregation	 of	

votes,	without	having	to	provide	reasons	and	arguments	to	support	its	views.	In	order	to	

protect	the	persistence	of	conflicting	views	and	avoid	the	danger	of	class	legislation	(but	

	
63	Of	 course,	Mill	 is	 aware	 that	deliberation	will	 not	be	 able	 to	 solve	 every	political	 conflict,	 and	public	
deliberation	will	often	have	to	be	followed	by	some	voting	procedure	(Mill	1977a,	see	also	Holmes	1995).	
However,	he	is	convinced	that	post-deliberation	voting	is	(as	a	decision-making	or	decision-authorization	
mechanisms)	epistemically	far	superior	to	pre-deliberation	voting.		
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not	 only	 for	 these	 reasons),	 Mill	 introduces	 several	 filtering	 mechanisms	 (e.g.,	 plural	

voting,	rejection	of	secret	ballot	and	pledges)	discussed	in	the	next	chapter.		

	 Second,	public	deliberation	can	 improve	citizens'	existing	moral	and	 intellectual	

capacities	far	better	than	any	aggregative	procedure.	While	aggregative	democracy	is	a	

form	of	 popular	 government,	 and	 citizens	 thus	 have	 an	 incentive	 to	 participate	 in	 the	

collective	decision-authorization	procedures	and	to	think	about	issues	of	public	concern,	

its	epistemic	value	fades	in	comparison	with	deliberative	democracy.		Here	citizens	(and	

their	political	representatives)	are	called	not	only	to	think	about	issues	of	public	concern	

from	 their	 own	 perspective,	 but	 also	 to	 consider,	 listen	 and	 critically	 scrutinize	 the	

reasons	and	arguments	offered	by	their	political	opponents,	as	well	as	to	offer	justification	

for	 their	own	views	and	opinions.	As	 indicated	 in	 the	previous	chapter	and	addressed	

many	times	in	Mill's	(1977d)	famous	essay	On	Liberty,	free	and	uncensored	deliberation	

has	several	beneficial	effects	on	citizens'	minds:	it	helps	citizens	get	rid	of	false	opinions	

and	 views	 (i.e.,	 those	 not	 supported	 by	 adequate	 reasons	 and	 evidence),	 helps	 them	

eliminate	 their	 own	biases	 and	prejudices,	 but	 also	 resist	 dogmatic	 beliefs	 and	beliefs	

acquired	in	a	habitual	manner,	without	proper	critical	scrutiny.	Finally,	free	deliberation	

enables	the	collision	of	opinions	and	sometimes,	when	each	of	them	holds	a	portion	of	the	

whole	truth,	enables	the	creation	of	new	epistemically	valuable	opinions	and	perspectives	

(Mill	1977d,	see	also	Landemore	2017,	77-80,	and	Roberts	2004,	71-73).	Mill	thus	firmly	

believes	 that	 collective	 decision-making	 and	 decision-authorization	 procedure	

characterized	by	public	deliberation	will	meet	the	two	criteria	of	good	government	far	

better	than	an	alternative	procedure	based	on	aggregation	of	citizens'	preferences.		

	

	 As	we	have	seen,	representation	is	important	for	political	conflict	for	two	reasons:	

it	fuels	the	conflict	by	introducing	all	relevant	political	opinions	and	views	in	the	public	

debate,	and	it	shapes	it	by	keeping	it	within	favorable	epistemic	conditions.	The	epistemic	

value	 of	 political	 conflict	 cannot	 be	 fully	 realized	 outside	 democratic	 representative	

institutions,	characterized	by	a	list	of	mechanisms	filtering	the	public	will.	More	on	these	

mechanisms,	including	Mill's	thoughts	on	open	ballot,	partisanship	and	plural	voting,	can	

be	found	in	the	following	chapters	of	this	thesis.		
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CHAPTER	V	

INDIRECT	DEMOCRACY	AND	POLITICAL	

REPRESENTATION		

	
Previous	chapters	introduced	beneficial	consequences	as	a	common	goal	and	a	regulative	

ideal	against	which	different	decision-making	procedures	and	models	of	government	are	

evaluated	(Mill	1977a,	404).	Since	the	consequences	are	considered	substantively	good	

or	bad	based	on	the	effects	they	have	on	"actual,	positive	well-being	of	the	living	human	

creatures	who	compose	the	population"	(Mill	1988c,	67),	regardless	of	the	procedure	that	

had	produced	them,	and	since	our	evaluation	of	decision-making	procedures	is	based	on	

the	results	they	produce	(and	not	the	other	way	around),	I	have	characterized	Mill	as	a	

political	 instrumentalist.	Furthermore,	since	Mill	measures	 the	procedure's	capacity	 to	

produce	beneficial	consequences	 through	 its	capacity	 to	 foster	and	encourage	citizens'	

moral	and	intellectual	(self)-improvement	and	its	capacity	to	produce	efficient,	correct	or	

just	 decisions	 (Mill	 1977a,	 390-392),	 I	 have	 characterized	 him	 as	 an	 early	 epistemic	

instrumentalist.	 Finally,	 since	 Mill	 considers	 democracy	 to	 be	 the	 best	 form	 of	

government64,	one	that	(when	properly	exercised)	has	the	capacity	to	produce	the	most	

beneficial	consequences,	I	have	characterized	his	as	an	early	epistemic	democrat65.		

	 Democracy	 can	 take	 many	 forms	 and	 there	 are	 numerous	 issues	 on	 which	

democrats	disagree.	Who	should	be	allowed	to	participate	in	a	collective	decision-making	

or	 decision-authorization	 process?	 Should	 there	 be	 some	 formal	 filters	 that	 disqualify	

some	people	from	political	participation?	Should	political	decisions	be	made	directly	by	

the	people	or	should	they	be	made	by	their	political	representatives?	If	the	latter	is	the	

case,	should	political	representatives	act	as	delegates	(or	trustees)	or	as	advocates?	How	

(in)dependent	 should	 they	 be?	 Should	 decisions	 be	 made	 using	 an	 aggregative	

mechanism	or	through	public	deliberation?	Should	citizens	(regardless	of	whether	they	

	
64	Of	course,	Mill	considers	democracy	the	best	form	of	government	for	developed	western	nations,	where	
citizens	 have	 already	 acquired	 certain	 skills,	 competences	 and	 virtues	 that	 enable	 them	 to	 properly	
participate	in	a	democratic	society.	In	some	underdeveloped	nations	other	forms	of	government	might	be	
better	in	meeting	the	regulative	ideal,	i.e.,	producing	the	best	consequences	through	moral	and	intellectual	
development	of	citizens	and	creating	efficient	and	correct	policies.	See	the	fourth	and	the	eighteenth	chapter	
of	Consideration	of	Representative	Government	for	details	(Mill	1977a,	413-421,	562-577).	
65	This	characterization,	albeit	quite	a	recent	one,	was	already	used	by	David	Estlund	(2003)	and	Gustavo	
Dalaqua	(2018a).	Helene	Landemore	(2017,	76)	somewhat	follows	this	line	of	thought	and	characterizes	
Mill	as	an	"epistemic	democrat	with	a	strong	elitist	twist".		
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vote	 for	 their	 representatives	 or	 for	 a	 particular	 political	 decision)	 cast	 their	 votes	 in	

secrecy	or	under	the	scrutiny	of	public?	Mill	had	a	clear	stance	on	all	of	these	questions,	

and	his	reasoning	was	guided	by	a	simple	principle	we	have	already	discussed	-	beneficial	

consequences.	 He	 gives	 comprehensive	 instrumental	 and	 epistemic	 arguments	 for	 his	

stance	on	these	and	many	other	relevant	issues,	and	this	chapter	traces	and	analyses	Mill's	

arguments	to	re-affirm	his	characterization	as	an	early	epistemic	democrat.		

	 The	 chapter	 is	 divided	 in	 two	 parts.	 The	 first	 part	 introduces	 differentiation	

between	direct	and	indirect	democracy.	Having	in	mind	the	dangers	 introduced	by	the	

majority	rule	(low	political	intellect	and	class	legislation,	both	of	which	can	endanger	the	

quality	of	political	decisions	and	the	 improvement	of	citizens'	capacities),	Mill	opts	 for	

indirect	forms	of	democratic	government,	those	where	talking	is	separated	(both	spatially	

and	temporally)	from	doing	(Urbinati	2000).	Political	representation	plays	an	important	

role	 in	 this	 since	 it	 removes	 both	 the	 deliberative66	 and	 the	 executive	 function	 from	

citizens,	transferring	these	functions,	in	accordance	with	the	division	of	epistemic	labor,	

to	 the	parliament	and	 the	expert	commissions	of	executive	government.	This	does	not	

imply	that	citizens	are	left	with	no	political	influence	between	the	elections.	They	can	still	

shape	both	the	public	deliberation	and	the	creation	of	laws,	policies	and	decisions.	Yet,	

their	influence	is	indirect	and	comes	from	the	informal	political	sphere.	The	second	part	

addresses	 some	 of	 the	 many	 formal	 filters	 for	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 public	 will	 and	

mechanisms	for	democratic	self-control,	including	public	balloting,	advocacy	as	a	model	

of	 political	 representation,	 division	 of	 labor	 between	 the	 parliament	 and	 expert	

commissions,	as	well	as	the	limited	autonomy	of	local	government.	Plural	voting	proposal,	

another	formal	filter	and	an	important	mechanism	of	democratic	self-control,	will	not	be	

discussed	 here	 yet	 will	 be	 extensively	 addressed	 in	 the	 next	 two	 chapters.	 Similarly,	

partisan	 associations,	 which	 can	 also	 help	 filter	 public	 will	 and	 shape	 democratic	

deliberation,	are	not	discussed	here.	Their	epistemic	value	and	 their	 role	as	a	 filtering	

mechanism	are	analyzed	in	one	of	the	upcoming	chapters.		

	

	

	

	
66	Deliberative	function	is	removed	from	citizens	in	the	formal	political	sphere	as	vast	majority	of	citizens	
do	not	participate	in	parliamentary	debates.	However,	citizens	can	(and	should)	deliberate	in	the	informal	
political	sphere,	and	their	deliberation	can	(and	should)	influence	the	deliberation	taking	place	within	the	
formal	political	sphere.		
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5.1.	THE	EPISTEMIC	VALUE	OF	INDIRECTNESS	

	

Democracy,	typically	understood	as	"government	of	the	people,	by	the	people	and	for	the	

people"	 (Lincoln	 2000),	 usually	 entails	 the	 idea	 that	 all	 citizens	 participate	 in	 the	

collective	decision-making	process	as	equals.	Direct	democracy,	where	citizens	directly	

participate	in	decision-making	processes	(including	both	deliberation	and	voting	on	the	

final	decision),	is	thus	often	understood	as	a	realization	of	citizens'	autonomy	and	self-

government.	Political	representation,	which	turns	to	be	a	necessity	for	modern	societies	

(Constant	1993),	is	on	the	other	hand	often	seen	as	a	necessary	evil,	an	instrument	needed	

for	organization	of	political	life	in	modern	states	which	extend	over	large	territories	and	

gather	 citizens	 of	 different	 cultural	 backgrounds	 (Pitkin	 1967).	 It	 is	 "evil"	 since	

representation,	 especially	 its	 neo-Schumpeterian	 model67,	 promotes	 passive	 citizenry	

and	divides	people	in	two	groups:	those	who	are	fit	to	rule	(a	small	elite)	and	those	who	

are	not	(the	majority)	(Ranciere	1998,	see	also	Cerovac	2014).	But	although	procedures	

and	 mechanisms	 that	 make	 collective	 decision-making	 less	 direct	 by	 introducing	 a	

(temporal	or	spatial)	gap	between	deliberation,	voting	and	political	action	are	sometimes	

considered	harmful	(since	they	seem	to	weaken	citizens'	self-governance),	they	can	have	

considerable	epistemic	value.	They	can	help	us	remove	dangers	of	low	political	intellect	

and	class	legislation	that	come	along	with	democratic	rule.	Mill	was	aware	of	the	epistemic	

advantages	of	indirect	rule	but	shared	some	concerns	regarding	passivity	of	citizens	and	

firmly	rejected	the	Schumpeterian	model	of	democracy.	This	part	of	the	chapter	discusses	

the	epistemic	value	of	indirectness	in	Mill's	political	thought	by	focusing	on	his	arguments	

for	proportional	representation68.	

	
67	Austrian	political	economist	Joseph	Schumpeter	offered	a	market	model	of	democracy,	where	politicians	
offer	their	services	and	compete	for	citizens'	resources	(votes).	There	is	a	strict	division	of	labor:	citizens	
vote	and	elect	their	political	representatives	but	do	not	participate	in	the	process	of	creation	of	laws,	policies	
and	political	decisions.	This	is	left	for	experts,	whose	work	is	evaluated	every	few	years	in	the	elections,	
when	they	are	re-elected	or	replaced	by	a	new	group	of	experts,	those	whom	the	citizens	consider	more	
competent	 and	 efficient.	 For	 a	 comprehensive	 overview	of	 this	model	 see	 Schumpeter	 (2008),	 but	 also	
Elliott	(1994)	and	Brooker	(2010).		
68	Jorge	Urdanoz	(2019,	5)	warns	us	that	Mill	does	not	argue	in	favor	of	"proportional	representation"	since	
such	a	system,	although	still	better	than	the	"Originating"	(Colomer	2007,	265)	electoral	system	in	Mill's	
time,	would	allow	political	parties	to	dominate	the	public	discourse.	Instead,	Urdanoz	follows	Thompson	
(1976)	in	arguing	that	Mill	defended	"personal	representation"	as	a	device	against	party	representation.	
There	is	no	"majority"	or	"minority"	as	a	homogenous	group	defending	some	ideas	and	principles	before	
the	 elections	 -	 these	 categories	 are	 determined	 for	 each	 borough	 after	 elections,	where	 they	 represent	
electors	who	have	(or	have	not)	acquired	a	representative	in	the	parliament.	Contrary	to	Urdanoz's	reading,	
I	follow	Urbinati	(2002),	Dalaqua	(2018a,	2018b)	and	others	who	focus	on	Mill's	agonistic	approach,	where	
proportionality	serves	to	inject	epistemically	valuable	conflict	in	public	deliberation.	I	give	some	arguments	
for	this	reading	in	the	chapter	on	epistemic	value	of	partisanship	in	Mill's	political	philosophy.		
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	 The	previous	part	of	this	chapter	establishes	the	epistemic	value	of	deliberative	

democracy	in	Mill's	political	thought.	It	reconstructs	Mill's	justification	of	two	important	

claims:	first,	democracy	is	epistemically	superior	to	alternative	forms	of	government	(e.g.,	

despotism),	and	second,	deliberative	democracy	is	epistemically	superior	to	aggregative	

democracy.	 But	 how	 does	 indirectness	 improve	 both	 the	 epistemic	 qualities	 of	 a	

democratic	 decision-making	 and	 decision-authorization	 process	 and	 the	 epistemic	

qualities	of	collective	deliberation?	How	indirectness	helps	create	better	(more	correct,	

efficient	 or	 just)	 policies	 and	decisions,	 and	how	 it	 helps	 improve	 the	 intellectual	 and	

moral	qualities	of	citizens?		

	 Direct	democracy,	particularly	in	ancient	republics,	was	characterized	by	"direct	

and	physical	presence	of	citizens	in	the	place	where	decisions	were	made"	(Urbinati	2000,	

762).	All	citizens	were	allowed	to	participate	in	the	assembly	by	voting	on	proposals	or	

speaking	to	the	public.	However,	this	does	not	imply	that	all	(or	even	the	majority	of	them)	

exercised	 these	 rights.	Hansen	 (1993,	268,	 also	Urbinati	 2000,	762-763)	distinguishes	

between	three	kinds	of	citizens	in	Athens.	According	to	him,	there	are	passive	participants,	

who	do	not	go	to	the	assembly	meetings	and	neither	speak	nor	vote	on	matters	of	public	

interest.	Standing	participants	participate	in	the	meetings,	listen	what	others	have	to	say	

and	vote	on	what	they	consider	to	be	the	best	proposal,	but	never	address	the	assembly	

with	their	own	opinions	and	arguments.	Then,	there	are	wholly	active	participants	who	

regularly	address	issues	of	public	concern,	argue	in	favor	of	or	against	existing	proposals	

even	and	propose	new	ones	to	the	assembly.	When	compared	to	modern	democracies,	

passive	 citizens	would	 correspond	 to	 those	who	 abstain	 from	 voting	 in	 the	 elections,	

standing	 citizens	would	be	 those	who	exercise	 their	 right	 to	 vote,	while	wholly	 active	

citizens	 would	 be	 political	 representatives,	 those	 who	 participate	 in	 parliamentary	

debates.	One	of	the	key	differences,	however,	lies	in	the	role	of	standing	participants,	who	

in	modern	 democracies	 no	 longer	 vote	 on	 every	 law,	 policy	 or	 political	 decision,	 but	

instead	exercise	this	right	every	few	years.	While	 in	ancient	republics	decision-making	

and	decision-authorization	processes	were	merged	and	are	both	conducted	by	a	single	

political	body,	in	modern	democracies	these	processes	are	separated.	Citizens	no	longer	

directly	participate	in	the	decision-making	processes	in	the	formal	political	sphere,	but	

instead	 periodically	 participate	 in	 the	 authorization	 of	 laws,	 policies	 and	 decisions	 by	

voting	in	the	elections.	Mill	holds	that	the	indirectness	thus	introduced	produces	several	

epistemic	advantages.		
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5.1.a.	Indirectness	Introduces	Competence	in	Politics	

Mill	held	that	the	quality	of	deliberation,	but	also	the	quality	of	laws,	policies	and	political	

decisions,	 depend	 on	 the	 moral	 and	 intellectual	 capacities	 of	 those	 included	 in	 the	

deliberative	 decision-making	 and	 decision-authorization	 processes	 (Mill	 1977a,	 390-

392).	This,	of	course,	does	not	imply	that	only	the	most	competent	should	be	included	in	

the	 decision-authorization	 processes	 (e.g.,	 that	 only	 the	 most	 competent	 should	 be	

allowed	to	vote	in	the	elections).	It	merely	states	that,	other	things	being	equal,	a	group	of	

citizens	with	better	developed	intellectual	and	moral	capacities	will	be	better	suited	to	

participate	in	the	collective	decision-authorization	process,	and	the	results	of	this	process	

will	have	a	tendency	to	be	substantively	better	(or	more	correct	and	just)	than	the	results	

of	 similar	 processes	 taking	 place	 in	 a	 group	 whose	 members'	 capacities	 are	 not	 as	

developed	(Estlund	2003).	Mill	does	claim,	however,	that	only	the	most	competent	should	

be	included	in	decision-making	processes	(e.g.,	that	only	the	most	competent	should	draft	

laws	or	policy	proposals).	In	order	to	make	correct,	efficient	and	just	political	decisions,	

people	 engaged	 in	 these	 activities	 need	 to	 possess	 specialized	 technical	 knowledge	

attained	through	extensive	training	and	education.	Most	citizens	will	lack	this	specialized	

knowledge	and	will	thus	be	unfit	to	participate	in	the	decision-making	processes.	Mill's	

(1977a,	 520-533)	 division	 of	 labor	 between	 the	 parliament,	 which	 deliberates	 and	

approves	legislation,	and	the	professional	Commission	of	Codification,	which	creates	and	

proposes	 laws	 to	 the	 parliament,	 clearly	 indicates	 that	 the	 decision-making	 process	

should	be	done	by	a	few	competent	citizens.		

But	 if	 the	 citizens	 (through	 elections)	 indirectly	 participate	 in	 the	 decision-

authorization	 process,	 and	 the	 experts	 and	 professionals	 directly	 participate	 in	 the	

decision-making	process,	what	is	the	proper	role	of	the	members	of	a	parliament?	Many	

have	 stressed	 that	 they	 participate	 in	 the	 direct	 authorization	 of	 laws	 and	 policies	

(Urbinati	 2000,	 Barker	 2015).	 Mill	 seems	 to	 claim	 the	 same	 when	 he	 indicates	 that	

"nothing	but	the	restriction	of	the	function	of	representative	bodies	within	rational	limits	

will	 enable	 the	 benefits	 of	 popular	 control	 to	 be	 enjoyed	 in	 conjunction	 with	 skilled	

administration	and	legislation".	This	can	be	achieved	by	"disjoining	the	office	of	control	

and	 criticism	 from	 the	 actual	 conduct	 of	 affairs,	 and	 devolving	 the	 former	 on	 the	

representatives	of	 the	Many,	while	securing	 for	 the	 latter	 the	acquired	knowledge	and	

practiced	intelligence	of	a	specially	trained	and	experienced	Few"	(Mill	1977a,	433-434).	

The	parliament	should	not	try	to	directly	participate	in	the	decision-making	process	as	it	



	 82	

is	unfit	for	this	demanding	role.	However,	there	are	reasons	to	believe	that	Mill	did	place	

indirect	decision-making	role	on	the	representative	body,	as	its	role	is	not	only	to	approve	

or	decline	 legislation,	but	also	 to	deliberate	on	 laws	and	policies,	giving	 the	experts	 in	

decision-making	 commissions	access	 to	new	perspectives,	 as	well	 as	new	reasons	and	

arguments	 (Cerovac	 2016b).	 Mill	 indicates	 that	 the	 parliament	 should	 not	 directly	

"interfere	with	[such	expert	commissions],	except	by	unlimited	latitude	of	suggestion	and	

criticism"	(Mill	1977a,	433,	emphasis	added).	This	is	again	emphasized	when	Mill	(1977a,	

428,	 emphasis	 added)	 argues	 that	 "a	 numerous	 assembly	 is	 [not]	 fitted	 for	 the	direct	

business	 of	 legislation	 [and	 administration]".	 Parliament	 therefore	 has	 a	 dual	 role:	 it	

directly	 participates	 in	 the	 decision-authorization	 process	 (by	 approving	 or	 declining	

legislation),	but	also	indirectly	participates	in	the	decision-making	process	(by	providing	

suggestions	and	criticism	on	legislation).	While	the	former	role	is	clearly	more	important	

and	Mill	emphasizes	it	more	urgently,	the	latter	role	should	not	be	neglected69.		

	

	 Indirect	participation	 Direct	participation	

Decision-authorization	

process	

Citizens	

(by	voting	in	the	elections)	

Members	of	the	parliament	

(by	voting	in	the	parliament)	

Decision-making	

process	

Members	of	the	parliament	

(by	deliberating	and	providing	

suggetions	and	criticism)70	

Experts	and	professionals	

Table	5.1	

	
69	 Mill	 argued	 that	 a	 well-functioning	 government	 has	 to	 follow	 both	 democratic	 and	 bureaucratic	
principles:	it	has	to	balance	between	the	best	aspects	of	both	participation	and	competence	(Miller	2003,	
647).	 Some	 (Halliday	 2004,	 134,	 Baccarini	 and	 Ivanković	 2015,	 148)	 follow	 this	 interpretation	 but	
emphasize	 that	parliament's	balancing	power	realizes	 itself	 in	 the	decision-authorization	stage,	and	not	
earlier,	during	the	decision-making	process.	While	this	seems	correct,	Mill	also	had	in	mind	that	political	
representatives	indirectly	shape	the	decision-making	process	by	indicating	the	general	direction	the	society	
should	move	in.	He	agrees	that	we	should	"leave	the	business	of	legislation	to	the	professional	legislators,	
except	 on	 questions	 involving	 political	 principles	 and	 interests"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 431,	 emphasis	 added).	
Furthermore,	Mill	argues	that	the	parliament	can	give	directions	on	how	to	prepare	the	law	(and	that	these	
directions	are	imperative	to	the	Commissioners),	as	well	as	that	"the	Commission	has	no	power	of	refusing	
its	instrumentality	to	any	legislation	which	the	country	desired"	(Mill	1977a,	430).	Somewhat	similar	ideas	
can	be	found	in	contemporary	discussion	on	the	division	of	epistemic	labor,	in	works	by	Thomas	Christiano	
(2012)	or	Philip	Kitcher	(2011).	
70	It	seems	that	active	citizens	can	also	indirectly	participate	in	the	decision-making	process.	As	Mill	(1977a,	
535)	 indicates,	 "reading	newspapers,	and	perhaps	writing	 to	 them,	public	meetings,	and	solicitations	of	
different	sorts	addressed	to	political	authorities,	are	the	extent	of	participation	of	private	citizens	in	general	
politics".	Citizens	can	thus	 indirectly	participate	both	 in	 the	decision-authorization	process	(not	only	by	
voting	 in	 the	 elections,	 but	 also	 by	 influencing	 their	 political	 representatives	 through	 activities	 in	 the	
informal	political	sphere,	see	Dalaqua	2018a,	6)	and	 in	 the	decision-making	process	(by	 influencing	 the	
experts	 through	 activities	 in	 the	 informal	 political	 sphere).	 It	 is	 important	 to	 emphasize,	 however,	 that	
citizens'	participation	is	never	direct	and	decisive	-	it	 is	one	among	many	things	that	influence	decision-
making	and	decision-authorization	processes.		



	 83	

	

Accordingly,	 the	 members	 of	 the	 parliament	 have	 a	 dual	 role	 as	 well.	 Their	

intellectual	and	moral	capacities	reflect	on	the	quality	of	both	the	decision-authorization	

and	the	decision-making	process.	While	proportionality	enables	all	relevant	perspectives	

and	ideas	to	be	included	in	the	deliberative	process71,	representation	ensures	that	these	

ideas	 are	 argued	 and	 defended	 by	 their	 most	 capable	 proponents.	 Mill	 (1977a,	 432)	

indicates	 that	 political	 representation	 enables	 every	 person	 to	 find	 "somebody	 who	

speaks	 his	 mind,	 as	 well	 or	 better	 than	 he	 could	 speak	 it	 himself".	 Therefore,	

representation	structures	and	filters	public	deliberation	by	ensuring	that	only	the	most	

capable	citizens	(or	those	recognized	as	such	and	elected	by	the	people)	participate	 in	

public	discussions	in	the	formal	political	sphere.		

Furthermore,	 it	 filters	 and	 improves	 formal	 decision-authorization	 process	 by	

enabling	only	the	most	capable	citizens	(or	those	recognized	as	such	and	elected	by	the	

people)	to	participate	 in	approving	or	rejecting	 legislation	by	voting	in	the	parliament.	

Though	 members	 of	 the	 parliament	 are	 not	 required	 to	 have	 extensive	 technical	

knowledge	 (which	 is,	 in	 turn,	 a	 requirement	 for	 executives	 and	 professionals	 in	 the	

administration),	they	are	expected	to	have	greater	moral	knowledge	than	average	citizens	

(Mill	1977b,	324).	In	other	words,	they	should	be	better	suited	to	deliberate	on	various	

issues	of	public	interest,	to	critically	engage	different	perspectives	of	the	public	good,	to	

offer	good	reasons	and	arguments	in	support	of	their	own	views,	to	negotiate	and	make	

compromises,	but	also	to	recognize	better	arguments	and	revise	their	own	views	in	light	

of	better	reasons.		

Following	Mill's	political	thought,	representative	democracy	does	not	improve	the	

quality	 of	 political	 decisions	 by	 enabling	 experts	 and	 professionals	 to	 make	 these	

decisions	instead	of	citizens	who	lack	specialized	and	technical	knowledge.	This	type	of	

division	of	political	and	epistemic	labor	is	compatible	with	direct	democracy	as	well.	For	

example,	Rousseau	(1977,	see	also	Urbinati	2000)	suggests	a	model	of	direct	democracy	

where	political	action	is	performed	by	chosen	magistrates.	They	are	elected	by	the	people	

as	 instruments	 for	 political	 action,	 and	 only	 they	 participate	 directly	 in	 the	 decision-

making	process.	These	decisions	are,	just	like	magistrates'	autonomy,	quite	limited	and	

	
71	Mill	 is	 concerned	with	 representation	 of	 ideas	 and	 perspectives,	 not	 of	 individual	 or	 class	 interests.	
Epistemically	fertile	representation	is	one	"not	of	men's	differences	of	interest,	but	of	the	differences	in	their	
intellectual	points	of	view"	(Mill	1977b,	358).	
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technical	 in	 nature.	 Political	 reasoning	 and	 will-formation	 are,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	

performed	 by	 the	 citizens	 themselves,	 without	 any	 representatives	 acting	 as	 a	 buffer	

between	 the	 executive	 government	 and	 the	 sovereign	 (i.e.,	 the	 people).	 Citizens	 thus	

directly	participate	in	the	formal	decision-authorization	process,	but	also	indirectly	in	the	

formal	 decision-making	 process,	 since	 they	 set	 political	 aims	 that	 particular	 decisions	

(made	by	elected	magistrates)	have	to	serve.	Mill's	model	of	representative	democracy	

introduces	 competence	 in	 the	 direct	 decision-authorization	 process,	 as	 well	 as	 in	 the	

indirect	 decision-making	 process,	 both	 in	 the	 formal	 political	 sphere.	 Political	

representatives	 replace	 the	 role	 of	 citizens	 (and	 not	 experts	 and	 professionals)	 in	

approving	the	decisions	made	by	the	magistrates,	as	well	as	in	setting	the	aims	the	society	

is	 to	 pursue72.	 Since	 representatives	 (on	 average)	 have	 better	 developed	 moral	 and	

intellectual	competences	that	average	citizens,	they	are	able	to	improve	both	the	quality	

of	direct	decision-authorization	process	and	the	quality	of	the	indirect	decision-making	

process.		

	

5.1.b.	Indirectness	Enables	Better	(Re)presentation	of	Relevant	Ideas	and	Opinions	

Direct	democracy	sets	high	demands	both	on	citizens'	competences	and	their	resources.	

Even	 in	 ancient	 Athens	 most	 of	 the	 citizens	 were	 passive	 and	 did	 not	 participate	 in	

assembly	meetings	(Hansen	1999,	Thorley	2005),	and	among	those	who	did	participate,	

only	a	few	"masters	of	the	art	of	rhetoric"	(Urbinati	2000,	764)	actually	debated	on	issues	

of	public	interest.	Most	of	the	standing	participants	did	not	think	that	they	are	competent	

enough	 to	 speak	 to	 the	assembly,	 limiting	 their	 influence	 to	voting	only.	Furthermore,	

many	 of	 the	 citizens	 avoided	 assembly	meetings	 due	 to	 financial	 reasons,	 so	 standing	

participation	was	(unsuccessfully)	encouraged	by	paying	a	daily	salary	to	citizens	who	

participated	 in	 the	meetings.	These	measures,	 in	 addition	 to	being	 inefficient,	 are	also	

inapplicable	to	modern	democracies	(Constant	1993).	Trying	to	copy	the	ancient	model	

to	mid-Victorian	 England	would	 introduce	 two	 serious	 threats:	 first,	 some	 groups	 (or	

classes)	of	citizens	would	lack	the	relevant	skills	to	properly	voice	and	argue	in	favor	of	

their	opinions,	and	second,	some	groups	(or	classes)	of	citizens	would,	due	to	the	poor	

	
72	Again,	this	does	not	imply	that	citizens	do	not	participate	at	all	in	decision-making	processes,	nor	that	
they	 participate	 in	 decision-authorization	 processes	 only	 during	 elections,	 once	 every	 few	 years.	 Mill	
emphasizes	that	political	participation	takes	place	both	in	the	formal	and	in	the	informal	political	sphere	
(Mill	1977a,	423).	Thus,	for	Mill,	being	outside	of	the	representative	assembly	does	not	deprive	a	citizen	of	
political	 power	 (Holmes	 1988,	 233,	 Urbinati	 2000,	 766,	 Dalaqua	 2018a,	 5).	 However,	 citizens'	 political	
power	becomes	less	direct	and	decisive	since	it	is	filtered	through	various	mechanisms.	
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financial	situation,	be	unable	to	participate	in	the	assembly	meetings.	In	both	cases,	an	

epistemically	 valuable	 perspective	 would	 be	 lost73,	 and	 public	 deliberation	 would	 be	

unable	to	profit	from	epistemically	fertile	political	agonism.		

	 Mill	had	this	in	mind	when	he	proposed	his	account	of	indirect	(representative)	

democracy	 and	 tried	 to	 account	 for	 these	 dangers	 by	 modifying	 his	 theory	 of	

representation.	 Some	believe	 that	Mill	proposes	a	descriptive	model	of	 representation	

(Miller	 1999),	 where	 'assembly	 should	 reproduce	 the	 demographics	 of	 the	 nation'	

(Dalaqua	2018b,	114)	and	where	the	representative	must	be	a	member	of	a	political	group	

he	represents.	This	model	of	representation,	however,	would	be	unable	to	alleviate	the	

problem	of	poor	representation	of	some	classes	and	social	groups.	I	follow	an	alternative	

interpretation.	For	Mill,	being	represented	means	having	your	voice	in	the	representative	

assembly,	not	having	your	copy	there	(Dworkin	1988,	Urbinati	2000).	This	means	that	a	

member	of	one	class,	gender	or	ethnic,	 cultural,	 social	or	 religious	minority	group	can	

represent	electors	from	another	class,	gender	or	group	in	the	parliament.	Mill	develops	

this	idea	first	when	he	supports	Hare's	system	and	indicates	that	some	minorities	can	be	

represented	by	members	of	parliament	elected	from	other	boroughs	(Mill	1977b,	329-

330).	He	later	discusses	optimal	representation	for	laborers'	opinions	and	perspectives	

	
73	Miranda	Fricker	(2007)	warns	us	of	testimonial	epistemic	injustice,	when	members	of	some	social	groups,	
due	to	negative	 identity	prejudices	related	to	 their	group,	receive	 less	credibility	 than	they	should	have	
received.	David	Coady	(2010),	on	the	other	hand,	introduces	a	concept	of	distributive	epistemic	injustice,	
when	members	of	some	social	groups,	due	to	financial,	social	or	cultural	conditions	often	related	to	that	
group,	receive	inadequate	and	unfair	amount	of	epistemic	resources	(e.g.,	access	to	education,	knowledge).	
Both	 forms	of	 epistemic	 injustice	 cause	 serious	 social	 and	political	 problems	 for	 the	members	 of	 these	
groups,	making	them	unable	to	properly	communicate	what	is	meaningful	to	them	(as	well	as	to	properly	
support	their	positions	with	reasons	and	arguments	other	groups	will	find	persuasive).	Epistemic	injustice	
might	thus	seriously	undermine	their	political	influence.	Baccarini	and	Ivanković	(2015,	147)	indicate	that	
"it	does	not	seem	that	labourers	of	Mill’s	time	suffered	from	this	kind	of	injustice,	at	least	if	we	follow	Mill’s	
own	testimony	about	events".	In	fact,	Mill	seems	worried	regarding	the	growing	political	influence	of	the	
working	class	and	introduces	plural	voting	proposal	as	a	measure	to	reduce	this	influence	and	to	prevent	
class	 legislation.	 I	 agree	 that	Mill	 is	not	worried	 that	 the	members	of	 the	working	 class,	 once	universal	
suffrage	is	established,	will	have	trouble	expressing	their	will	and	their	interests	in	the	public	deliberation.	
However,	as	Mill	emphasizes	 in	more	 than	one	occasion,	political	deliberation	should	be	about	citizens'	
ideas,	opinions	and	perspectives,	not	on	their	(individual	or	class)	interests.	In	his	discussion	with	Lorimer,	
Mill	indicates	that	"whenever	[citizens'	interests	are]	not	identical	with	the	general	interests,	the	less	they	
are	represented,	the	better",	and	warns	us	that	"what	is	needed	is	a	representation,	not	of	men's	differences	
of	interest,	but	of	the	differences	in	their	points	of	view"	(Mill	1977c,	358).	In	a	"false"	democracy,	interests	
of	 one	 class	 might	 dominate	 the	 political	 arena	 while	 its	 epistemically	 valuable	 perspective	 remains	
misrepresented.	 Not	 having	 adequate	 epistemic	 resources	 (sufficient	 knowledge	 and	 skills,	 as	 well	 as	
credibility	in	the	eyes	of	others)	due	to	unfair	social	and	economic	conditions	and	identity	prejudices	might	
be	a	case	of	epistemic	injustice.	Mill	was	aware	of	this	when	he	argued	that	workers	should	elect	members	
of	other	classes	(intellectuals,	progressive	industrialists,	merchants	and	shipowners)	to	represent	them	in	
the	 parliament	 (Mill	 1977a,	 401).	 Representatives	 from	 these	 classes	 will	 have	 adequate	 skills	 and	
competences	to	properly	explain,	support	and	defend	the	workers'	ideas	and	perspectives,	and	members	of	
other	classes	will	not	have	negative	identity	prejudices	towards	them.		
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concluding	 that	members	 of	wealthier	 classes	might	 be	 better	 suited	 to	 represent	 the	

working	class	 in	the	parliament	(Mill	1977a,	401).	Namely,	members	of	one	group	can	

understand	demands,	interests	and	opinions	of	those	belonging	to	another	group,	and	can	

sometimes	even	represent	and	defend	these	opinions	better	in	the	deliberative	assembly	

(Dalaqua	2018b,	114).	Of	course,	this	does	not	imply	that	representatives,	especially	those	

coming	from	a	class	different	than	the	one	of	most	of	their	constituencies,	can	instantly	

know	what	the	demands,	interests	and	opinions	of	the	people	they	represent	are.	For	Mill,	

democratic	representation	requires	continuous	interaction	between	representatives	and	

their	constituencies	(Dalaqua	2018a,	6).		

	 In	his	discussion	with	Austin	(2015),	Mill	(1977c,	346)	ends	up	agreeing	with	the	

conservative	 author74	 that	 statesmanship	 is	 an	 art	 and	 that	 only	 those	 who	 devote	

themselves	to	it	can	acquire	necessary	competences	for	proper	rule.	Austin	(2015)	notices	

that,	while	electors	are	a	democratic	body,	the	elected	are	mostly,	in	personal	and	social	

sense,	 aristocratic75.	Mill	 (1977c)	 endorses	 this	 as	both	 a	descriptive	 and	a	normative	

claim	-	there	is	nothing	wrong	if	members	of	the	parliament	have	skills	and	competences	

(as	well	as	the	virtues	of	character)	that	exceed	those	of	the	people	they	represent.	In	fact,	

the	previous	part	of	this	chapter	explains	how	representation	introduces	competence	in	

democratic	 politics.	 However,	 this	 part	 demonstrates	 how	 representation	 can	 also	

improve	the	way	opinions	and	perspectives	of	some	classes	are	presented	and	defended	

in	the	parliament76.	Finally,	it	is	important	to	emphasize	that	for	Mill	"aristocratic"	does	

not	 refer	 to	 one's	 family	 background	 or	 financial	 status,	 but	 to	 one's	 skills	 and	

competences	 developed	 through	 (both	 formal	 and	 informal)	 education	 and	 training,	

which	should	be	available	to	all	citizens	(Mill	1977d,	302,	see	also	Barker	2015,	1150).		

	

5.1.c.	Indirectness	Enables	Better	Interaction	Between	Experts	and	Citizens	

In	 the	 earlier	 parts	 of	 this	 chapter,	 I	 hinted	 that,	 for	Mill,	members	 of	 the	 parliament	

participate	not	only	in	the	decision-authorization	process,	but	also	indirectly	shape	laws,	

	
74	Of	course,	Austin	(2015)	is	just	one	in	the	long	line	of	authors	who	defended	similar	claims,	with	Plato	
(2000)	as	the	most	notable	example.	
75	Austin	argues	that	unbalanced	democracy	has	a	tendency	to	prevent	the	formation	of	class	of	such	"fit-
to-rule"	elite.	Mill	(1977c,	346)	agrees	that	in	some	cases	this	can	be	a	problem,	but	argues	that	properly	
exercised	democracy	can	foster	representatives'	competences	to	rule.		
76	Partisan	associations	and	political	parties	are	another	way	how	opinions	and	perspectives	of	some	groups	
and	 classes	 of	 lower	 social	 and	 economic	 status	 can	 be	 strengthened	 and	 better	 represented	 in	 the	
deliberative	assembly.	For	more	 information	on	this	argumentative	 line	see	the	chapter	on	Mill	and	the	
epistemic	value	of	partisanship.		
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policies	and	political	decisions.	However,	since	they	lack	relevant	technical	knowledge,	

they	 have	 to	 be	 advised	 by	 the	 experts,	 either	 from	 non-governmental	 (partisan	

associations	 can	 be	 quite	 useful	 here,	 as	 indicated	 in	 one	 of	 the	 following	 chapters)	

organizations	 or	 from	 the	 government	 itself.	 Furthermore,	 as	 indicated	 earlier,	 Mill	

understood	political	decision-making	as	a	bidirectional	process.	Political	deliberation	in	

the	parliament	establishes	political	principles	and	common	interests	which	serve	as	basic	

guidelines	for	public	administration	which	drafts	laws,	policies	and	decisions.	These	are	

then	presented	in	the	parliament	and,	unless	they	are	approved,	are	returned	to	public	

administration	for	revision	and	improvement.	The	process	of	mutual	coordination	can	go	

wrong	 in	 two	 ways.	 First,	 experts	 and	 professionals	 in	 public	 administration	 can	

misunderstand	the	political	principles	(or	their	comparative	importance)	that	particular	

laws,	policies	and	decisions	should	be	based	upon.	Second,	political	representatives	can	

misunderstand	 the	reasons	and	arguments	supporting	 the	 laws,	policies	and	decisions	

drafted	 by	 public	 administration	 and	 sent	 to	 the	 parliament	 for	 approval.	 Thus,	 a	

particular	law	or	policy	can	be	based	on	a	political	principle	that	the	parliament	affirms,	

yet	(due	to	lack	of	technical	knowledge)	members	of	the	parliament	are	unable	to	see	that.		

	 Though	these	two	dangers	cannot	be	avoided,	they	can	be	remedied	by	continuous	

coordination	between	the	parliament	and	the	executive	government.	Mill	(1977a,	429-

430)	 argued	 that	 this	 can	 be	 partially	 remedied	 "by	 allowing	 the	 Government	 to	 be	

represented	in	either	House	by	persons	in	its	confidence,	having	a	right	to	speak,	though	

not	to	vote".	These	professionals	would	be	better	suited	than	ministers	or	members	of	

parliament	to	present	and	defend	the	law	or	policy	in	question,	since	they	would	'know	

the	full	strength	of	their	case	and	the	best	reasons	by	which	to	support	it	meaning	that	

they	would	be	'wholly	capable	of	meeting	unforeseen	objections'	(Mill	1977a,	429-430).	

The	indirect	character	of	representative	democracy,	with	parliament	consisting	of	a	few	

hundred	 members77,	 	 enables	 this	 form	 of	 continuous	 coordination.	 Members	 of	 the	

parliament	can	discuss	proposals	of	laws	and	policies	among	themselves,	but	also	with	

the	 experts	 and	professionals	 from	public	 administration.	 Furthermore,	when	needed,	

they	can	acquire	limited	technical	knowledge,	as	well	as	consultants	and	advisors	who	can	

help	them	understand	the	proposal	in	question	and	evaluate	its	merits.	Mill	reminds	us	

	
77	In	late	1850s	and	early	1860s,	when	Mill	was	writing	most	of	his	works	on	representative	government,	
the	House	of	Commons	of	the	Parliament	of	the	United	Kingdom	was	composed	of	658	members.	See	Hart	
(1992,	24-25)	and	Urdanoz	(2019,	3).		
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that	a	minister	in	the	executive	government,	just	like	any	member	of	the	parliament,	"may	

be	a	good	politician,	and	a	man	of	merit	[...].	But	his	general	capacity,	and	the	knowledge	

he	ought	to	possess	of	the	general	interests	of	the	country,	will	not,	unless	by	occasional	

accident,	be	accompanied	by	adequate,	and	what	may	be	called	professional,	knowledge	

[...].	 Professional	 advisers78	 must	 therefore	 be	 provided	 for	 him"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 522).	

Though	 political	 representatives	 lack	 technical	 knowledge,	 they	 can	 (through	 the	

consultation	process	with	relevant	experts)	acquire	sufficient	competences	to	understand	

the	proposal	in	question	and	to	competently	deliberate	on	it.	Since	they	can	acquire	these	

minimal	technical	competences,	but	also	have	good	understanding	of	opinions,	interests	

and	 perspectives	 of	 their	 constituencies,	 they	 can	 provide	 valuable	 feedback	 and	 give	

quality	 recommendations	 and	 suggestions	 to	 public	 administration	 and	 executive	

government.	 This	 is	 not	 an	 option	 in	 direct	 democracies,	 where	 all	 citizens	 directly	

participate	 in	 the	decision-authorization	process	and	 indirectly	 in	 the	decision-making	

process.	It	is	impossible	to	ensure	that	all	citizens	can	properly	understand	the	proposals	

in	 questions	 (since	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	 provide	 each	 and	 every	 citizen	 with	 minimal	

technical	competences).	Furthermore,	since	they	might	lack	the	proper	understanding	of	

the	laws	and	policies	in	questions,	citizens'	feedback	will	be	less	useful	and	might	even	

reduce	the	epistemic	quality	of	thus	revised	laws	and	policies79.		

	 In	 conclusion,	Mill	 holds	 that,	 in	 order	 to	 produce	 epistemically	 the	 best	 laws,	

public	policies	and	political	decisions,	we	need	continuous	coordination	between	citizens	

(or	 their	 representatives),	 experts	 and	 professionals	 in	 public	 administration	 and	

executive	government.	Since	the	citizens	lack	relevant	technical	knowledge	(but	also	the	

access	to	it),	direct	democracy	precludes	epistemically	fertile	coordination	with	experts	

and	 professionals.	 Indirect	 (representative)	 democracy,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 enables	

political	representatives	to	acquire	relevant	competences	(or	advisors	and	consultants	on	

	
78	 This	 remedy	 is	 not	 necessarily	 related	 to	 the	 parliament.	 Other	 democratic	 innovations	 (which	
nonetheless	 take	 form	 of	 representative	 democracy),	 like	 mini-publics,	 where	 a	 group	 of	 citizens	 is	
randomly	chosen	(and	not	elected	by	the	people)	to	deliberate	on	laws	and	policies,	can	uphold	continuous	
consultation	with	the	experts.	For	more	information	on	mini-publics	see	Wright	(2010).		
79	Again,	 this	does	not	 imply	 that	citizens	should	not	participate	 in	 the	decision-making	process.	 It	only	
shows	that	citizens	should	not	participate	directly,	and	even	when	their	participation	is	indirect,	it	should	
go	through	several	filters	and	not	have	a	decisive	role.	Partisan	associations,	non-governmental	institutions	
focused	on	political	 issues,	policy	 institutes	 and	 think	 tanks	 can	all	 enable	 citizens	 to	participate	 in	 the	
decision-making	process	and	improve	the	quality	of	their	contribution,	as	well	as	the	quality	of	final	political	
outcomes.	It	is	important	to	stress,	however,	that	these	types	of	associations	function	in	the	informal,	and	
not	in	the	formal	political	sphere.		
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technical	 matters),	 thus	 facilitating	 better	 coordination	 between	 citizens	 (i.e.,	 their	

representatives)	and	the	experts.			

	

5.1.d.	Indirectness	Fosters	the	Educative	Role	of	Democracy	

Mill	indicates	on	numerous	occasions	that	a	more	popular	basis	of	government	is	needed	

for	two	reasons:	to	help	us	create	better	laws	and	policies,	and	to	help	improve	the	moral	

and	intellectual	capacities	of	citizens.	We	develop	and	improve	our	capacities	when	we	

use	them,	and	though	private	affairs	might	to	a	small	degree	improve	them,	it	is	in	public	

affairs	that	we	exercise	and	train	our	capacities	the	most.	The	political	system	has	to	be	

organized	 to	 foster	 participation	 and	 exercise	 the	 best	 possible	 influence	 on	 an	

individual's	 character	 (Mill	 1977a,	 406).	 Mill	 thus	 sees	 practical	 political	 activity	 of	

individual	citizens	as	"one	of	the	most	efficient	means	of	training	the	societal	feeling	and	

practical	intelligence	of	the	people"	(Mill	1977e,	168-169).	This	would	suggest	that	direct	

democracy,	 where	 citizens	 participate	 in	 both	 decision-authorization	 and	 decision-

making	processes	in	the	formal	political	sphere,	would	be	superior	to	indirect	democracy,	

at	 least	 with	 regard	 to	 its	 educative	 role.	 Chris	 Barker	 (2015)	 seems	 to	 follow	 this	

conclusion	but	emphasizes	that	Mill	still	prefers	indirectness	due	to	its	beneficial	effect	

on	 the	 quality	 of	 political	 decisions.	 Barker	 (2015,	 1162)	writes	 that,	 for	Mill,	 "direct	

political	 education	 is	 too	 dangerous	 for	 liberty"	 and	 continues	 to	 argue	 that	 "[Mill]	

degrades	public	participation	by	 lacking	 trust	 in	 the	wisdom	of	 the	people".	Education	

through	participation	is	in	conflict	with	the	quality	of	political	decisions	produced	by	the	

competent	few,	and	though	Mill	still	holds	that	education	is	important,	he	ends	up	favoring	

competence.		

	 This	 interpretation	has	a	 lot	of	merit.	 It	 explains	why	Mill	 still	holds	 that	every	

citizen	should,	at	least	occasionally,	be	called	to	take	an	actual	part	in	the	government	by	

the	personal	discharge	of	some	function	(Urbinati	2000,	78),	yet	still	limits	this	function	

mostly	to	the	 local	 level,	 jury	service	and	parish	duties.	Local	politics	 is	where	citizens	

have	the	opportunity	to	become	active	and	improve	their	capacities,	as	well	as	develop	

public	spirit	and	intelligence.	Mill	thus	indicates	that	the	local	government	is	the	"chief	

instrument	 of	 public	 education"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 535).	 However,	 political	 participation	 of	

most	citizens	is	limited	to	the	local	level	since	this	guarantees	that	ignorance	and	lack	of	

virtue	 will	 not	 significantly	 infringe	 upon	 liberties	 of	 other	 citizens.	 This	 is	 how	Mill	

reconciles	the	principles	of	participation	and	competence	(Thompson	1976).		
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Although	this	interpretation	explains	why	Mill,	despite	advocating	the	importance	

of	direct	participation	in	politics	for	public	education	of	citizens	favors	indirect	over	direct	

democracy,	I	believe	an	additional	argument	can	be	made,	one	that	appeals	to	education	

alone.	 Of	 course,	 this	 argument	 is	 an	 addition	 to	 the	 previous	 interpretation,	 not	 a	

replacement	of	it.	When	Mill	discusses	the	educative	effect	of	political	participation,	he	

emphasizes	 that	 it	 is	 not	 derived	 from	 autonomous	 action	 (Kurer	 1989,	 298).	 Simply	

allowing	 or	 even	 encouraging	 the	 citizens	 to	 participate	 in	 political	 decision-making	

processes,	without	any	additional	educative	mechanisms	that	would	enable	them	to	learn	

and	improve	their	capacities,	would	be	"a	poor	education	that	associates	ignorance	with	

ignorance"	(Mill	1977a,	545).	Instead,	we	need	"the	means	of	making	ignorance	aware	of	

itself,	and	able	to	profit	by	knowledge"	(Mill	1977a,	538-539).	When	we	desire	a	good	

school,	we	"do	not	eliminate	the	teacher".		

Who,	then,	is	the	teacher?	Mill	is	obviously	not	writing	about	technical	knowledge,	

one	that	can	be	acquired	at	schools	and	universities,	but	about	moral	knowledge.	While	it	

is	rather	easy	to	identify	institutions	that	acquire	and	disseminate	technical	knowledge,	

what	kind	of	institution	could	acquire	and	disseminate	moral	knowledge?	For	Mill,	this	

institution	 is	 the	 parliament	 (Urbinati	 2002,	 42-122,	 Selinger	 2019,	 188).	 During	 the	

parliamentary	debates,	citizens	can	learn	about	different	reasons	and	arguments	(many	

of	which	they	were	unaware	of)	supporting	their	own	opinions,	as	well	as	other	opinions	

conflicting	 with	 their	 own.	 Furthermore,	 this	 conflict	 and	 struggle	 between	 opposing	

perspectives	 can	 construct	 new	 ideas,	 beliefs	 and	 opinions	 that	 change	 how	 citizens	

reason	and	think	about	public	issues	(Cohen	2009).	In	his	discussion	with	Austin	(2015),	

Mill	(2077c,	348)	writes	that	the	parliament,	beside	making	laws,	has	another	important	

function,	and	that	is	"maturing	and	enlightening	the	public	opinion	itself".	Its	role	is	not	

merely	to	approve	laws	and	appoint	decision-makers,	but	also	to	introduce,	discuss	and	

support	 new	 ideas	 that	 should,	 but	 at	 present	 cannot,	 be	 realized	 (e.g.,	 suffrage	 for	

women).	Parliament	can	thus	mobilize	new	constituencies	(Dalaqua	2018a)	and	influence	

debates	 in	 the	 informal	political	 sphere.	For	 these	 reasons	Mill	 (1977c,	348,	 emphasis	

added)	highlights	that,	"besides	being	an	instrument	of	government,	Parliament	is	a	grand	

institution	 of	 national	 education,	 creating	 and	 correcting	 the	 public	 opinion	 whose	

mandates	it	is	required	to	obey".	This	function	can	only	be	carried	out	by	a	representative	

body	within	the	framework	of	indirect	democracy.	Without	the	parliament	(or	a	similar	

representative	assembly	that	gathers	citizens	with	above-average	moral	capacities	who	
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simultaneously	defend	and	represent	conflicting	ideas	and	perspectives),	there	would	be	

no	way	to	correct	the	public	opinion.		

	

This	 part	 of	 the	 chapter	 demonstrated	 four	 ways	 how	 indirectness	 can	 help	

improve	both	 the	 epistemic	quality	 of	 political	 decisions	 and	 the	moral	 and	 epistemic	

capacities	 of	 citizens.	 Along	 with	 epistemically	 beneficial	 effects	 of	 the	 temporal	 and	

spatial	 gap	 between	 the	 moment	 of	 deliberation	 and	 the	 moment	 of	 decisions,	

indirectness	introduces	competence	in	democratic	politics	by	ascribing	greater	political	

influence	(in	various	moments	of	decision-making	and	decision-authorization	process)	to	

political	 representatives,	 who	 are	 (in	 Mill's	 view)	 more	 moral	 and	 intelligent.	

Furthermore,	 indirectness	 enables	 better	 insight	 into	 perspectives	 of	 underprivileged	

groups	and	classes,	enables	better	interaction	between	citizens	(or	to	be	more	precise,	

their	 representatives)	 and	 experts,	 and	 improves	 and	 facilitates	 the	 educative	 role	 of	

democracy.	 In	 the	next	part	of	 the	chapter,	 I	analyze	several	 filtering	mechanisms	Mill	

recommends	in	order	to	improve	the	epistemic	qualities	of	a	democratic	decision-making	

and	decision-authorization	process.			

	

	

5.2.	MILL'S	EPISTEMIC	JUSTIFICATION	OF	FILTERING	MECHANISMS		

	

Mill,	especially	after	his	split	with	 the	Radical	Party	 (Kinzer	1981)	and	 the	start	of	his	

intellectual	relationship	with	George	Grote	(Murata	2017),	can	be	considered	a	political	

reformist	 (Mill	 1981a).	 Recognizing	 the	 dangers	 of	 a	 political,	 social	 and	 economic	

revolution,	he	advocated	strong	political	reforms	adjusted	for	non-ideal	circumstances,	

yet	"conceived	with	an	eye	to	the	further	changes	which	might	be	expected	hereafter	(Mill	

1977b,	315).	Therefore,	in	conditions	where	radical	measures	are	impossible	or	might	at	

the	time	produce	more	harm	than	good,	Mill	believes	that	"a	half-measure	should	be	so	

constructed	as	to	recognize	and	to	embody	the	principles	which,	if	no	hindrance	existed,	

would	form	the	best	foundation	of	a	complete	measure"	(Mill	1977b,	315).	Following	his	

idea,	although	many	reforms,	measures	and	institutional	mechanisms	Mill	advocates	are	

designed	 to	 address	 the	 conditions	 existing	 in	mid-Victorian	 England	 (and	 cannot	 be	

applied	 in	 contemporary	 democracies),	 we	 can	 analyze	 and	 use	 them	 to	 get	 a	 better	

understanding	of	the	principles	which	they	embody	and	promote.		
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Much	 of	 Mill's	 political	 though	 focuses	 on	 creating,	 justifying	 and	 defending	

various	institutional	mechanisms	that	serve	two	important	functions.	First,	they	have	to	

make	 the	 existing,	 mid-Victorian	 electoral	 system	 more	 democratic,	 ensuring	

proportional	 representation	 that	 would	 enable	 opinions	 and	 ideas	 of	 previously	

disenfranchised	 classes	 to	 be	 heard	 and	 discussed	 in	 the	 representative	 assembly.	

Furthermore,	 they	 have	 to	 shape	 political	 process	 and	 make	 it	 inclusive	 enough	 to	

adequately	improve	the	intellectual	and	moral	capacities	of	citizens.	Second,	they	have	to	

prevent	 functioning	 democracy	 from	 deteriorating	 into	 "false"	 democracy,	 one	

characterized	by	class	legislation	and	tyranny	of	the	majority.	Additionally,	they	have	to	

ensure	 that	 democratic	 decision-making	 and	 decision-authorization	 processes,	 which	

have	 transferred	 much	 political	 influence	 to	 uneducated	 citizens,	 produce	 correct,	

efficient	 and	 just	 outcomes.	 These	 two	 functions	 correspond	 to	 Thompson's	 (1976)	

account,	which	indicates	that	all	Mill's	reforms	are	based	on	principles	of	participation	

and	competence,	each	of	which	has	both	an	educative	and	a	protective	function.	However,	

this	depiction	of	Mill's	criteria	helps	us	put	his	proposals	in	the	context	of	political,	social	

and	 economic	 conditions	 Mill	 had	 in	 mind	 when	 he	 developed	 his	 arguments	 for	

democracy.	 Political	 reforms	 thus	 had	 two	 goals	 (corresponding	 to	 the	 two	 functions	

indicated	earlier	in	the	paragraph):	to	make	political	institutions	both	inclusive	and	direct	

enough,	and	exclusive	and	indirect	enough,	to	promote	and	improve	democracy's	ability	

to	produce	correct,	efficient	and	just	outcomes.	Mill	was	aware	that	a	balance	has	to	be	

found	 between	 too	 exclusive	 and	 too	 inclusive	 procedures,	 since	 moving	 in	 either	

direction	would	reduce	the	epistemic	quality	of	political	decisions	and	produce	a	negative	

influence	 on	 citizens'	 minds.	 Too	 exclusive	 procedures	 (e.g.,	 benevolent	 despot,	

epistocracy)	would	be	unable	to	harness	the	epistemic	value	of	political	agonism	since	the	

perspectives	 of	 some	 classes	 would	 be	 excluded	 from	 public	 deliberation.	 These	

procedures	would	also	encourage	widespread	passiveness	among	citizens	(Mill	1977a,	

414-416),	which	has	a	negative	effect	both	on	the	quality	of	political	decisions	and	on	the	

development	of	citizens'	capacities.	Too	inclusive	(and	too	direct)	procedures	(e.g.,	direct	

democracy,	 "false"	democracy	 characterized	by	 the	 tyranny	of	 the	majority)	would	be	

unable	 to	 harness	 the	 epistemic	 contribution	 of	 competent	 individuals	 and	 enjoy	 the	

beneficial	 effects	 of	 the	 division	 of	 labor.	 These	 procedures	 would	 also	 promote	

irresponsible	political	engagement,	one	 that	would	contribute	neither	 to	 the	quality	of	

political	decisions	nor	to	the	development	of	citizens	moral	and	intellectual	capacities.		
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Institutional	mechanisms	and	reforms	that	address	the	problems	of	mid-Victorian	

electoral	system,	sometimes	referred	to	as	Originating	system	(Colomer	2007,	265),	by	

making	it	more	proportional	and	inclusive	are	addressed	in	the	first	part	of	this	chapter.	

This	 part	 focuses	 on	 a	 few	 formal	 filters	 used	 to	 keep	 democratic	 procedures	 from	

becoming	too	inclusive	and	too	direct.	Some	formal	(e.g.,	plural	voting	proposal)	and	some	

informal	 (e.g.,	 partisanship)	 filters	 will	 not	 be	 discussed	 here	 but	 will	 instead	 by	

addressed	in	detail	in	subsequent	chapters.		

	

5.2.a.	Open	Ballot	

For	Mill,	as	well	as	for	many	philosophers	before	him,	how	ballot	is	performed	can	have	a	

significant	 influence	 on	 voters'	mind,	 as	well	 as	 on	 the	 subsequent	 quality	 of	 political	

decisions.	 	 Should	 ballot	 be	 performed	 in	 secrecy,	 or	 should	 one's	 vote	 be	 cast	 under	

public	scrutiny?	What	are	the	positive	and	the	negative	effects	of	publicity	and	secrecy?	

How	should	we	organize	collective	decision-authorization	procedure	to	promote	both	the	

quality	of	laws	and	policies	and	the	development	of	citizens'	capacities?		

	 Jeremy	 Bentham	 (1843a,	 1843b)	 and	 other	 philosophical	 radicals	 before	 Mill	

strongly	 supported	and	argued	 in	 favor	of	 a	 secret	ballot	 (Theuns	2017,	496,	 see	 also	

James	 1981	 and	 Hayward	 2010).	 They	 thought	 secrecy	 could	 be	 of	 great	 help	 in	

minimizing	direct	political	power	of	old	aristocracy	and	protecting	popular	will	from	the	

effects	of	money	and	prestige	(Barker	2015).	Mill	recognized	the	merit	of	these	arguments	

and	agreed	that	secrecy	can	be	desirable	when	"the	motives	acting	on	the	voter	through	

the	will	of	others	are	likely	to	mislead	him	while,	if	left	to	his	own	preferences,	he	would	

vote	 as	he	ought"	 (Mill	 1977b,	 331).	However,	 he	 also	 recognized	 that	 secrecy	 can	be	

undesirable	when	"the	voter's	own	preferences	are	apt	to	lead	him	wrong,	but	the	feeling	

of	 responsibility	 to	 others	may	 keep	him	 right"	 (Mill	 1977b,	 331).	Whether	 the	 ballot	

should	be	public	or	secret	depends,	in	the	end,	on	political,	social	and	economic	conditions	

in	which	elections	take	place.	In	an	"old	aristocratic	state",	where	citizens	are	dependent	

on	a	few	wealthy	individuals,	the	benefits	of	secrecy	might	outweigh	its	harms.	However,	

in	 a	 "democratic	 social	 state",	 where	 citizens'	 votes	 are	 no	 longer	 an	 expression	 of	

coercion,	secrecy	is	devoid	of	its	benefits,	but	its	harms	are	present	as	much	as	always	

(Mill	1977a,	493,	1977b,	333).		

The	 argument	 for	 open	 ballot	 is	 built	 upon	 two	 important	 premises.	 First,	Mill	

(1977a,	 489)	 claims	 that	 citizen's	 vote	 is	 "strictly	 a	 matter	 of	 duty".	 Second,	 he	
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demonstrates	that	open	ballot	will	help	us	exercise	this	duty	better	than	the	secret	ballot.	

Put	together,	these	two	considerations	build	a	duty-based	argument	for	the	open	ballot.	

Their	justification	is	analyzed	in	the	next	two	paragraphs.		

Exercising	 voting	 rights,	 even	 in	 indirect	 democracy	 where	 we	 elect	 political	

representatives	and	do	not	vote	on	particular	political	decisions,	is	a	form	of	exercise	of	

power	over	others.	As	indicated	in	earlier	chapters,	Mill	argues	that	this	exercise	of	power	

should	 be	 conducted	 by	 using	 epistemically	 the	 best	 procedure	 available80.	 Indirect	

democracy,	 characterized	 by	 plural	 voting	 and	 other	 filtering	mechanisms,	 sometimes	

referred	 to	 as	 scholocracy	 (Estlund	 2003,	 57),	 is	 seen	 as	 such	 decision-authorization	

procedure	-	one	with	the	highest	probability	of	electing	the	best	political	representatives,	

and	 thus	 one	 with	 the	 highest	 probability	 of	 (indirectly)	 making	 correct	 decisions.	

However,	Mill	 gives	 a	 duty-based	 argument	 for	 citizens	 not	 only	 to	 acknowledge	 and	

endorse	the	political	authority	of	indirect	democracy,	but	also	(by	the	virtue	of	democracy	

itself)	to	participate	in	the	decision-authorization	procedures.	Since	epistemically	the	best	

decision-authorization	 procedure	 requires	 our	 political	 participation	 to	 function	

properly,	and	since	we	have	a	duty	to	exercise	power	over	others	and	to	limit	their	rights	

and	liberties	only	on	grounds	of	epistemically	the	best	reasons	and	arguments,	we	have	a	

duty	to	vote	in	the	elections.	However,	this	duty	is	far	more	demanding	than	simply	voting	

every	few	years.	In	fact,	the	duty	is	mostly	focused	on	how	we	vote	(rather	than	whether	

we	vote).		Well-functioning	democracy	requires	citizens	not	only	to	exercise	their	voting	

rights,	but	also	to	exercise	these	voting	rights	responsibly,	promoting	public	instead	of	

private	or	sectarian	interest.	Mill	thus	writes	that	each	citizen	should	vote	as	if	the	election	

"depended	upon	himself	alone"	(Mill	1977a,	490),	and	indicates	that	individual	voter	is	

not	given	the	ballot	"to	himself	for	himself",	but	"by	and	for	the	community"	(Mill	1977a,	

489,	see	also	Barker	2015,	1154).	Citizens	should	exercise	their	voting	rights	according	to	

'their	 best	 and	 most	 conscientious	 opinion	 of	 the	 public	 good',	 and	 failure	 to	 do	 so	

represents	a	failure	to	exercise	a	particular	duty	toward	others.		

Institutional	arrangements	and	voting	mechanisms	can	help	citizens	exercise	this	

duty,	but	they	can	also	hinder	its	proper	exercise.	Mill	believed	that,	in	the	first	half	of	the	

19th	 century,	 open	 ballot	 tended	 to	 hinder	 proper	 exercise	 of	 citizens'	 duty	 towards	

others.	Under	social	and	financial	pressure	(from	landlords	or	factory	owners)	citizens	

	
80	Duty-based	justification	of	democracy	somewhat	similar	to	Mill's	account	can	be	found	in	Estlund	(2008).	
An	alternative	duty-based	justification	can	be	found	in	Claassen	(2018).		
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were	in	danger	of	retribution	if	they	voted	having	in	mind	the	public	interest,	and	not	the	

private	or	sectarian	interest	of	individuals	or	groups	exercising	social	and	financial	power	

over	them.	Open	ballot	was	not	a	desirable	voting	system	in	such	conditions.	When	huge	

social	and	financial	 inequalities	are	in	place,	and	when	some	citizens	exercise	financial	

and	 social	 power	 over	 others,	 secrecy	 can	 help	 us	 exercise	 our	 duty	 toward	 others.	

However,	in	different	circumstances	(e.g.,	in	the	second	half	of	the	19th	century,	according	

to	Mill),	when	social	and	financial	inequalities	are	reduced	or	when	they	do	not	support	

power	structures	in	which	members	of	one	group	are	dependent	upon	members	of	the	

other,	secrecy	might	not	be	so	desirable.	Under	such	conditions,	citizens'	"self-corruption"	

(Mill	1977a,	491)	becomes	the	main	problem81.	Namely,	Mill	thinks	that	citizens	will	give	

"dishonest	and	mean	votes	from	malice,	from	personal	rivalry	and	from	the	interests	of	a	

class	or	sect	far	more	readily	in	secret	than	in	public"	(Mill	1977b,	337).	For	this	reason,	

for	example,	the	parliament	practices	open	ballot,	and	no	one	approves	secret	ballot	in	

the	parliament.	Namely,	members	of	the	parliament	would	often	promote	their	private	

interests,	and	publicity	acts	as	a	mechanism	that	prevents	them	from	promoting	private	

instead	of	public	interest.	Similarly,	publicity	increases	responsibility	in	citizens	since	it	

forces	 them	 to	 give	 account	 of	 their	 conduct,	 which	 gives	 citizens	 strong	 reasons	 to	

"adhere	 to	 conduct	 of	which	 some	decent	 account	 can	 be	 given"	 (Mill	 1977b,	 335).	 It	

compels	deliberation	and	forces	citizens	to	think	what	the	right	thing	to	do	is,	as	well	as	

how	they	will	argue	and	defend	their	vote	when	called	to	account	for	their	actions.		

Mill's	 argument	 for	 open	 ballot	 can	 be	 summarized	with	 one	 important	 quote,	

when	Mill	claims	that	"man's	share	of	public	interest	is	[...]	not	enough	to	make	him	do	his	

duty	to	the	public	without	other	external	inducements"	(Mill	1977b,	337,	emphasis	added).	

Publicity	of	one's	vote	is	one	of	these	external	 inducements	that	help	citizens	properly	

exercise	their	duty	toward	others.	Mill	thus	attempts	to	"look	inside	a	black	box	of	the	

voter	and	to	control	their	responses	through	publicity"	(Barker	2015,	1155).	Open	ballot	

thus	helps	citizens	vote	responsibly	and	take	the	public	interest	into	account,	as	well	as	to	

resist	 "self-corruption"	 through	 epistemic	 vices	 (such	 as	 negligence	 and	 intellectual	

	
81	Mill	has	this	in	mind	when	he	rejects	Hare's	proposal	to	allow	electors	to	vote	at	home.	Hare	proposal	was	
to	have	electors	fill-in	and	sign	their	voting	paper	at	home	and	bring	it	personally	to	the	polling	place.	Since	
Hare's	system	enabled	and	encouraged	citizens	to	write	many	names	on	the	voting	paper	and	to	arrange	
them	in	the	order	of	preference,	there	is	no	surprise	that	Hare	allowed	citizens	to	fill-in	their	voting	papers	
at	home.	Mill	believes	this	can	be	a	dangerous	problem:	"at	home	the	eye	of	the	public	is	absent,	but	the	
hand	of	the	briber	is	not"	(Mill	1977c,	336).	Though	Mill	later	acknowledges	that	the	advantages	of	Hare's	
system	outweigh	this	disadvantage,	he	nonetheless	sees	lack	of	publicity	as	a	"serious	objection".		
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laziness)	 and	 private	 and	 sectarian	 interests.	 It	 helps	 citizens	 elect	 the	 best	

representatives	and	(indirectly)	make	epistemically	the	best	(most	correct,	just,	efficient)	

decisions,	thus	exercising	their	duty	to	only	limit	other	citizens'	rights	and	liberties	on	the	

grounds	of	best	reasons	and	arguments.	Though	Mill	is	appealing	to	a	distinct	moral	(and	

not	 epistemic)	 duty	 we	 have	 toward	 others	 (to	 coerce	 them	 only	 by	 what	 can	 be	

considered	 the	 most	 correct	 or	 the	 most	 just	 laws	 and	 policies),	 he	 emphasizes	 that	

democracy	(characterized,	among	other	things,	by	open	ballot)	is	the	best	instrument	to	

exercise	this	duty.	His	argument	thus	represents	an	instrumental	epistemic	argument	for	

democracy	in	general	and	for	open	ballot	in	particular.		

	

5.2.b.	Pledges	and	Campaign	Promises	

The	level	of	representatives'	autonomy	shapes	and	determines	both	the	filtering	quality	

of	representation	the	epistemic	value	of	indirectness.	If	representatives'	autonomy	is	too	

small	(and	citizens	can	decide	how	their	representatives	will	argue,	deliberate	or	vote),	

the	filter	will	be	too	thin,	and	the	epistemic	value	of	indirectness	will	be	reduced	or	even	

completely	lost.	Tocqueville	(2000,	236)	thus	writes	that	having	political	representatives	

too	dependent	on	the	will	of	their	constituencies	is	"the	same	thing	as	if	the	majority	itself	

held	 its	 deliberations	 in	 the	 market-place".	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 if	 representatives'	

autonomy	is	too	big	(and	they	do	not	answer	citizens	for	what	they	say	and	how	they	vote	

in	the	parliament),	the	filter	might	be	too	thick,	and	the	epistemic	value	of	inclusiveness	

might	 be	 in	 danger.	 Having	 representatives	who	 answer	 to	 their	 constituencies	 in	 no	

sensible	way	will	resemble	a	form	of	oligarchy	and	the	beneficial	effects	of	democratic	

control	will	be	lost.		

Mill's	account	of	advocacy	entails	two	components:	representative's	passionate	link	to	the	

electors'	cause,	and	representative's	relative	autonomy	of	judgment	(Urbinati	2000,	733).	

While	the	first	injects	conflict	and	a	"spirit	of	controversy"	in	political	deliberation,	the	

second	directs	 political	 processes	 toward	decisions.	 	 The	 former	 introduces	 a	 form	of	

democratic	control	(i.e.,	when	electors	recognize	that	a	representative	no	longer	shares	

their	 cause,	 they	 can	 vote	 for	 someone	 else	 in	 the	 next	 elections)	 while	 the	 latter	

introduces	competence	 in	the	decision-making	process	(i.e.,	enables	representatives	to	

use	 their	 superior	 competences	 and	 form	 opinions	 different	 from	 those	 held	 by	 their	

constituencies).	Just	like	in	many	other	cases,	Mill	holds	that	a	proper	balance	has	to	be	



	 97	

struck	-	balance	that	will	enable	us	to	enjoy	both	the	epistemic	benefits	of	indirectness	

and	the	epistemic	benefits	of	democratic	control.		

	 How	should	this	balance,	according	to	Mill,	be	achieved?	Hanna	Pitkin's	reading,	in	

which	she	compares	representative's	role	in	Burke's	and	Mill's	political	though,	can	lead	

us	 to	 a	wrong	 conclusion.	Pitkin	 argues	 that,	 for	Mill,	 political	 representatives	 are	not	

superior	 in	wisdom	 or	 other	moral	 and	 intellectual	 capacities	 to	 their	 constituencies.	

Furthermore,	 she	 argues	 that,	 following	 Mill's	 theory	 of	 representation,	 members	 of	

parliament	 should	 represent	 and	 promote	 personal	 or	 local	 interests	 of	 their	

constituencies,	acting	as	agents	whose	political	actions	are	fully	dependent	on	the	will	of	

citizens	who	voted	for	them	(Pitkin	1969,	21,	see	also	Urdanoz	2019,	9-10).	The	first	two	

claims	 are	discussed	 and	 rejected	 in	 other	parts	 of	 the	 thesis82:	Mill,	 in	 fact,	 held	 that	

political	representatives	should	be	superior	 in	wisdom	to	their	constituencies	(but	not	

necessarily	in	technical	knowledge),	and	argued	they	should	represent	citizens'	ideas	and	

perspectives	 with	 regard	 to	 general	 interest,	 and	 not	 citizens	 personal	 or	 sectarian	

interests.	Third	claim,	one	regarding	the	full	dependence	of	political	representatives	on	

the	will	of	their	constituencies,	seems	just	as	wrong	as	the	other	two.	Mill	emphasizes	that	

full	deference	of	elected	officials	to	the	will	of	the	voters	is	the	"one	and	only	danger	of	

democracy"	(Mill	1977f,	74,	see	also	1977a,	511).		

	 There	 are	 (at	 least)	 three	 sets	 of	 arguments	 Mill	 uses	 in	 favor	 of	 the	 greater	

autonomy	 of	 political	 representatives.	 They	 also	 help	 us	 understand	 how	 exactly	 the	

balance	 between	 indirectness	 and	 democratic	 control	 should	 be	 established.	 Finally,	

though	only	the	first	set	of	arguments	directly	addresses	the	quality	of	political	decisions,	

all	three	are	needed	to	keep	the	democratic	system	in	an	epistemically	favorable	state,	i.e.,	

in	 a	 state	 that	 enables	 the	 production	 of	 correct	 laws	 and	 policies,	 as	 well	 as	 the	

development	of	citizens'	capabilities.		

	 First,	as	argued	earlier	in	this	chapter,	Mill	believes	that	some	citizens	are	more	

qualified	to	rule	than	others.	Competences	they	have	acquired	through	education,	training	

and	 experience	 affect	 their	 ability	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 decision-making	 and	 decision-

authorization	 processes.	 Furthermore,	 indirect	 democracy	 enables	 some	 citizens	 to	

deliberate	in	epistemically	favorable	conditions	(e.g.,	in	the	parliament),	devoting	more	

	
82	 For	 additional	 information	 on	moral	 and	 intellectual	 superiority	 of	 political	 representatives	 in	Mill's	
political	 thought,	 see	 the	 chapter	 on	 the	 epistemic	 value	 of	 partisanship.	What	 should	 the	members	 of	
parliament	represent	(citizens'	interests	or	citizens'	perspectives)	is	addressed	earlier	in	this	chapter.		
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time	and	energy	to	public	matters	than	an	average	citizen.	Finally,	some	citizens	will	have	

access	to	partisan	associations	and	other	organizations	in	the	informal	political	sphere	

that	will	give	them	better	access	to	experts	in	various	fields	and	enable	them	to	develop	

better	 and	 stronger	 arguments.	 Indirect	 (representative)	 democracy	 is	 epistemically	

superior	to	direct	democracy	because	it	enables	better	use	of	citizens'	(representatives')	

moral	and	 intellectual	qualities,	 as	well	 as	better	use	of	epistemic	 conditions	 in	which	

formal	 political	 deliberation	 takes	 place.	 Pledges	 and	 campaign	 promises	 remove	 the	

epistemic	benefits	of	indirectness	by	binding	the	"views	of	professional	stateman	to	those	

of	the	amateur"	(Mill	1982b,	see	also	Barker	2015,	1156).	There	is	no	place	for	the	division	

of	epistemic	and	political	labor	when	all	public	decisions	simply	reflect	the	direct	will	of	

the	citizens.	To	properly	harness	the	epistemic	benefits	of	indirectness	(and	the	division	

of	 labor),	political	 representatives	should	enjoy	a	 relatively	high	 level	of	autonomy.	Of	

course,	they	should	be	responsible	to	their	electors,	deliberate	and	vote	to	promote	the	

general	interest,	approaching	it	from	the	perspective	of	their	constituencies.	At	the	end	of	

their	turn,	citizens	will	be	able	to	assess	their	work	and	(formally)	give	them	another	turn	

of	 remove	 them	 from	 the	 parliament	 (1977a,	 501-503).	 Of	 course,	 citizens	 will	 (and	

should)	also	be	able	 to	communicate	 their	opinions	and	 influence	 the	 representative's	

opinion	in	the	informal	political	sphere,	through	media	or	public	rallies	(Mill	1977a,	535).	

Nonetheless,	 indirectness	is	preserved	because	there	is	no	formal	mechanism	to	shape	

the	 representative's	 opinion	 in	 accordance	 with	 the	 will	 of	 his	 electors.	 Democratic	

control	is	preserved	as	well	since	citizens	evaluate	representative's	work	at	the	end	of	his	

term,	 and	 participation	 in	 the	 informal	 political	 sphere	 enables	 them	 to	 influence	 the	

representative's	opinion	with	good	reasons	and	arguments,	but	not	to	coerce	him	or	to	

ask	him	to	endorse	their	will.		

	 Second,	Mill	believes	that	political	representatives'	greater	autonomy	will	enable	

them	 to	 resist	 sectarian	 interests	 of	 their	 constituencies	 (Mill	 1977b,	 318-320).	 In	 a	

delegate	 system,	 where	 political	 representatives	 hold	 minimal	 autonomy	 and	 have	

mandate	only	 to	 convey	 the	direct	will	 of	 their	 electors,	 the	political	 arena	becomes	a	

battleground	 of	 various	 conflicting	 (private	 and	 sectarian)	 interests.	 Political	

representatives	are	discouraged	from	deliberating	and	acting	for	the	common	good	of	the	

nation,	 but	 are	 instead	 urged	 to	 argue	 and	 vote	 in	 favor	 of	 their	 electors'	 sectarian	

interests,	 making	 strategic	 compromises	 with	 representatives	 from	 other	 groups	 not	

because	such	compromises	are	in	the	real	interest	of	the	entire	population,	but	because	



	 99	

they	 facilitate	 the	achievement	of	 their	sectarian	goals.	This	can	weaken	the	perceived	

legitimacy	of	democratic	procedures	since	the	minorities	will	no	longer	have	a	reason	to	

endorse	a	decision	(one	they	substantively	disagree	with)	because	 it	was	produced	by	

epistemically	 the	 best	 procedure.	 Namely,	 under	 such	 conditions,	 democracy	 will	 be	

epistemically	adequate	only	to	determine	what	is	in	the	interest	of	the	majority,	and	not	

what	 is	 in	 the	 interest	 of	 the	 entire	 population.	 For	 these	 reasons	Mill	 indicates	 that	

political	 representatives	 should	 judge	 the	 conditions	 of	 their	 constituencies	 from	 the	

"point	of	view	of	 the	real	 interest	of	 the	whole	country"	 (Mill	1977a,	see	also	Urbinati	

2000,	777).	Political	representatives	can	do	so	only	when	their	autonomy	is	guaranteed,	

and	 when	 they	 can	 deliberate	 and	 vote	 without	 having	 to	 defer	 to	 the	 will	 of	 their	

constituencies.	 Rejecting	 pledges	 and	 campaign	 promises	 thus	 brings	 important	

epistemic	benefits:	by	giving	representatives	a	greater	level	of	autonomy	and	by	reducing	

the	 electors'	 direct	 influence	 on	 representatives,	 sectarian	 interests	 can	 be	 prevented	

from	entering	 the	 formal	political	 sphere.	Though	 this	does	not	 guarantee	 that	 formal	

politics	will	remain	free	of	such	influences,	Mill	is	convinced	that,	by	putting	together	this	

and	other	similar	filters,	such	a	feat	can	be	approximated.	

	 Third,	as	indicated	earlier	in	this	chapter,	Mill	acknowledges	that	the	parliament	

has	 a	 very	 important	 educative	 role,	 even	 calling	 it	 "a	 grand	 institution	 of	 national	

education"	(Mill	1977c,	348).	Citizens	can	follow	parliamentary	debates	and	learn	a	lot	

not	only	about	the	political	opinions	of	those	who	disagree	with	them,	but	also	about	their	

own	views	and	the	reasons	and	arguments	supporting	them.	However,	this	is	not	all	they	

can	 learn.	 Since	 citizens'	 representatives	 share	 a	 passionate	 link	 to	 their	 cause	 but	

deliberate	 in	epistemically	 favorable	 conditions	and	have	at	 least	 equal	 (and	probably	

better)	moral	and	intellectual	competences	than	average	voters,	citizens	can	learn	what	

follows	 from	 their	 own	 opinions	 and	 perspectives	 when	 these	 are	 evaluated	 and	

discussed	 in	 epistemically	 favorable	 circumstances.	 Pledges	 and	 campaign	 promises	

endanger	this	learning	opportunity:	if	political	representatives	have	to	follow,	argue	and	

vote	 in	 favor	of	 their	electors'	opinions,	although	these	opinions	are	 formulated	under	

unfavorable	 epistemic	 conditions	 (and	 by	 citizens	 of	 average	 or	 below	 average	

capacities),	then	citizens	cannot	learn	from	parliamentary	debates	since	these	will	simply	

mirror	the	debates	in	the	informal	sphere.		
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5.2.c.	Filtering	Mechanisms	and	Universal	Suffrage	

Unlike	Hare,	who	was	focused	primarily	on	the	quality	of	political	outcomes	and	allowed	

some	property	requirements	for	the	suffrage83,	thus	excluding	from	franchise	"five	out	of	

six	adult	men"	and	leaving	"most	of	the	working	class	without	the	franchise"	(Kern	1998,	

169),	Mill	called	for	almost-universal	suffrage.	As	indicated	in	previous	chapters,	Mill	held	

that	in	perfect	representative	system	"every	adult	human	being	should	have	the	means	of	

exercising,	through	the	electoral	suffrage,	a	portion	of	 influence	on	the	management	of	

public	affairs"	(Mill	1977b,	322).	However,	Mill	does	not	sacrifice	the	quality	of	political	

decisions	 for	 some	other	political	 value	 (e.g.,	 education	or	 participation).	He	offers	 an	

instrumental	justification	of	universal	suffrage	and	argues	that	disenfranchisement	of	any	

group	within	population	(and	particularly	disenfranchisement	of	larger	groups,	such	as	

the	working	class)	can	seriously	undermine	democratic	procedure's	epistemic	value,	i.e.,	

its	ability	to	produce	correct,	just	or	efficient	laws	and	policies.	Disenfranchisement	of	any	

particular	group	can	deprive	the	society	of	an	epistemically	valuable	perspective	but	can	

also	diminish	 the	protective	role	of	democracy	since	"those	who	have	no	voice	will	be	

postponed	to	those	who	have"	(Mill	1977b,	322,	also	Mill	1977a,	470).	Furthermore,	Mill	

argues	 that	 universal	 suffrage	 can	 have	 an	 important	 educational	 effect,	 claiming	 that	

"exercise	of	personal,	and	electoral,	rights	is	one	of	the	chief	instruments	both	of	moral	

and	intellectual	training	of	the	popular	mind"	(Mill	1977b,	322-323,	also	Mill1977a,	469).	

	 Mill	does,	however,	allow	some	exceptions.	These	exceptions	are	grounded	in	"the	

prevention	of	greater	evils"	(Mill	1977a,	469)	and	the	extension	of	suffrage	limited	in	this	

way	represents	another	filtering	mechanism	of	popular	will.	First,	Mill	calls	for	a	minimal	

level	 of	 education	 (being	 able	 to	 read,	 write	 and	 perform	 the	 common	 operations	 of	

arithmetic),	stressing	that	such	minimal	level	of	education	should	be	"within	the	reach	of	

every	 person",	 either	 available	 free	 of	 charge	 or	 cheap	 enough	 that	 even	 the	 poorest	

citizens	can	afford	it.	Disenfranchised	citizens	would	be,	under	such	conditions,	excluded	

from	universal	suffrage	not	by	the	society,	but	by	their	own	laziness	(Mill	1977a,	470).	

Such	 citizens	 are	 unable	 to	 contribute	 and	 improve	 the	 epistemic	 quality	 of	 collective	

decision-authorization	 procedures,	 and	 their	 political	 participation	 will	 not	 have	 the	

desired	educational	effect	on	their	minds.	 It	seems	that,	 though	the	minimal	education	

criterion	 addresses	 citizens'	 intellectual	 capacities,	 Mill	 is	 actually	 using	 it	 to	 assess	

	
83	Hare	suggests	that	10-pound	franchise	established	in	1832	is	appropriate	and	"just	about	right"	(Kern	
1998,	169).			
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citizens'	moral	capacities.	While	lacking	some	basic	intellectual	competences	(like	being	

able	to	read	and	write)	can	significantly	reduce	one's	epistemic	contribution	(and	make	

one	more	prone	to	vote	for	incompetent	representatives)84,	lack	of	such	competences	in	

the	conditions	where	one	could	have	easily	acquired	them	points	in	another	direction	and	

indicates	a	serious	moral	flaw	in	one's	character.	Mill	thus	believes	that	citizens	who	lack	

the	 desire	 to	 improve	 themselves	 neglect	 the	 "permanent	 interests	 of	 man	 as	 a	

progressive	being"	(Mill	1977d,	224),	and	as	such	are	not	fit	to	exercise	any	influence	on	

the	management	of	public	affairs.	The	more	stressing	problem	is	 thus	not	their	 lack	of	

basic	 intellectual	 competences,	 but	 their	 lack	 of	 "the	 commonest	 and	 most	 essential	

requisites	for	taking	care	of	themselves;	for	pursuing	intelligently	their	own	interests,	and	

those	of	the	persons	most	nearly	allied	to	them"	(Mill	1977a,	470).	Furthermore,	since	

such	citizens	have	already	expressed	their	disinterest	in	education	and	self-improvement,	

their	political	participation	would	have	negligible	educational	effect.	In	fact,	Mill	held	that	

disenfranchisement	 of	 citizens	 lacking	 minimal	 education,	 combined	 with	 the	 plural	

voting	 proposal,	 represent	 important	 preconditions	 democracy	 needs	 to	 fulfil	 its	

educative	role	(Miller	2003).	Of	course,	Mill	argues	that	everyone	should	get	the	chance	

to	acquire	education	-	this	is	primarily	a	duty	parents	have	towards	their	children,	and	

when	parents	cannot	fund	their	children's	education,	the	state	should	subsidize	the	cost	

(Mill	 1965a,	 947-950,	 see	 also	Ryan	2011,	 661-662).	 In	 the	 end,	 only	 those	who	have	

willingly	decided	not	to	get	any	education	will	be	disenfranchised.		

	
84	Mill	seems	to	believe	that	there	is	an	important	difference	between	citizens	who	lack	minimal	education	
when	 such	 education	 cannot	 be	 provided	 for	 all	 and	 citizens	who	 lack	minimal	 education	 due	 to	 their	
disinterest	and	laziness.	The	first	case	represents	a	hardship	where	some	citizens	are	disenfranchised	(and	
thus	harmed)	due	to	no	fault	of	their	own,	but	because	the	society	failed	to	perform	its	duty.	However,	in	
order	 to	 prevent	 greater	 evils,	 such	 citizens	 should	 remain	 disenfranchised	 until	 they	 acquire	minimal	
education.	Society	is,	of	course,	under	strong	and	urgent	obligation	to	make	acquiring	minimal	education	
available	to	all.	There	is	no	hardship	in	the	second	case.	When	minimal	education	is	available	to	all	citizens	
yet	some	refuse	to	acquire	it,	there	is	no	one	to	blame	for	their	disenfranchisement	but	themselves.	Some	
contemporary	philosophers	strongly	reject	this	claim:	Amartya	Sen	(1984,	307-324,	1995,	259-273)	and	
Martha	 Nussbaum	 (2000,	 111-166),	 for	 example,	 argue	 that	 people	 who	 live	 in	 poor	 and	 depriving	
conditions	 might	 form	 adaptive	 preferences	 and	 end	 up	 not	 desiring	 some	 basic	 human	 good	 (e.g.,	
education).	They	might	claim	that,	under	such	conditions,	deprived	citizens	who	lack	the	desire	to	acquire	
(minimal)	education	should	not	be	blamed	for	this	decision.	In	fact,	the	society	is	to	blame	for	allowing	them	
to	grow	up	and	live	in	such	poor	conditions.	However,	Mill	seems	to	be	aware	of	adaptive	preferences	and	
the	problems	they	might	cause.	He	gives	an	example	how	depriving	conditions	and	unfair	distribution	of	
power	"enslave	minds"	(Mill	1984b,	271-272)	and	make	women	develop	preferences	that	are	not	in	their	
interest	as	progressive	beings.	Therefore,	Mill's	claim	that	those	who	chose	not	to	acquire	education	have	
no	one	to	blame	for	their	disenfranchisement	but	themselves	holds	under	two	conditions:	education	has	to	
be	available	to	all,	and	social	and	economic	conditions	must	not	influence	one's	desire	to	acquire	education.	
Mill	had	both	conditions	in	mind,	though	he	explicitly	emphasized	only	the	first	one.		
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	 Second,	Mill	holds	that	citizens	who	pay	no	(direct)	taxes	should	be	excluded	from	

franchise,	as	well	as	 those	receiving	parish	relief85.	As	before,	 these	exclusions	are	not	

permanent	and	citizens	can	acquire	franchise	by	starting	to	pay	their	(direct)	taxes,	by	

keeping	clear	of	poor	relief	and	by	paying	all	their	debts	in	time.	Mill	 insists	that	these	

conditions	should	be	such	that	all	citizens	"ought	to	be	able	to	fulfil	[them]	if	they	choose	

[to]"	(Mill	1977a,	472).	Again,	unlike	Hare,	Mill	wants	to	extend	suffrage	to	almost	all	adult	

citizens,	excluding	only	those	who,	by	their	own	free	will,	have	not	acquired	minimal	level	

of	education	or	are	unable	to	provide	for	themselves86.	While	some	might	argue	that	this	

argument	is	based	in	justice	or	reciprocity	(e.g.,	only	those	who	pay	the	taxes	should	have	

some	influence	in	the	decision-making	process	on	how	money	thus	accumulated	will	be	

spent),	 I	 believe	 this	 criterion	 is	 grounded	 in	 the	 desire	 to	 improve	 the	 quality	 of	

democratic	decisions.	First,	Mill	argues	that	not	paying	taxes	while	still	deciding	how	this	

money	will	be	spent	might	have	a	bad	influence	on	a	voter's	mind,	giving	such	voter	"every	

motive	to	be	 lavish,	and	none	to	economize"	(Mill	1977a,	471).	Second,	Mill	holds	that	

citizens	who	refuse	to	work	and	provide	for	themselves	lack	moral	qualities	needed	to	

participate	 in	the	decision-making	process	that	affects	others	since	they	"either	do	not	

care	sufficiently	for	it"	or	are	in	"a	general	condition	of	depression	and	degradation"	(Mill	

1977a,	472).	Giving	such	citizens	direct	political	influence	(franchise),	as	well	as	giving	it	

to	those	who	have	refused	to	acquire	even	the	minimal	level	of	education,	represents	a	

danger	 for	 the	 security	 of	 others.	 This	 danger	 is	 not	 (primarily)	 due	 to	 their	 lack	 of	

intellectual	 competences	 or	 their	 unfair	 treatment,	 but	 due	 to	 their	 lack	 of	 moral	

competences.	 Such	 citizens	 are	 not	 "in	 the	 normal	 condition	 of	 a	 human	 being"	 (Mill	

1977a,	 472)	 since	 they	 lack	 the	 desire	 for	 their	 own	 progress	 and	 self-development.	

Electoral	 laws	 should	 thus	 employ	 filtering	mechanisms	 that	will	 inhibit	 such	 citizens	

from	having	a	direct	(and	potentially	harmful)	political	influence	on	others.		

	
85	To	be	more	precise,	Mill	holds	that	citizens	who	receive	or	who	have	received	parish	relief	within	a	fixed	
period	of	time	(for	example,	five	years	before	the	election	in	question)	should	be	excluded	from	franchise.	
Furthermore,	he	also	excludes	citizens	who	are	insolvent	and	unable	to	pay	their	debts	(Mill	1977a,	472).		
86	Again,	some	might	argue	that	Mill's	criteria	are	too	demanding	and	might	disenfranchise	citizens	through	
no	fault	of	their	own.	In	many	periods	in	human	history	some	people	were	unemployed	despite	actively	
searching	for	work,	and	automatization	and	technological	development	might	further	increase	the	number	
of	such	citizens	in	the	future.	However,	Mill	again	applies	this	criterion	only	in	the	conditions	where	anyone	
could	find	meaningful	employment	provided	that	one	is	actively	searching	for	it.		
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	 Third,	 Mill	 discusses	 whether	 some	 citizens	 convicted	 of	 a	 crime	 should	 be	

excluded	from	universal	suffrage	and	gives	a	mixed	answer87.	Although	some	argue	that	

Mill	 clearly	 sets	 criminal	 offenders	 outside	 the	 boundaries	 of	 democratic	 citizenship	

(Manza	and	Uggen	2004,	491,	Planinc,	153-154),	I	believe	that	this	does	not	stand	for	all	

relevant	cases.	On	the	one	hand,	as	argued	earlier	in	this	thesis,	Mill	holds	that	practicing	

franchise	can	help	develop	citizens	intellectual	and	moral	capacities.	Criminal	offenders,	

just	like	all	other	(and	perhaps	even	more	than	other)	citizens,	need	a	chance	to	improve	

these	capacities,	so	giving	them	voting	privileges	might	help	in	that	regard.	On	the	other	

hand,	Mill	is	reluctant	to	give	voting	privileges	to	citizens	who	refuse	to	acquire	even	the	

minimal	level	of	education,	although	it	might	seem	that	such	citizens	could	profit	from	the	

educational	 function	of	 franchise.	Similar	arguments	can	 thus	be	used	to	discuss	Mill's	

filtering	mechanism	 concerning	 citizens	 convicted	 of	 a	 crime.	 Unlike	with	 the	 citizens	

lacking	the	most	basic	education,	Mill	believes	convicted	felons'	direct	political	influence	

(through	 voting)	would	 be	 negligible	 and	would	 not	 significantly	 affect	 the	 quality	 of	

government.	However,	Mill	(1977b,	322)	believes	that	depriving	such	citizens	of	voting	

privileges	might	help	"giving	a	moral	character	to	the	exercise	of	suffrage"	and	act	as	a	

"part	of	the	sentence",	thus	exercising	a	good	influence	on	the	minds	of	other	citizens	and	

reminding	them	that	voting	is	a	moral	act	that	should	be	taken	seriously.	Finally,	citizens	

convicted	of	serious	crimes	(and	insane	persons)	might	lack	the	ability	to	improve	their	

moral	capacities.	In	such	cases,	giving	these	citizens	voting	privileges	will	not	help	fulfil	

the	 educative	 role	 of	 political	 participation.	 However,	 this	 is	 the	 case	 only	 of	 citizens	

convicted	 for	 "crimes	evincing	a	high	degree	of	 insensibility	 to	 social	 obligation"	 (Mill	

1977b,	322).	Thus,	most	misdemeanors	and	petty	crimes	(e.g.,	simple	drug	possession	or	

disorderly	conduct)	should	not	disqualify	one	from	the	franchise,	while	most	felonies	and	

serious	crimes	(homicide,	rape	and	arson)	should.		

	 Limiting	the	extension	of	suffrage	is	a	method	of	filtering	the	public	will,	and	while	

Mill,	convinced	of	the	positive	impact	that	political	participation	has	both	on	the	quality	

of	 decisions	 and	 the	 development	 of	 citizens'	moral	 capacities,	 uses	 it	 to	 the	minimal	

extent,	 it	 can	 still	 be	 considered	 as	 one	 of	 filtering	 mechanisms	 he	 employs.	 Voting	

	
87	Mill's	view	on	disentrancement	of	criminal	offenders	is	often	discussed	in	the	US,	where	similar	laws	are	
in	place	and	where	 (depending	on	 the	state)	 felony	 results	with	 (usually	 temporary)	 loss	of	 civil	 rights	
(Brown	2003,	319-333).	A	problem	arises,	however,	when	disenfranchised	citizens	are	disproportionally	
members	of	particular	social	groups	(Manza	and	Uggen	2008,	Siegel	2011),	and	Mill	would	probably	agree	
that	such	cases	of	disenfranchisement	require	thorough	analysis	and	deeper	inquiry	into	the	roots	of	the	
problem.		
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privileges	can	thus	be	denied	to	some	citizens,	provided	that	such	disenfranchisement	is	

necessary	to	prevent	greater	evils,	such	as	the	creation	of	incorrect,	unjust	or	inefficient	

laws	 and	 policies	 on	 important	 public	 issues.	 Furthermore,	 voting	 privileges	 can	 be	

denied	upon	demonstration	of	a	low	standard	of	political	morality,	in	cases	where	active	

political	participation	cannot	be	expected	to	have	a	positive	 influence	on	citizens'	self-

improvement	and	the	development	of	their	capacities.		

	

5.2.d.	Local	Government	

There	 is	 some	 disagreement	 on	 the	 role	 of	 local	 politics	 in	 John	 Stuart	Mill's	 political	

thought.	 Should	 local	 government	 be	 free	 to	 make	 autonomous	 decisions	 within	 its	

jurisdiction	or	should	it	be	just	a	simple	extension	of	the	central	(national)	government?	

Also,	 which	 areas	 of	 public	 life	 should	 fall	 under	 local,	 and	 which	 under	 national	

government?	Mill	 himself	 clearly	 indicates	 the	 dangers	 of	 allocating	 too	much	 power	

either	 to	 local	 or	 the	 central	 government	 and	 argues	 that	 we	 have	 to	 'steer	 carefully	

between	these	two	errors'	(Mill	1981a,	203,	also	emphasized	in	Kurer	1989,	291).	As	in	

many	other	instances,	Mill	argues	that	a	proper	balance	has	to	be	achieved.		

While	most	philosophers	agree	that	Mill's	plural	voting	proposal,	his	endorsement	

of	Hare's	voting	 system	as	well	 as	his	 rejection	of	pledges	and	secret	ballot	 constitute	

some	of	the	important	formal	mechanisms	used	to	limit	and	shape	the	popular	will,	many	

(Krouse	1982,	Hollander	1985)	believe	Mill	tries	to	compensate	for	these	mechanisms	by	

encouraging	mass	participation	at	the	local	level.	After	all,	if	competence	is	in	the	focus	of	

national	 government	 (and	 can	 be	 guaranteed	 by	 these	 filtering	 mechanisms)	 then	

citizens'	participation	and	education	through	participation	should	be	in	the	focus	of	local	

government	 (which	 should	 strive	 to	 foster	 mass	 participation	 and	 avoid	 filtering	

mechanisms	that	limit	and	shape	the	popular	will).	Kurer	(1989)	gives	a	great	overview	

of	 this	 discussion	 and	 presents	 some	 interpretations	 that	 support	 the	 earlier	

characterization.	 Krouse	 (1982,	 531),	 for	 example,	 claims	 that	 Mill	 endorses	 local	

autonomy	and	decentralization	in	order	to	facilitate	mass	participation	and	to	realize	the	

principle	 of	 participation	 and	 the	 educative	 role	 of	 democracy	 (Thompson	 1976).	

Similarly,	 Hollander	 (2015,	 181)	 indicates	 that	 Mill	 was	 hostile	 to	 centralization	 and	

argued	in	favor	of	the	extensive	autonomy	of	a	local	government.	Finally,	Baccarini	(1993,	

74)	goes	even	further	and	indicates	that,	at	the	local	level,	political	participation	was	so	
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important	 for	Mill	 that	 he	was	 ready	 to	 sacrifice	 competence	 to	 foster	 participation88.	

Though	I	recognize	and	affirm	the	principle	of	participation	in	Mill's	political	thought,	and	

though	I	agree	it	is	properly	realized	(at	least	in	part)	at	the	local	level,	I	believe	his	claims	

on	 the	 role	 of	 local	 government	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 one	 additional	 filtering	 mechanisms	

limiting	the	popular	will.	

Mill	 (1981a,	 203)	 acknowledges	 that	 Tocqueville's	 writing	 on	 the	 history	 of	

democracy	 in	America	 inspired	 some	of	his	 thoughts	on	 the	 role	of	national	 and	 local	

government.	Tocqueville's	argument	against	centralization	largely	resembles	Mill's	own	

argument	against	benevolent	despots	(Baccarini	1993,	70)	and	can	also	be	examined	by	

appealing	to	Thompson's	(1976)	principle	of	participation	and	principle	of	competence.	

Tocqueville	claims	that	assigning	greater	level	of	autonomy	to	local	government	can	have	

two	sets	of	beneficial	consequences.	First,	 it	can	help	citizens	make	better	policies	and	

decisions	at	the	local	level	since	the	local	population	can	have	better	insight	into	its	own	

interests,	as	well	as	some	specific	knowledge	not	available	to	benevolent	foreign	experts.	

Second,	 local	 government	 enables	 citizens	 to	 participate	 in	 collective	 deliberation	 of	

public	issues	(Tocqueville	2000,	see	also	Kregar	1998),	which	is	"one	of	the	most	effectual	

means	of	training	the	societal	feeling	and	practical	intelligence	of	the	people"	(Mill	1977e,	

168-169).	Mill	was	particularly	focused	on	the	second	set	of	beneficial	consequences	and	

even	 considered	 local	 government	 as	 "the	 chief	 instrument	 of	 public	 education"	 (Mill	

1977a,	535).	Namely,	local	government	gives	many	citizens	a	chance	to	participate	and	to	

fill	some	of	the	numerous	local	offices,	and	citizens	holding	these	positions	"have	to	act	

for	 the	public	 interest,	 as	well	 as	 to	 think	and	 to	 speak	 [which]	 cannot	all	 be	done	by	

proxy"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 536).	 As	 we	 can	 see,	 Mill	 wholeheartedly	 endorsed	 Tocqueville's	

argument	based	on	the	educative	role	of	the	local	government.	However,	he	did	not	share	

Tocqueville's	optimism	regarding	the	competences	of	such	government.	As	a	reaction	to	

the	 Poor	 Law	 Amendment	 Act	 of	 1934,	 Mill	 writes	 that	 every	 branch	 of	 local	

administration	should	be	"closely	and	vigilantly	looked	after	by	the	central	government"	

(Mill	1982a,	206).	He	is	skeptical	of	local	government's	ability	to	produce	correct,	efficient	

	
88	 Baccarini	 (1993,	 74)	 takes	 into	 consideration	 that,	 for	 Mill,	 political	 participation	 can	 establish	 its	
educative	 role	 only	 when	 it	 brings	 together	 "the	 superior	 minds	 of	 the	 government"	 and	 the	 local	
intellectual	elite	on	the	one	hand	and	citizens	participating	in	the	local	government	on	the	other	(Mill	1977a,	
538).	However,	the	relationship	between	the	national	and	the	local	government	is	grounded	not	in	political	
authority	 of	 the	 former	 over	 the	 latter,	 but	 in	 the	 friendly	 information	 exchange	 (Baccarini	 1933,	 73).	
Similar	ideas	are	put	forward	by	Ryan	who	argues	that,	according	to	Mill,	"knowledge	must	be	centralized	
and	power	must	be	localized"	(Ryan	2016,	206-207).	



	 106	

and	 just	 local	 policies	 and	 decisions,	 and	 worries	 that,	 when	 left	 unsupervised,	 local	

government	might	 endanger	 citizens'	 right	 to	 have	 their	 lives	 governed	by	 competent	

persons	(Mill	1977a,	see	also	Brennan	2016).	For	these	reasons	Mill	indicates	that	"in	the	

comprehension	of	the	principles	even	of	purely	local	management,	the	superiority	of	the	

central	government,	when	rightly	constituted,	ought	to	be	prodigious"	(Mill	1977a,	543).	

The	central	government	is	epistemically	superior	because	it	is	composed	of	individuals	

with	 greater	 intellectual	 and	 moral	 capacities,	 as	 well	 as	 because	 it	 has	 access	 to	

knowledge	relevant	for	good	governance	throughout	the	country,	as	well	as	from	abroad.	

Local	bodies,	 on	 the	other	hand,	 "might	generally	have	 the	advantage	 in	 the	details	of	

[local]	management"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 543),	 yet	 this	 does	not	 imply	 that	 local	 government	

should	have	significant	autonomy	or	a	decisive	role	in	decision-making	processes	focused	

on	local	issues.	Furthermore,	Mill	considered	local	government	more	prone	to	become	a	

rule	 of	 a	 few	 influential	 individuals	 (local	 magnates	 and	 landlords)	 promoting	 their	

personal	or	sectarian	interests.	He	thus	writes	that	popular	control	"never	acts	purely,	

intelligently	 or	 vigorously,	 except	 on	 a	 large	 scale"	 (Mill	 1982a,	 206).	 To	 better	

comprehend	how	central	government	functions	as	a	filtering	mechanism	on	local	popular	

we	 have	 to	 determine	 which	 issues	 the	 central	 government	 addresses,	 and	 which	

functions	it	performs.	

Oskar	Kurer	(1989,	294-296)	again	gives	a	very	useful	overview.	According	to	him,	

Mill	indicates	that	activities	of	national	interest	include	management	of	jails,	local	police	

and	local	justice	(Mill	1977a,	541),	poor	laws,	sanitary	regulation	and	education89	(Mill	

1977a,	 542),	 as	 well	 as	 local	 tax	 system	 and	 modes	 of	 taxation	 (Mill	 1977a,	 544).	

Furthermore,	Mill	 leaves	under	authority	of	national	government	all	and	any	 issues	of	

"general	interest"	or	"universal	concern".	Purely	local	activities,	on	the	other	hand,	mostly	

concern	"paving,	 lighting	and	cleansing	of	 the	streets	of	 towns"	(Mill	1977a,	541),	and	

these	seem	to	be	the	only	activities	where	the	national	government	should	not	interfere,	

though	it	should	still	act	as	a	teacher	or	a	guide,	providing	information	and	suggestions,	

as	well	as	publicly	condemning	(though	not	prohibiting)	some	negative	practices.	This	

implies	 that,	 following	Mill,	 local	 government	 has	 authority	 only	 in	 a	 few	purely	 local	

interests.	However,	participation	 in	decision-making	processes	of	such	a	narrow	scope	

	
89	 Mill	 allows	 central	 government	 to	 control	 and	 supervise	 the	 education	 system	 by	 uniform	 yearly	
examinations	and	certification	of	teachers.	For	more	information,	see	Mill	(1977d,	303)	and	Mill	(1984a,	
214),	as	well	as	the	chapter	on	education	in	this	thesis.			
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cannot	effectively	help	develop	citizens	moral	and	intellectual	capacities,	nor	can	it	help	

harvest	the	epistemic	value	of	diverse	perspectives	among	the	local	population.	For	these	

reasons,	Mill	introduces	a	third	type	of	activities:	those	of	both	local	and	national	interest,	

where	 local	 government	 can	 help	 with	 the	 implementation	 of	 directives	 and	 policies	

coming	from	the	national	government.	Some	activities	from	the	first	list	can	be	found	here,	

including	management	of	jails,	local	police	and	local	justice,	as	well	as	sanitary	regulation	

and	education,	provided	that	these	are	under	close	supervision	by	the	central	government	

(Mill	 1977a,	 542,	 544).	 Kurer	 (1989,	 295)	 thus	 rightfully	 concludes	 that	 the	 "local	

government	 is	 reduced	 to	an	administrative	appendix	of	 the	center"	and	characterizes	

Mill's	system	as	a	form	of	deconcentration	(and	not	decentralization),	where	authority	is	

delegated	to	the	local	government,	which	is	nonetheless	under	strict	supervision	from	the	

central	government	(Kurer	1989,	297).	Local	government	thus	becomes	little	more	than	

an	 extension	 of	 national	 administration,	 tasked	 with	 implementing	 and	 executing	

decisions	 and	policies	 created	by	 the	national	 government.	Mill's	 claim	 that	 "localities	

should	do	little	more	than	execute	the	laws	and	instructions	laid	down	by	the	legislature	

of	the	empire"	(Mill	1977a,	606)	clearly	supports	this	interpretation	and	indicates	that	

Mill	was	skeptical	regarding	the	competences	of	local	governments	to	produce	correct,	

just	and	efficient	decisions.		

A	 very	 limited	 scope	 of	 activities	 under	 direct	 and	 full	 jurisdiction	 of	 local	

government	 was	 one	 of	 the	 many	 filtering	 mechanisms	 Mill	 introduced	 to	 limit	 the	

authority	of	popular	will	and	to	prevent	the	harms	that	unrestricted	popular	will	could	

cause.	 Aware	 of	 political	 participation's	 positive	 impact	 of	 moral	 and	 intellectual	

capacities	of	citizens,	he	tried	to	encourage	it	by	delegating	some	tasks	from	national	to	

local	government,	but	concerned	for	the	lack	of	relevant	competences	at	the	local	level,	he	

settled	with	a	system	in	which	"policy-making	is	centralized	and	administration	is	mainly	

localized"	(Kurer	1989,	298).	Mill's	division	of	labor	between	the	local	and	the	national	

government	can	thus	be	seen	as	another	filtering	mechanism	used	to	limit	direct	popular	

will	and	to	preserve	the	epistemic	qualities	of	indirect	democratic	government.		

	

5.2.e.	Concluding	Remarks		

Mill	 claims	 that	 (in	 developed	 nations)	 democracy	 represents	 the	 best	 form	 of	

government.	It	surpasses	other	forms	of	government	both	in	its	ability	to	produce	correct,	

just	and	efficient	political	decisions	and	in	the	ability	to	improve	the	intellectual	and	moral	
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capacities	 of	 citizens	 under	 its	 jurisdiction.	 However,	 to	 have	 any	 of	 these	 epistemic	

qualities,	 democratic	 government	 has	 to	 be	 structured	 in	 a	 particular	 way	 -	 it	 has	 to	

incorporate	the	epistemic	advantages	of	both	the	division	of	epistemic	and	political	labor	

and	of	the	distinction	between	deliberative	and	executive	stages	in	the	decision-making	

process.	Not	every	democratic	regime	can	have	this	epistemic	value.	Direct	democracy,	

for	 example,	 might	 encourage	 the	 participation	 of	 citizens	 in	 the	 decision-making	

processes,	 yet	 in	 doing	 so	 it	 diminishes	 both	 its	 educative	 function	 and	 its	 ability	 to	

produce	 correct,	 just	 or	 efficient	 decisions.	 A	 well-structured	 democratic	 government	

thus	has	to	be	characterized	by	a	form	of	indirectness,	and	the	institutional	mechanisms	

have	to	be	adjusted	to	support	the	epistemic	advantages	of	both	the	division	of	labor	and	

(spatial	and	temporal)	of	the	division	between	various	stages	of	the	decision-making	and	

the	 decision-authorization	 processes.	 Furthermore,	 institutional	 mechanisms	 should	

have	 a	 positive	 influence	 on	 the	 voters'	 minds,	 reminding	 them	 that	 participating	 in	

elections	is	a	moral	act	that	affects	others	as	well	as	themselves.	

	 Mill	introduces	a	group	of	institutional	and	procedural	filtering	mechanisms	that	

can	 help	 safeguard	 democratic	 procedures	 and	 improve	 the	 epistemic	 aspects	 of	

democratic	processes.	His	rejection	of	secret	ballot	and	pledges	and	campaign	promises,	

as	well	as	his	qualified	rejection	of	universal	suffrage	(characterized	particularly	by	the	

minimal	education	requirement)	and	attribution	of	very	limited	power	and	authority	to	

local	government	are	some	of	the	filtering	mechanisms	that	can	help	democracy	attain	the	

adequate	level	of	epistemic	value.	However,	these	are	not	all	of	the	filtering	mechanisms	

that	Mill	has	in	mind.	Plural	voting	proposal	and	the	idea	that	all	adult	citizens	(except	for,	

of	 course,	 those	below	the	minimal	 level	of	education	and	 those	unable	 to	provide	 for	

themselves)	 should	 have	 a	 voice,	 but	 not	 an	 equal	 voice,	 is	 probably	 one	 of	 the	 best	

examples	how	citizens'	can	be	filtered	to	accommodate	Mill’s	high	epistemic	standards.	

The	next	chapter	addresses	the	epistemic	value	of	plural	voting	proposal	and	its	proper	

role	in	Mill's	political	thought.	Similarly,	partisan	associations	and	political	parties	can	be	

seen	as	an	excellent	example	of	institutions	and	organizations	that	filter	public	will	and	

shape	collective	deliberation.	Their	epistemic	role	as	one	of	Mill's	filtering	mechanisms	

will	be	discussed	in	one	of	the	following	chapters.		
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CHAPTER	VI	

PLURAL	VOTING	PROPOSAL	
	

One	of	Mill’s	most	(in)famous	and	controversial	ideas	is	his	plural	voting	proposal	-	idea	

that,	 although	all	qualified	citizens	 should	have	some	political	 influence,	 this	 influence	

should	not	be	distributed	equally90.	Despite	his	strong	support	for	the	universal	suffrage,	

the	inegalitarian	character	of	his	plural	voting	proposal	has	urged	some	philosophers	to	

regard	him	as	a	non-democrat	(Burns	1957)91,	while	others	have	even	suggested	to	call	

the	 new	 hybrid	 form	 of	 government	 Mill	 is	 advocating	 'scholocracy'92,	 in	 order	 to	

differentiate	 if	 further	 from	democratic	 procedures	 (Estlund	2003).	 This	 proposal	 has	

been	thoroughly	analyzed	and	criticized,	and	both	its	role	in	Mill's	political	thought	and	

its	applicability	in	contemporary	western	democracy	have	been	addressed	in	numerous	

publications.	Unfortunately,	 it	seems	that	Mill’s	original	work	 is	somehow	neglected	 in	

favor	 of	 some	 notable	 interpretations,	 and	 the	 emphasis	 is	 sometimes	 placed	 on	 the	

implementation	 of	 Mill’s	 ideas	 in	 contemporary	 society	 without	 first	 analyzing	 and	

understanding	the	justificatory	process	Mill	carefully	developed	to	support	those	ideas.	

This	 chapter	aims	 to	 clarify	 some	of	 the	contested	 ideas	by	analyzing	 the	 reasons	and	

arguments	 Mill	 used	 to	 support	 them,	 as	 well	 as	 to	 emphasize	 how	 these	 ideas	 and	

arguments	 are	 connected	 into	 a	 coherent	 system.	 Furthermore,	 this	 chapter	 tries	 to	

determine	what	is	the	role	of	plural	voting	in	Mill’s	argument	and	how	exactly	does	the	

plural	 voting	 proposal	 improve	 the	 epistemic	 quality	 of	 a	 democratic	 decision-

authorization	process.	

	 The	previous	chapter	introduced	a	set	of	mechanisms	Mill	used	to	filter	public	will,	

including	 open	 ballot,	 rejection	 of	 pledges	 and	 campaign	 promises,	 as	 well	 as	 strong	

limitations	on	the	scope	of	local	government.	These	filtering	mechanisms	serve	to	protect	

	
90	This	chapter	is	roughly	based	on	my	paper	"Plural	Voting	and	Mill's	Account	of	Democratic	Legitimacy,"	
published	in	Croatian	Journal	of	Philosophy	16	(2016.):	91-106.	 It	also	draws	upon	a	few	considerations	
from	my	book	Epistemic	Democracy	and	Political	Legitimacy,	published	by	Palgrave	MacMillan	(2020).	
91	James	Burns	thus	writes	that	Mill's	viewpoint	is	not,	in	a	strict	sense,	the	"viewpoint	of	a	democrat"	(Burns	
1957,	294).	
92	Estlund	characterizes	scholocracy	as	a	collective	decision-authorization	procedure	 in	which	each	and	
every	 citizen	 has	 some	 political	 influence	 and	 can	 participate	 in	 the	 decision-authorization	 process.	
However,	 citizens'	 influence	 in	 the	 formal	 political	 sphere	 is	 unequally	 distributed,	with	well-educated	
citizens	having	larger	formal	influence	than	those	who	have	received	poor	or	average	education.	In	effect,	
all	citizens	have	(at	least)	one	vote,	yet	those	with	better	education	have	more	than	one	(Estlund	2003,	57-
58).		
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democracy	 from	two	dangers	 it	can	succumb	to:	 low	grade	of	 intelligence,	both	within	

representative	bodies	 or	 among	 the	 citizens	who	participate	 in	decision-authorization	

procedures,	and	class	legislation,	an	unwanted	occurrence	when	a	social	group	sharing	

similar	interests	achieves	numerical	majority	and	can	pass	laws	without	any	regard	for	

interests	and	opinions	of	 the	rest	of	 society.	Mill	 reminds	us	 that	 "though	government	

cannot	be	better	than	collective	mind	of	the	community,	it	can	do	a	great	deal	to	uphold	

or	undermine	the	social	influences	which	either	prevent	or	improve	the	collective	mind	

(Mill	 1977b,	 357).	 The	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 discussed	 in	 this	 chapter	 can	 also	 be	

characterized	 as	 a	 filtering	 mechanism,	 a	 useful	 instrument	 that	 can	 help	 democracy	

produce	 laws	 and	 policies	 of	 high	 substantive	 quality,	 but	 also	 educate	 citizens	 and	

improve	their	capacities.		

	 The	first	part	of	the	chapter	emphasizes	Mill's	account	of	voting	as	a	privilege	(not	

a	 right)	 and	 having	 this	 in	 mind	 analyzes	 his	 understanding	 of	 political	 equality.	 By	

introducing	Berlin’s	 (1969)	distinction	between	positive	and	negative	 liberties,	 I	 claim	

that	 Mill	 argued	 only	 for	 the	 equality	 of	 negative	 liberties.	 Positive	 liberties,	 those	

inherent	 to	 a	 participatory	 democratic	 process,	 are	 not	 to	 be	 equally	 distributed.	 The	

second	 part	 reassesses	 Mill's	 principles	 of	 participation	 and	 competence	 (Thompson	

1976)	 and	 demonstrates	 how	 plural	 voting	 perfectly	 meets	 both	 principles	 by	

simultaneously	inviting	(almost)	all	citizens	to	participate	in	the	decision-authorization	

process,	yet	giving	them	unequal	political	influence,	in	accordance	with	their	perceived	

competence.		This	is	why	Mill	believed	that	everyone	should	have	a	say	in	the	decision-

authorization	 process,	 though	 not	 everyone	 should	 have	 an	 equal	 say.	 Furthermore,	

additional	arguments	supporting	plural	voting	proposal	and	its	social	roles	are	discussed.	

Finally,	 against	 most	 contemporary	 interpretations,	 I	 argue	 that	 Mill	 proposes	 plural	

voting	as	a	permanent	(and	not	only	temporary)	measure	and	show	that	the	key	reason	

for	this	proposal	is	neither	to	prevent	class	legislation	nor	to	educate	citizens	but	instead	

to	 increase	 the	 instrumental	 epistemic	 value	 of	 democratic	 procedures,	 i.e.,	 to	 enable	

democracy	to	produce	the	best	possible	outcomes.	But	how	does	plural	voting	proposal	

help	 improve	 the	 instrumental	 epistemic	 value	 of	 democracy?	 Where	 does	 the	

competence	 of	 the	 educated	 enter	 the	 decision-making	 and	 decision-authorization	

process?	The	third	part	answers	these	questions	by	comparing	Mill's	view	on	experts	with	

the	views	of	Thomas	Christiano	and	Philip	Kitcher.	While	Christiano	and	Kitcher	advocate	

for	 equality	 in	 the	 process	 of	 setting	 up	political	 aims	 (and	 give	 greater	 power	 to	 the	
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experts	only	when	discussing	the	implementation	of	the	already	set	aims),	Mill	rejects	the	

idea	 of	 equality	 both	 in	 the	 process	 of	 setting	 up	 aims	 and	 in	 the	 process	 of	 their	

implementation.		

	

6.1.	ELECTORAL	SUFFRAGE:	RIGHT	OR	PRIVILEGE?	

	

To	properly	understand	Mill's	plural	voting	proposal,	we	first	have	to	analyze	his	views	

on	the	voting	process	and	the	exercise	of	political	influence.	Neglecting	these	important	

aspects	of	his	political	thought	might	lead	us	to	some	erroneous	interpretations	of	plural	

voting	proposal,	including	the	reading	that	characterizes	it	only	as	a	temporary	measure.		

	

6.1.a.	Mill's	Ethics	of	Voting		

One	 of	 the	 important	 yet	 often	 disregarded	 aspects	 of	 Mill's	 political	 thought	 is	 his	

moralized	understanding	of	the	voting	process	(Brennan	2012).	Grounding	his	argument	

in	strong	liberal	foundations,	Mill	argues	that	"there	is	no	such	thing	as	a	right	to	power	

over	others"	(Mill	1977b,	324).	Every	adult	individual	should	be	free	to	act	however	he	

wishes,	 provided	 that	 his	 actions	 do	 not	 cause	 harm	 to	 someone	 else	 or	 violate	 a	

distinguishable	 moral	 duty	 he	 has	 towards	 others	 (Mill	 1977d).	 Electoral	 suffrage,	

however,	is	a	form	of	power	over	others	-	it	gives	every	citizen	a	small	portion	of	political	

influence	and	enables	every	citizen	to	participate	in	the	political	process	and	authorize	

laws	and	policies	that	affect	everyone.	Mill	thus	concludes	that	there	is	no	such	thing	as	

an	unconditional	 right	 to	 vote.	 Electoral	 suffrage	 should	be	understood	primarily	 as	 a	

privilege	or	as	a	conditional	right.	However,	Mill	seems	to	be	inconsistent	in	using	this	

terminology,	even	when	terms	are	used	within	the	same	publication93.	I	believe	epistemic	

interpretation	of	his	work	can	help	us	resolve	the	apparent	inconsistency.	

	 Mill	is	adamant	in	claiming	that,	for	individual's	actions	that	affect	only	himself,	no	

one	has	the	moral	right	to	limit	his	freedom.	By	extension,	no	individual	has	the	moral	

right	 to	 limit	 the	 freedom	 of	 others.	 Furthermore,	 when	 necessary	 laws,	 policies	 and	

political	decisions	have	to	be	made,	no	individual	has	an	inherent	right	to	participate	in	

such	 decision-authorization	 process.	 However,	 when	 public	 decisions	 affect	 one's	

liberties	(i.e.,	when	this	cannot	be	avoided	and	left	within	individuals'	personal	sphere),	

	
93	While	 he	 often	 refers	 to	 voting	 as	 a	 privilege	 (Mill	 1977a,	 411,	 469-471,	 474,	 1977b,	 333),	 he	 also	
sometimes	speaks	of	citizens'	voting	rights	(Mill	1977a,	415,	451,	481,	1977b,	339).		
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everyone	 is	entitled	to	have	his	 liberty	 limited	only	by	epistemically	(and	morally)	 the	

best	possible	laws	and	policies,	or	by	laws	and	policies	produced	by	epistemically	the	best	

(or	the	most	reliable)	procedures,	those	having	the	highest	tendency	to	produce	beneficial	

consequences.	Mill	considers	democracy,	characterized	by	several	filtering	mechanisms	

(including	plural	voting	proposal),	as	the	best	procedure	epistemically	-	it	has	the	highest	

tendency	 to	produce	 correct	decisions	and,	more	broadly,	 to	produce	 the	best	 results.	

Voting	can	thus	be	seen	as	both	a	right	and	a	privilege	-	we	are	entitled	to	have	political	

influence	 in	 the	decision-authorization	process	 (and	 thus	 exercise	power	over	others)	

only	 because	 it	 is	 epistemically	 the	 best	 instrument	 for	 securing	 that,	 when	 anyone's	

liberties	have	to	be	limited,	they	are	limited	by	laws	and	policies	produced	by	a	procedure	

with	 the	 highest	 chance	 of	 generating	 the	 best	 possible	 outcomes94.	 Children	 and	

uneducated	citizens	are,	for	example,	denied	electoral	rights	and	privileges	because	their	

direct	participation	in	the	decision-authorization	process	has	a	tendency	to	decrease	(and	

not	increase)	the	overall	quality	of	political	outcomes95.	Of	course,	this	implies	a	highly	

moralized	 conception	 of	 electoral	 suffrage	 -	 since,	 by	 voting	 in	 the	 elections,	 we	 are	

exercising	power	over	others,	we	have	a	duty	to	exercise	it	responsibly,	in	a	way	that	best	

promotes	the	epistemic	quality	of	laws,	policies	and	decisions	thus	produced.	

	 Mill	 clearly	 indicates	 that	 "voting	 for	 a	 Member	 of	 Parliament	 is	 a	 moral	 act,	

involving	a	real	responsibility"	(Mill	1977c,	366).	In	his	discussion	on	the	epistemic	value	

of	 ballot,	 he	 criticizes	 secret	 ballot	 as	 it	 "makes	 voters	 free	 of	 all	 sense	 of	 shame	 or	

responsibility",	 and	 later	 suggests	 open	 ballot	 as	 an	 external	 inducement	 (filtering	

mechanism)	that	helps	motivate	voters	to	"do	their	duty	to	the	public"	(Mill	1977b,	337).	

Similarly,	 he	 argues	 against	 the	 practice	 of	 collecting	 votes	 at	 home	 since	 such	 voting	

	
94	Furthermore,	many	(Thompson	1976,	Krouse	1982,	Wolfe	1985,	Baccarini	1993,	Cohen	2000)	will	stress	
the	protective	function	of	voting	rights	and	privileges.	Suffrage	gives	(virtually)	all	citizens	a	say	in	collective	
decision-authorization	process,	enabling	them	to	voice	their	concerns,	present	their	arguments	and	protect	
their	interests.	While	I	agree	on	this	with	other	authors,	I	consider	protective	function	as	an	element	of	more	
basic	and	unifying	epistemic	function.	Namely,	a	procedure	accomplishes	its	protective	function	when	it	
produces	outcomes	of	optimal	procedure-independent	epistemic	(and	moral)	quality,	i.e.,	when	it	produces	
"the	greatest	amount	of	beneficial	consequences,	immediate	and	prospective"	(Mill	1977a,	404).	
95	 This,	 of	 course,	 does	 not	 imply	 that	 their	 perspectives	 and	 opinions	 are	 epistemically	worthless	 and	
should	as	such	be	disregarded	by	lawmakers	and	policymakers.	The	fact	that	one's	opinions	and	wishes	
might	be	useful	as	one	influence	among	others	does	not	automatically	imply	that	one	should,	regardless	of	
one's	"present	state	of	moral	and	intelligence,	[...]	be	admitted	to	the	full	exercise	of	suffrage"	(Mill	1977b,	
334).	
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procedures	might	encourage	those	disinterested	and	incompetent	to	vote,	which	might	in	

turn	reduce	the	epistemic	value	of	democracy96.			

Since	 citizen's	 vote	 is	 strictly	 a	matter	 of	 duty,	 does	 this	 imply	 that	Mill	 holds	

citizens	should	be	obliged	to	exercise	their	electoral	privileges?	This	is	certainly	not	the	

case.	Mill	simply	wants	to	emphasize	that,	since	our	voting	rights	and	privileges	do	not	

belong	to	us	unconditionally,	but	because	our	political	participation	through	the	exercise	

of	suffrage	has	a	tendency	to	improve	the	epistemic	quality	of	laws	and	policies	and	the	

overall	quality	of	political	results,	we	should	not	exercise	our	voting	rights	and	privileges	

carelessly.	Mill	thus	writes	that	one	should	vote	not	following	his	whims	or	personal	or	

group	 interests,	 but	 "according	 to	 [one's]	 best	 and	most	 conscientious	 opinion	 of	 the	

public	good"	(Mill	1977a,	489).	He	thus	indicates	that	the	"public	trust	of	voting"	should	

only	be	exercised	by	those	competent	and	interested	to	rule	(Mill	1977a,	495,	see	also	

Barker	2015,	1155),	since	those	who	do	not	care	whether	or	in	which	way	they	vote	"have	

no	moral	right	to	vote	at	all"	(Mill	1977b,	339).		

Mill's	ethics	of	voting	(and	its	epistemic	interpretation)	are	of	great	importance	for	

understanding	his	political	thought	in	general,	as	well	as	his	arguments	for	plural	voting	

proposal	in	particular.	 	He	presents	an	instrumental	and	epistemic	account	of	electoral	

suffrage:	our	voting	privileges	are	conditional	and	are	grounded	in	beneficial	effects	our	

political	 participation	 has	 both	 on	 the	 quality	 of	 political	 decisions	 and	 on	 the	

improvement	of	our	own	moral	and	intellectual	capacities.	However,	as	we	shall	see	in	

this	chapter,	Mill	is	convinced	that	widespread	voting	privileges	combined	with	unequal	

distribution	of	political	influence	represent	the	optimal	formal	arrangement	for	reaching	

these	beneficial	consequences.		

	

6.1.b.	Equality	and	Political	Influence	

Previous	paragraphs	demonstrated	that,	for	Mill,	there	are	no	inherent	electoral	rights.	

No	one	has	an	inherent	right	to	power	over	others,	nor	the	right	to	have	political	influence	

through	which	the	power	over	others	can	be	exercised.	Our	voting	rights	and	privileges	

are	grounded	in	their	instrumental	usefulness:	they	help	society	produce	better	laws	and	

	
96	However,	Mill	is	quick	to	add	that	this	filtering	mechanism	should	be	fine-tuned	since	it	risks	discouraging	
interested	and	competent	citizens	from	voting,	provided	they	live	too	far	from	the	voting	poll.	Similarly,	it	
risks	discriminating	against	 some	social	 groups	which	might,	 in	 turn,	prevent	an	epistemically	valuable	
perspective	 from	 entering	 public	 deliberation.	 For	 more	 information	 on	 this	 filtering	 mechanism	 see	
Thoughts	on	Parliamentary	Reform	(Mill	1977b).	
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policies,	as	well	as	improve	the	moral	and	intellectual	capacities	of	its	citizens.	Since	there	

is	no	inherent	right	to	political	influence,	there	is	also	no	special	right	to	have	equal	level	

of	 political	 influence	 as	 other	 citizens.	 How	 should	 political	 influence	 be	 distributed	

depends	primarily	on	the	effects	various	models	of	distribution	have	on	the	government's	

ability	to	produce	correct,	efficient	and	just	outcomes,	as	well	as	on	its	effects	on	citizens'	

minds.	 In	 other	 words,	 there	 is	 no	 intrinsic	 argument	 for	 the	 equality	 of	 political	

influence97.	

Some	 might	 argue	 otherwise	 by	 stressing	 the	 importance	 of	 equality	 in	 Mill’s	

political	 thought,	 especially	 in	 his	 famous	 essay	 On	 Liberty	 (Justman	 1990).	 Though	

equality	is	indeed	a	very	important	idea	for	Mill,	we	must	notice	that	in	On	Liberty	Mill	

focuses	primarily	on	the	idea	of	negative	liberty,	i.e.,	the	area	within	which	a	subject	-	a	

person	or	group	of	persons	-	is	or	should	be	left	to	do	or	be	what	he	is	able	to	do	or	be,	

without	interference	by	other	persons	(Berlin	1969).	Mill’s	thoughts	on	positive	liberty,	

i.e.,	his	answer	to	the	question	what,	or	who,	is	the	source	of	control	or	interference	that	

can	 determine	 someone	 to	 do,	 or	 be,	 this	 rather	 than	 that	 (Carter	 2016),	 are	 quite	

different.	He	explicitly	distinguishes	between	the	power	that	one	has	over	oneself	alone	

and	the	power	one	has	over	others.		

	
They	 say	 that	 everyone	 has	 an	 equal	 interest	 in	 being	 well	 governed,	 and	 that	 everyone,	

therefore,	has	an	equal	 claim	 to	control	over	his	own	government.	 I	might	agree	 to	 this,	 if	

control	over	his	own	government	were	really	a	thing	in	question;	but	what	I	am	asked	to	assent	

is,	that	every	individual	has	an	equal	claim	to	control	over	the	government	of	the	other	people.	

The	power	that	suffrage	gives	is	not	over	himself	alone	[i.e.,	negative	liberty],	it	is	power	over	

others	also	[i.e.,	positive	liberty]:	whatever	control	the	voter	is	able	to	exercise	over	his	own	

concerns,	he	exercises	the	same	degree	of	it	over	those	of	everyone	else.	Now,	it	can	in	no	sort	

be	admitted	that	all	persons	have	an	equal	claim	to	power	over	others.	(Mill	1977b,	323)	

	

It	 seems	 that	 equality	does	not	play	 an	 important	 role	 in	Mill’s	 thoughts	 on	 collective	

decision-making	procedures,	 though	 it	 still	plays	an	 important	 role	with	 regard	 to	 the	

development	 of	 individual	 capacities	 (Baccarini	 2013,	 Macpherson	 2012).	 It	 is	 very	

important	to	ensure	equal	protection	of	everyone’s	basic	negative	liberties	(e.g.,	freedom	

of	 thought,	 speech,	 press	 and	 assembly),	 but	 equality	 should	be	 rejected	 and	opposed	

	
97	However,	there	might	be	an	intrinsic	(justice-related)	argument	for	inequality	of	political	influence.	This	
argument	is	addressed	later	in	the	chapter.	Also,	for	additional	information	see	Miller	(2015).		
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when	we	address	positive	liberties.	It	should	instead	be	replaced	with	competence	and	

(non-equal)	 participation,	 because	 these	 are	 the	 key	 virtues	 needed	 to	 achieve	 better	

quality	of	political	decisions,	but	also	optimal	development	of	citizens'	competences98.	

	

6.2.	MILL'S	REASONING	FOR	PLURAL	VOTING	

	

Mill	writes	in	the	19th	century,	when	only	a	small	percentage	of	adult	citizens	was	allowed	

to	have	and	exercise	political	influence	by	participating	in	the	electoral	process.	Although	

the	number	of	citizens	considered	eligible	to	vote	doubled	both	in	Reform	Act	1832	and	

Reform	Act	1867,	it	still	remained	relatively	small,	with	only	4	million	eligible	voters	in	

the	population	of	over	29	million	(Barker	2015,	1150-1151).	Many	intellectuals	of	that	

time,	including	Mill,	were	worried	that	the	sudden	rise	of	franchise	might	endanger	the	

stability	 of	 political	 community	 or	 significantly	 reduce	 the	 quality	 of	 new	 laws	 and	

policies.	 John	 Austin,	 for	 example,	 warns	 that	 the	 Parliament	 "returned	 by	 universal	

suffrage	would	 ruin	 our	 finances,	 destroy	 economic	 prosperity,	 [but	 also]	 destroy	 the	

natural	arrangement	of	society"	(Austin	1867,	19,	as	quoted	in	Mill	1977c,	349).	Thomas	

Carlyle	similarly	claims	that	in	democracy	a	"wise	man	will	never	again	be	able	to	rule"	

and	extends	his	warning	by	arguing	 that	"it	 is	dangerous	 for	some	to	be	 free"	(Carlyle	

1867,	 as	 paraphrased	 in	 Barker	 2015,	 1146).	 However,	 unlike	 scholars	 who	

unconditionally	oppose	further	extensions	of	franchise,	Mill	is	cautious	but	optimistic:	he	

argues	that	a	significant	number	of	citizens	(much	more	than	the	number	set	by	the	two	

Reform	Acts)	is	already	fit	for	suffrage,	and	believes	that	many	more	(virtually	all)	will	

	
98	To	additionally	 stress	 this	point,	 it	might	be	useful	 to	point	out	 important	differences	between	Mill’s	
approach	and	the	approach	of	those	who	base	democratic	legitimacy	on	the	idea	of	equality.	For	example,	
Thomas	Christiano	(2008)	builds	his	theory	on	a	basic	claim	that	human	beings	are	authorities	in	the	realm	
of	value	because	(i)	they	are	capable	of	recognizing,	appreciating	and	producing	value,	and	because	(ii)	their	
exercise	of	this	authority	is	itself	intrinsically	valuable.	Christiano	further	claims	that	equal	status	of	persons	
is	based	on	the	fact	that	human	beings	all	have	essentially	the	same	basic	capacities	to	be	authorities	in	the	
realm	of	value	(Christiano	2008).	Mill	(1977a,	1977b),	on	the	other	hand,	believes	that	there	are	obvious	
differences	 in	 people's	 capacity	 of	 appreciating	 intrinsic	 values	 (his	 version	 of	 ‘higher	 pleasures’	
utilitarianism),	and	that	differences	in	this	capacity	should	produce	differences	in	status.	He	explicitly	states	
that	citizens'	rights	should	not	be	equally	distributed	"until	all	are	equal	in	worth	as	human	beings"	and	
proceeds	to	argue	that	"it	is	a	fact	that	one	person	is	not	as	good	as	another"	(Mill	1977b,	323).	Of	course,	
this	does	not	imply	that	those	who	are	better	educated	should	direct	the	private	lives	of	those	who	are	not	
(Mill	clearly	stresses	this	point	in	On	Liberty),	nor	should	they	have	absolute	power	in	political	arena	(this	
is	 pointed	 out	 in	 Considerations	 on	 Representative	 Government).	 The	 underlying	 reason	 for	 this	 is	 not	
equality,	however,	but	the	idea	that	intellectual	and	moral	qualities	of	all	human	beings	should	be	cherished	
and	 improved,	 and	 this	would	be	 impossible	 if	 other	people	 direct	 our	 every	 action.	 It	 does	not	 imply,	
however,	that	everyone	should	have	an	equal	say	in	a	collective	decision-authorization	process	(see	Cerovac	
2016b).	
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follow	as	soon	as	educational	reform	takes	place	and	all	citizens	get	the	opportunity	to	

receive	(at	least	minimal)	education.		

	 However,	 as	 indicated	 earlier	 in	 this	 chapter,	 while	 Mill	 argues	 for	 (almost)	

universal	 suffrage99,	 he	 emphasizes	 that	 political	 influence	 should	 not	 be	 distributed	

equally.	This	represents	the	central	thesis	behind	his	plural	voting	proposal.	

	

6.2.a.	Filtering	Mechanisms	and	Political	Suffrage	

The	distribution	of	influence	within	formal	political	sphere	(i.e.,	how	to	distribute	voting	

privileges,	as	well	as	how	to	weight	 individual	or	group	votes)	represented	one	of	 the	

most	important	themes	in	19th	century	political	philosophy.	The	debate	was	set	between	

two	 extremes:	 an	 inegalitarian	 (undemocratic)	 account	 that	 attributed	 all	 political	

influence	to	a	single	individual	(i.e.,	despotism)	and	an	egalitarian	(democratic)	account	

that	 distributed	 political	 influence	 equally	 among	 all	 citizens	 ('one	 person,	 one	 vote'	

democracy100).	Mill	approaches	this	discussion	from	the	utilitarian	standpoint,	using	the	

two	criteria	of	good	government	(its	ability	to	produce	good,	efficient	and	just	decisions	

and	its	ability	to	improve	citizens'	existing	moral	and	intellectual	capacities)	to	assess	the	

instrumental	quality	of	different	models	of	political	influence	distribution.	His	argument	

against	 (benevolent)	 despotism	was	 discussed	 in	 earlier	 chapters,	 and	we	 can	 simply	

summarize	it	here	and	conclude	that	Mill	thinks	despotism	fails	to	adequately	meet	both	

criteria	of	good	government.	 It	 fails	to	harness	and	organize	the	existing	knowledge	in	

society	 thus	 failing	 to	 produce	 laws	 and	 policies	 of	 optimal	 substantial	 quality,	 and	 it	

hinders	the	development	of	citizens'	capacities	by	making	them	passive	and	disinterested	

in	public	issues.	Mill	is	unsympathetic	towards	the	other	extreme	as	well.	His	worries	are	

primarily	 directed	 towards	 dangerous	 laws,	 policies	 and	 decisions	 that	 might	 be	

produced	by	a	government	characterized	by	universal	suffrage	and	equal	distribution	of	

political	 influence.	 However,	 Mill	 sometimes	 has	 other	 worries:	 equal	 distribution	 of	

political	 influence	might	have	a	harmful	effect	on	citizens'	minds	impeding	the	optimal	

development	of	citizens'	capacities.	He	indicates	two	motives	for	an	unequal	distribution	

	
99	As	indicated	in	earlier	chapters,	Mill	thinks	not	all	citizens	are	fit	for	the	exercise	of	suffrage,	i.e.,	not	all	
are	fit	to	have	influence	in	the	formal	political	sphere.	Those	who	have	not	received	even	minimal	education	
(being	able	to	read,	write	and	do	simple	arithmetic),	those	who	pay	no	taxes	and	those	who	receive	welfare	
support	from	the	state	should	not	be	allowed	to	exert	power	over	others.	However,	after	comprehensive	
educational	 reform	Mill	 was	 arguing	 for,	 the	 total	 share	 of	 such	 (unfit	 for	 suffrage)	 citizens	 would	 be	
minimal.	For	additional	information	see	Mill	(1977a,	467-481).		
100	Interestingly,	one	person,	one	vote	democracy	shifted	from	what	was	considered	an	extremist	position	in	
min-Victorian	period	to	what	can	be	considered	the	political	mainstream	in	the	20th	century.			
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of	political	 influence:	(i)	to	prevent	one	group	of	people	from	being	able	to	control	the	

political	process	without	having	to	give	reasons	in	order	to	have	sufficient	support,	and	

(ii)	to	avoid	giving	each	person	an	equal	chance	to	influence	political	decisions	without	

regard	for	their	merit	and	intelligence.	Mill	indicates	that	"in	this	stage	of	things,	the	great	

majority	 of	 voters	 [...]	 are	 manual	 laborers;	 and	 a	 twofold	 danger,	 that	 of	 too	 low	 a	

standard	of	political	intelligence,	and	that	of	class	legislation,	would	still	exist	in	a	very	

perilous	degree	(Mill	1977a,	473).		

	 More	 than	 one	 account	 can	 be	 assigned	 between	 the	 two	 abovementioned	

extremes.	We	can,	for	example,	try	to	preserve	the	quality	of	political	decisions	by	keeping	

the	suffrage	limited	only	to	well-educated	citizens	(e.g.,	university	graduates),	or	we	can	

opt	for	a	form	of	census	suffrage,	where	only	citizens	earning	above	some	fixed	sum	of	

money	 are	 allowed	 to	 vote	 (and	 hope	 that	 such	 citizens	 will	 be,	 in	 general,	 more	

competent	to	participate	in	collective	decision-authorization	processes	than	those	below	

the	census).	This	is	an	exclusive	approach,	one	that	answers	the	problem	of	citizens'	low	

political	 intelligence	 by	 narrowing	 the	 electorate,	 thus	 removing	 the	 suffrage	 from	

unqualified	 citizens	 and	 excluding	 them	 from	 a	 decision-authorization	 process.	 The	

electoral	system	in	mid-Victorian	England	corresponded	to	this	model,	with	majority	of	

citizens	having	no	voting	rights,	which	were	reserved	for	the	competent	few.	However,	

the	"few"	in	question	were	not	a	small	group	of	nobles	or	experts,	but	instead	a	group	of	

approximately	2.5	million	citizens	(relatively	rich	men)	of	the	24	million	population101.	

Accounts	developed	by	Thomas	Carlyle	and	John	Austin	 followed	this	model.	Although	

Mill	wants	to	steer	between	the	two	extremes,	he	clearly	rejects	this	exclusive	approach.	

We	can	follow	his	two	criteria	of	good	government	to	establish	and	organize	arguments	

he	uses	to	reject	this	account.	First,	this	exclusive	approach	fails	to	harness	the	existing	

knowledge	in	the	society,	and	thus	fails	to	produce	political	decisions,	policies	and	laws	of	

optimal	 epistemic	 quality.	 Mill	 indicates	 that,	 when	 the	 (formal)	 political	 influence	 is	

withheld	from	some,	the	interests	of	"those	who	have	no	voice	will	be	postponed	to	those	

who	have"	(Mill	1977b,	322),	and	their	valuable	opinions	and	perspectives	will	be	ignored	

in	 the	 collective	 representative	 body	 (Mill	 1977a,	 224).	 Withholding	 franchise	 from	

	
101	Egland	had	a	population	of	24.397,385	in	1881	(Wrigley	and	Schofield	1981,	208-209),	and	there	were	
2.338,809	 registered	 voters	 in	 1880	 (Craig	 1977,	 623).	 This	 implies	 that	 approximately	 10%	 of	 total	
population	had	electoral	rights,	and	this	percentage	would	go	higher	when	applied	to	the	number	of	adult	
citizens.	This	was	not	so	different	from	the	suffrage	in	Athenian	democracy,	where	"probably	no	more	than	
30%	of	the	total	adult	population"	were	allowed	to	participate	in	the	(formal)	political	process	(Thorley	
2005,	74).		
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workers102	or	women,	for	example,	results	in	a	government	that	is	both	unable	to	make	

use	of	the	knowledge	these	groups	have	and	unfit	to	produce	unbiased	laws	and	policies	

that	 will	 properly	 address	 the	 common	 interest.	 Second,	 this	 approach	 also	 fails	 to	

improve	citizens'	existing	moral	and	intellectual	capacities.	Mill	indicates	that,	when	large	

groups	 of	 citizens	 are	 disenfranchised,	 "they	 themselves	 have	 less	 scope	 and	

encouragement	to	[use]	their	energies	for	the	good	of	themselves	and	of	the	community"	

and	reminds	us	that	"the	maximum	of	the	invigorating	effect	of	freedom	upon	character	

is	only	obtained,	when	the	person	acted	on	either	is,	or	is	looking	forward	to	becoming,	a	

citizen	 as	 fully	privileged	as	 any	other"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 406,	 410).	He	 sees	 franchise	 as	 a	

"school	 of	 public	 spirit"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 412)	 and	 argues	 that	 withholding	 this	 form	 of	

education	from	the	majority	of	citizens	represents	a	great	evil	and	cannot	be	a	feature	of	

a	good	form	of	government.	As	we	can	see,	Mill	firmly	believes	that	Carlyle's	and	Austin's	

accounts,	although	they	represent	a	path	between	the	two	extremes,	are	not	the	correct	

path.		

	 Instead	of	the	exclusive	approach,	the	one	that	attributes	political	influence	in	the	

formal	political	sphere	only	to	a	(relatively)	small	number	of	competent	citizens,	there	is	

an	alternative	path	between	the	two	extremes.	A	more	inclusive	account,	one	endorsed	by	

Mill	 (but	also	Lorimer,	Cecil	 and	others),	 attributes	political	 influence	 to	 (virtually)	all	

adult	 citizens.	 Every	 citizen	 can	 participate	 in	 the	 decision-authorization	 process.	 The	

problem	of	citizens'	low	political	intelligence	is	not	solved	by	narrowing	the	electorate,	

but	by	attributing	citizens	unequal	political	influence,	in	proportion	to	their	competence	

to	participate	in	the	decision-authorization	process.	While	all	citizens	are	allowed	to	vote	

in	 the	 elections,	 their	 votes	 carry	 unequal	 weight	 and	 some	 citizens	 have	 political	

influence	that	is	two,	three	or	more	times	greater	than	the	influence	of	other	citizens.	This	

inclusive	 approach,	 typically	 regarded	 as	 a	 plural	 voting	 proposal,	 still	 acts	 as	 a	

mechanism	for	filtering	the	public	will	but	does	not	suffer	from	common	objections	other	

exclusive	approaches	are	subject	to.	It	enables	all	relevant	interest	(but	also	all	opinions	

and	perspectives)	to	be	represented	in	the	Parliament,	harnessing	the	knowledge	widely	

distributed	in	the	political	community	and	ensuring	the	protection	of	everyone's	interests,	

	
102	Mill	asks	whether	"the	Parliament,	or	almost	any	of	the	members	composing	it,	ever	for	in	instant	look	
at	 any	 question	 with	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	 working	 man?",	 and	 proceeds	 to	 argue	 that,	 although	 he	 is	 not	
suggesting	that	the	working	men's	view	is	in	general	nearer	to	the	truth	than	the	other,	"it	is	sometimes	
quite	as	near;	and	in	any	case	it	ought	to	be	respectfully	listened	to,	instead	of	being,	as	it	is,	not	merely	
turned	away	from,	but	ignored"	(Mill	1977a,	405).		
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improving	 the	 quality	 of	 laws,	 policies	 and	 political	 decisions.	 Similarly,	 this	 inclusive	

account	enables	and	encourages	(almost)	all	citizens	to	participate	in	the	political	process,	

fostering	 their	 public	 education	 and	 the	 development	 of	 their	 moral	 and	 intellectual	

capacities.	However,	an	important	question	remains:	what	is	the	relevant	criterion	for	the	

unequal	distribution	of	political	influence?		

	

6.2.b.	Plural	Voting	Proposals	

As	 indicated	 earlier	 in	 the	 chapter,	 there	 is	 more	 than	 one	 criterion	 for	 the	 unequal	

distribution	of	 political	 influence.	Mill	was	not	 the	only	proponent	 of	 plural	 suffrage	 -	

James	Lorimer	and	Robert	Cecil	advanced	similar	mechanisms,	 though	 their	proposals	

differ	from	Mill's	in	some	important	aspects.	To	properly	grasp	the	key	divisions	between	

these	proposals	we	first	have	to	differentiate	between	substantive	and	procedural	criteria	

for	 the	 allocation	 of	 additional	 votes.	 Approaches	 grounded	 in	 substantive	 criteria	 are	

typically	inegalitarian	and	distribute	political	influence	in	accordance	with	some	external	

goods	 (like	 education,	 wealth	 or	 social	 status).	 These	 approaches	 have	 to	 argue	 that	

having	the	good	in	question	improves	citizens’	competence	to	participate	in	the	political	

process,	 and	 thus	 citizens	 having	more	 relevant	 good	 (more	wealth,	 better	 education,	

higher	social	status)	should	have	greater	political	influence	in	the	formal	political	sphere.	

Approaches	 grounded	 in	 procedural	 criteria	 are	 typically	 egalitarian	 and	 distribute	

political	influence	following	the	will	of	the	citizens,	who	are	regarded	as	equals	in	the	first	

stage	of	the	procedure.	Citizens	then	(as	equals)	determine	who	is	more	competent	and	

who	should	have	greater	political	influence	in	the	later	stages	of	decision-authorization	

procedure103.		

	 James	 Lorimer	 (2017)	 seems	 to	 offer	 a	 plural	 voting	 mechanism	 grounded	 in	

procedural	criteria	for	attributing	additional	votes.	Following	Mill's	(first)	interpretation,	

Lorimer	argues	that	"the	office	of	the	suffrage	is	to	give	political	expression	to	the	social	

powers	actually	existing	in	the	community"	(Lorimer	2017,	as	paraphrased	in	Mill	1977c,	

355).	 A	 similar	 position	 in	 contemporary	 debates	 is	 introduced	 (though	 not	 strictly	

endorsed)	by	Trevor	Latimer	(2018),	who	suggests	two-stage	elections,	where	the	first	

stage	is	strictly	egalitarian	and	serves	to	determine	citizens	who	receive	additional	votes,	

and	the	second	stage	is	inegalitarian	and	characterized	by	plural	voting,	with	every	citizen	

	
103	For	additional	information	on	procedural	and	substantive	criterion	in	plural	voting	models	see	Latimer	
(2018).		
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having	at	least	one	vote	but	some	(those	recognized	and	elected	in	the	first	stage)	having	

more	than	one.	While	Lorimer	(at	least	according	to	Mill's	reading)	builds	a	descriptive	

account104,	one	that	tries	to	determine	how	political	influence	is	distributed	in	society	and	

how	to	mimic	such	distribution	in	collective	decision-authorization	procedures,	Latimer	

seems	to	suggest	a	normative	account.	His	intention	is	to	offer	an	egalitarian	account	of	

plural	 voting:	 while	 the	 mechanism	 has	 egalitarian	 foundations,	 it	 seems	 to	 have	

epistemic	 aspirations	 -	 to	 improve	 the	 quality	 of	 collective	 decision-authorization	

processes,	as	well	as	the	subsequent	quality	of	political	outcomes.	Mill	would	probably	

reject	this	proposal	on	epistemic	grounds,	arguing	that	 it	 fails	 to	differentiate	between	

social	 influences	 that	 pervert	 and	 those	 that	 improve	 the	 collective	mind	 (Mill	 1977c,	

357),	but	also	that	it	fails	to	promote	the	epistemic	value	of	agonism	(Mill	1977a,	479).	

However,	further	evaluation	of	Latimer's	procedural	criterion	for	plural	voting	proposal	

goes	beyond	the	scope	of	this	chapter.	Some	advantages	Mill	sees	in	his	own	plural	voting	

proposal,	as	opposed	to	a	more	egalitarian	Latimer's	proposal,	are	discussed	later	in	this	

chapter.		

	 There	 are	 a	 few	plural	 voting	mechanisms	 grounded	 in	 substantive	 criteria	 for	

attributing	additional	votes,	 and	 they	differ	with	 regard	 to	 the	quality	 they	 identify	as	

grounds	for	unequal	distribution	of	political	influence.	Robert	Cecil105,	for	instance,	argues	

that	additional	votes	should	be	attributed	to	rich	citizens	-	those	who	pay	more	taxes	and	

thus	contribute	more	money	to	the	public	budget	should	also	have	greater	say	in	public	

matters	and	have	additional	influence	in	the	formal	political	sphere.	He	uses	an	example	

of	a	joint-stock	company	where	every	stakeholder	has	a	number	of	votes	in	proportion	to	

the	number	of	shares	he	owns,	and	draws	analogy	with	the	state,	arguing	that	the	same	

principle	should	apply	in	collective	decision-authorization	procedures.	Again,	Mill	rejects	

this	 proposal	 and	 offers	 several	 objections:	 unlike	 joint-stock	 company,	 the	 state	 is	

concerned	with	not	just	property,	but	with	the	entire	welfare	of	citizens	(Mill	1977c,	354-

355),	and	more	importantly,	it	is	dubious	that	such	substantive	criteria	would	improve	

the	 epistemic	 qualities	 of	 decision-authorization	 procedures	 (Mill	 1977a,	 474-475).	

Finally,	since	wealth	is	not	a	reliable	indicator	of	competence,	citizens	would	be	unable	to	

comprehend	and	perceive	such	mechanism	as	just.	But	what	are	the	qualities	that	indicate	

	
104	Mill	indicates	that	Lorimer	builds	a	descriptive	account	instead	of	focusing	on	how	the	political	influence	
ought	to	be	distributed	(Mill	1977c,	357).		
105	 For	 additional	 information	on	mid-Victorian	debates	on	parliamentary	 reform	see	Conti	 (2019)	 and	
Quinault	(2011).	
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voter	competence?	And	what	substantive	criteria	can	be	endorsed	(and	be	perceived	as	

just)	by	all	citizens?		

	 Mill's	own	proposal	also	grounds	additional	votes	in	a	substantive	criterion,	but	

unlike	Cecil	he	is	adamant	that	"the	only	thing	which	can	justify	reckoning	one	person's	

opinion	as	 equivalent	 to	more	 than	one,	 is	 individual	mental	 superiority"	 (Mill	 1977a,	

475).	Of	course,	this	feature	has	to	be	verifiable	and	measurable,	and	Mill	suggests	that	

the	nature	of	a	person's	occupation,	as	well	as	their	acquired	formal	education	could	be	

reliable	 indicators	 of	 their	 mental	 faculties.	 Furthermore,	 Mill	 calls	 for	 a	 system	 of	

voluntary	examinations	which	should	allow	citizens	with	no	 formal	education	to	claim	

privileges	of	plurality	of	votes.	Contemporary	authors	often	regard	formal	education	as	

Mill's	primary	(or	even	only)	indicator,	and	this	seems	to	be	a	valid	interpretation.	After	

all,	 Mill	 writes	 that	 "if	 there	 existed	 such	 a	 thing	 as	 a	 really	 national	 education,	 or	 a	

trustworthy	system	of	general	examination,	education	might	be	tested	directly",	and	other	

markers	 (like	 occupation)	 are	 introduced	 later	 to	 compensate	 for	 the	 absence	 of	 the	

former	indicators	(Mill	1977a,	475).	He	is	convinced	that,	unlike	wealth	or	social	status,	

this	 substantive	 criterion	 and	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 grounded	 in	 it	 "would	 not	 be	

repugnant	to	any	one's	sentiment	of	justice"	and	could	be	endorsed	by	all	citizens	(Mill	

1977a,	476,	see	also	Estlund	2003,	57-58).	But	what	are	the	reasons	for	this	claim?	Why	

would	 plural	 voting	 proposal,	which	 attributes	 political	 influence	 according	 to	mental	

superiority,	improve	the	quality	of	government?	

	

	6.2.c.	Plural	Voting	Proposal	and	the	Quality	of	Political	Outcomes	

Following	Mill's	two	criteria	of	good	government,	plural	voting	helps	organize	the	existing	

capacities	within	political	community	to	promote	and	facilitate	the	creation	of	the	best	

laws,	policies	and	decisions.	It	achieves	this	is	two	ways.	First,	it	prevents	class	legislation,	

thus	blocking	one	class	from	passing	laws	that	promote	only	its	own	class	interests	(and	

not	 the	 common	good),	 but	 also	 encouraging	 epistemically	 fertile	 agonist	 deliberation	

within	representative	bodies.	Second,	it	gives	additional	votes	to	well-educated	citizens,	

thus	distributing	political	influence	in	favor	of	more	competent	citizens	while	still	giving	

suffrage	to	(almost	all)	citizens.	Mill's	inegalitarian	ideas	and	his	epistemic	arguments	for	

plural	voting	proposal	deserve	close	consideration.	

	 The	 danger	 of	 class	 legislation	 was	 one	 of	 the	 main	 reasons	 why	 many	 mid-

Victorian	thinkers	(including	Mill)	feared	uncontrolled	universal	suffrage.	Giving	electoral	
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privileges	(and	equal	influence	in	the	formal	political	sphere)	to	all	citizens	would	result	

in	one	group	of	people	 (i.e.,	 the	working	class)	having,	due	 to	 its	enormous	size	when	

compared	 to	 other	 social	 groups,	 a	 position	 of	 permanent	 dominance	 in	 the	 political	

process.	Furthermore,	since	members	of	this	group	share	many	interests	(class	interests),	

which	 are	 often	 in	 conflict	with	 the	 interests	 of	minority	 groups,	 the	 dominant	 group	

would	be	able	to	rule	while	ignoring	the	interests	(but	also	opinions)	of	smaller	groups,	

thus	leading	to	a	democratic	tyranny	of	the	majority.	Since	the	dominant	group	would	not	

be	 incented	to	argue	 for	 laws	and	policies	 in	 terms	of	public	 interest	and	the	common	

good,	 the	 resulting	 political	 outcomes	would	 promote	 sectarian	 or	 class	 interests	 and	

would	thus	lack	the	appropriate	epistemic	qualities106.		However,	since	(primarily	in	Mill's	

time,	but	to	a	certain	degree	even	today)	higher	levels	of	education	are	typically	acquired	

by	wealthier	citizens,	plural	voting	proposal	would	effectively	(though	not	declaratively)	

attribute	 greater	political	 influence	 to	 the	members	of	minority	 groups.	 	 Plural	 voting	

makes	each	class	"strong	enough	to	make	reason	prevail,	but	not	strong	enough	to	prevail	

against	 reason"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 479),	 and	 puts	 political	 power	 under	 "the	 necessity	 of	

appealing	to	the	reason"	(Mill	1977b,	324).	In	a	society	divided	in	two	or	more	classes,	

plural	 voting	 proposals	 injects	 constructive	 conflict	 in	 the	 formal	 political	 sphere	 by	

shaping	 the	 composition	 of	 the	 Parliament	 in	 a	 way	 that	 no	 class	 can	 make	 political	

decisions	without	having	to	justify	them	to	others.	Of	course,	in	order	to	be	justifiable	to	

others,	 political	 decisions	 have	 to	 be	 grounded	 in	 public	 interest	 and	 appeal	 to	 the	

common	good.	Thus,	when	we	consider	Mill's	views	on	the	epistemic	value	of	political	

conflict,	 we	 can	 see	 that	 even	 the	 protective	 function	 of	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 has	

epistemic	 justification.	 Plural	 voting	 proposal	 fulfils	 its	 protective	 function	 when	 it	

protects	political	conflict	 in	the	formal	political	sphere,	preventing	the	domination	of	a	

single	group	and	the	tyranny	of	majority.	However,	the	same	can	be	said	for	Robert	Cecil's	

plural	voting	proposal	-	the	mechanism	he	suggests	would	prevent	class	legislation	and	

thus	force	political	representatives	to	make	political	decisions	that	promote	public	(and	

not	 class)	 interest.	Though	 this	 can	have	epistemic	benefits	 (e.g.,	 lead	 to	 substantively	

better,	more	just	or	more	efficient	decisions),	it	does	not	represent	the	entirety	of	Mill's	

view	on	the	danger	of	class	legislation.	Even	if	all	members	of	the	dominant	class	think	in	

	
106	Mill	indicates	that	ideal	representative	system	has	to	be	organized	in	a	way	that	"two	classes,	manual	
laborers	and	their	affinities	on	one	side,	employers	of	labor	and	their	affinities	on	the	other	[are]	equally	
balanced"	(Mill	1977a,	447).	
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terms	 of	 the	 common	 good,	 class	 legislation	 still	 leads	 to	 epistemically	 sub-optimal	

results.		

Mill's	case	for	plural	voting	proposal	can	also	be	seen	as	an	argument	based	on	the	

constructive	 epistemic	 value	 of	 systematic	 political	 agonism.	 By	 preventing	 class	

legislation,	plural	voting	proposal	is	blocking	the	dominance	of	one	group	of	people	(e.g.,	

the	 workers),	 who	 usually	 share	 not	 only	 the	 same	 class	 interests	 but	 also	 the	 same	

perspective	and	similar	worldviews,	in	the	political	process.	However,	since	this	proposal	

gives	 some	 political	 influence	 even	 to	 those	 who	 have	 poor	 and	 barely	 adequate	

education,	it	blocks	class	legislation	from	the	other	side	(e.g.,	those	well-educated)	as	well.	

Mill	warns	us	that	"those	who	are	supreme	over	everything,	whether	they	be	One,	Few	or	

Many,	have	no	longer	need	of	the	arms	of	reason;	they	can	make	their	mere	will	prevail;	

and	those	who	cannot	be	resisted	are	usually	to	well	satisfied	with	their	own	opinions	to	

be	willing	to	change	them,	or	listen	without	impatience	to	anyone	who	tells	them	that	they	

are	in	the	wrong"	(Mill	1977a,	478–479).	The	epistemic	value	of	deliberation,	just	like	the	

epistemic	value	of	diverse	perspectives	and	political	agonism,	is	thus	lost	when	one	class	

exercises	total	domination	in	the	political	arena.	To	prevent	this,	plural	voting	proposal	

gives	some	political	influence	to	each	group,	yet	prevents	each	class	from	ruling	by	itself,	

without	having	to	justify	its	opinions	and	policies	to	the	other.	It	protects	the	members	of	

each	group	from	the	tyranny	of	the	other	(Baccarini	and	Ivanković	2015).	However,	by	

distributing	 political	 influence	 in	 such	 way,	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 is	 also	

institutionalizing	conflict	in	the	formal	political	sphere.	While	On	Liberty	(1977d)	allows	

and	encourages	political	agonism	with	regard	to	negative	liberties	(freedom	of	thought,	

press,	 speech	 and	 assembly	 guarantee	 that	 we	 can	 create,	 express	 and	 promote	

confliction	opinions),	there	is	little	mention	of	conflict	and	its	encouragement	with	regard	

to	positive	liberties	(e.g.,	in	the	electoral	process	or	in	the	Parliament)	-	while	we	can	infer	

that	it	would	be	desirable,	it	is	unclear	how	it	can	be	guaranteed.	There	is	no	mention	of	

elections,	quotas,	boroughs	or	parliamentary	debates	in	On	Liberty,	primarily	because	the	

arguments	there	do	not	address	positive	liberties.	The	arguments	there	focus	on	negative	

liberties	and	address	some	conflict-enabling	practices	that	should	not	be	prohibited,	yet	

say	little	of	practices	that	should	actively	encourage	or	foster	political	conflict,	especially	

in	the	formal	politics.	Considerations	on	Representative	Government	(1977a)	resolve	this	

problem	by	protecting	and	fostering	epistemically	valuable	political	conflict	in	the	formal	

sphere.	We	can	see	this	when	Mill	argues	that	"opinions	and	wishes	of	poorest	and	rudest	
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classes	may	be	very	useful	as	one	influence	among	others	[...]	on	Legislature"	(Mill	1977b,	

334,	emphasis	added),	and	again	when	he	adds	that	his	proposal	makes	each	class	"strong	

enough	to	make	reason	prevail,	but	not	strong	enough	to	prevail	against	reason"	(Mill	

1977a,	479).	This	value	of	diverse	perspectives	is	best	introduced	through	deliberation	

(in	 Parliament),	 yet	 to	 achieve	 sufficient	 diversity	 in	 the	 representative	 assembly	 the	

aggregative	mechanism	(electoral	process)	needs	to	be	shaped	in	inegalitarian	fashion	to	

achieve	the	desired	result.		

Following	this	argumentation,	one	could	be	led	to	believe	that	Mill's	only	(decision-

oriented)	reason	for	plural	voting	is	to	attain	a	balance	between	groups	or	classes.	This	

balance	would	then	force	them	to	deliberate	instead	of	simply	asserting	their	will,	thus	

using	 the	 epistemic	 value	 of	 public	 deliberation	 to	 improve	 the	 quality	 of	 political	

outcomes.	 While	 this	 represents	 an	 important	 part	 of	 Mill's	 argument,	 it	 does	 not	

represent	the	whole	argument.		

"Mental	 superiority",	often	measured	by	 the	 level	of	attained	education,	plays	an	

important	role	in	Mill's	plural	voting	proposal.	Though	attributing	additional	votes	using	

wealth	as	the	relevant	criteria	might	help	prevent	class	legislation,	it	fails	to	account	for	

inequalities	in	citizens'	intellectual	and	moral	capacities.	Mill	was	strongly	influenced	by	

the	 classical	 political	 philosophy,	 and	 his	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	

combination	 of	 Plato’s	 epistocracy	 and	 Aristotle’s	 democracy.	 Following	 Plato,	 Mill	

emphasized	the	value	of	greater	wisdom	of	the	few,	while	following	Aristotle	he	embraced	

the	value	of	diverse	perspectives	for	political	decision-making	(Estlund	2003,	57).	While	

Mill	 never	 embraced	 Plato’s	 epistocracy	 (because	 it	 denied	 the	 value	 of	 diverse	

perspectives	 for	 decision-making,	 as	 well	 as	 because	 it	 was	 not	 compatible	 with	 the	

account	of	moral	and	intellectual	improvement	of	the	people),	he	considered	the	idea	that	

competence	should	have	greater	weight	than	incompetence	to	be	very	appealing	(Cerovac	

2016b).	Mill’s	argumentation	aims	to	maximize	individual	liberty,	but	this	liberty	can	be	

limited	when	our	actions	have	impact	on	lives	of	other	individuals.	As	long	as	we	make	

decisions	that	are	within	our	private	sphere,	neither	majority	of	the	people	nor	(moral)	

experts	should	have	an	authority	to	limit	our	liberty.	Things	change,	however,	when	our	

decisions	influence	other	people	beside	us,	just	like	all	political	decisions	do:	

	
There	would	be	no	pretense	for	applying	this	doctrine	to	any	case	which	could	with	reason	be	

considered	as	one	of	individual	and	private	right.	In	an	affair	that	concerns	only	one	of	two	
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persons,	that	one	is	entitled	to	follow	his	own	opinion,	however	much	wiser	the	other	might	

be	than	himself.	But	we	are	speaking	of	things	that	equally	concern	them	both;	where,	if	the	

more	ignorant	does	not	yield	to	the	guidance	of	the	wiser	man,	the	wiser	man	must	resign	to	

more	ignorant.	[...]	No	one	but	a	fool,	and	a	fool	of	peculiar	description,	feels	offended	by	the	

acknowledgement	that	there	are	others	whose	opinion,	and	even	whose	wish,	is	entitled	to	a	

greater	amount	of	consideration	than	his.	(Mill	1977a,	473–474)	

	

Giving	 greater	 political	 influence	 to	 the	 voice	 of	 an	 expert	 in	 such	 situation	 can	 be	

legitimate.	In	fact,	as	indicated	in	the	final	chapter	of	this	thesis,	in	such	cases	we	have	a	

duty	to	distribute	political	influence	unequally	(see	also	Miller	2015,	410-411).	Mill	thus	

indicates	that:	

	
When	two	persons	who	have	a	 joint	 interest	 in	any	business,	differ	in	opinion,	does	justice	

require	that	both	opinions	should	be	held	of	exactly	equal	value?	If	[...]	one	is	superior	to	other	

in	knowledge	and	intelligence,	the	judgment	of	a	higher	moral	or	intellectual	being	is	worth	

more	than	that	of	an	inferior:	and	if	the	institutions	of	the	country	virtually	assert	that	they	

are	of	the	same	value,	they	assert	a	thing	which	is	not.	One	of	the	two,	as	a	wiser	or	better	man,	

has	a	claim	to	a	superior	weight.	(Mill	1977a,	473)	

	

As	we	can	see	 from	 the	quotes	above,	Mill	 endorses	 the	 truth	 tenet,	 arguing	 that	

political	 decisions	 can	 be	 right	 or	 wrong	 according	 to	 some	 procedure-independent	

standard	(i.e.,	consequences	they	produce),	but	also	the	knowledge	tenet,	affirming	that	

there	are	people	with	superior	knowledge	 in	politics,	 those	who	know	what	should	be	

done	better	than	others,	and	the	authority	tenet,	claiming	that	such	people	should	have	

greater	political	 influence	 (and	greater	authority)	 in	 the	 formal	political	 sphere107.	His	

plural	 voting	 proposal	 has	 a	 distinct	 instrumental	 (and	 epistemic)	 justification:	

distributing	 political	 influence	 unequally	 is	 the	 best	 instrument	 for	 creating	 political	

outcomes	(laws,	policies	and	decisions)	of	optimal	epistemic	quality.		

Dale	Miller	(2015,	410)	seems	to	endorse	this	interpretation	yet	argues	that	there	is	

"an	 even	 more	 fundamental	 consideration	 than	 these	 issues	 of	 good	 policy".	 This	

important	 consideration	 is	 justice	 and,	 if	 unjust,	 plural	 voting	 could	 not	 be	 justified	

despite	 its	 "contributions	 to	 the	 effectiveness	 and	 educational	 power	 of	 government"	

(Miller	 2015,	 410).	 Miller	 acknowledges	 that,	 for	 Mill,	 the	 principles	 of	 justice	 are	

	
107	For	additional	information	on	the	three	tenets	see	Estlund	(2008)	and	Cerovac	(2020).		
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grounded	in	utility,	and	proceeds	to	emphasize	that	voting	is	a	privilege	and	exercise	of	

power	over	others.	However,	precisely	for	these	reasons,	it	seems	that	the	educated	are	

given	 additional	 votes	 because	 giving	 them	 greater	 political	 influence	 increases	 the	

overall	quality	of	political	decisions,	and	when	we	have	to	exercise	power	over	others,	we	

have	a	duty	 to	do	so	 in	 the	epistemically	optimal	way.	Were	 it	not	 contributing	 to	 the	

overall	quality	of	results,	for	the	purpose	of	attributing	additional	votes	education	would	

be	just	as	irrelevant	as	wealth	or	social	influence.	

	

6.2.d.	Plural	Voting	Proposal	and	the	Education	of	Citizens	

Mill	holds	that	plural	voting	also	helps	improve	citizens'	existing	moral	and	intellectual	

capacities.	While	 the	educational	 effect	of	participation	has	already	been	addressed	 in	

earlier	 chapters,	 we	 still	 have	 to	 analyze	 how	 (and	 why)	 the	 unequal	 distribution	 of	

political	influence	positively	affects	citizens'	capacities.	Mill	(1977a,	478)	thus	indicates	

that	he	considers	equal	voting	"in	principle	wrong",	because	it	exercises	"a	bad	influence	

on	the	voter's	mind".	He	then	proceeds	to	add	that	"it	is	not	useful,	but	hurtful,	that	the	

constitution	of	the	country	should	declare	ignorance	to	be	entitled	to	as	much	power	as	

knowledge"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 478).	 Plural	 voting	 thus	plays	 an	 important	 institutional	 role	

since	it	"shapes	the	national	character"	and	teaches	citizens	about	the	value	of	education	

(Miller	2015,	409).	However,	plural	voting	 fulfils	 its	educational	role	 in	 two	additional	

ways.	

	 First,	 by	 preventing	 class	 legislation,	 plural	 voting	 fosters	 deliberation	 and	

epistemically	fertile	agonism.	Since	no	social	group	can	impose	its	will	upon	others	and	

promote	only	its	class	interest,	citizens	and	their	political	representatives	are	forced	to	

deliberate,	 to	 defend	 their	 own	 views	 against	 criticism	 and	 to	 think	 in	 terms	 of	 the	

common	good	and	the	public	interest.	Mill	reminds	us	that	"the	position	which	gives	the	

strongest	stimulus	to	the	growth	of	intelligence	is	that	of	rising	into	power,	not	that	of	

having	 achieved	 it",	 and	 proceeds	 to	 add	 that	 "the	 one	which	 promotes	 the	 best	 and	

highest	qualities	is	the	position	of	those	who	are	strong	enough	to	make	reason	prevail,	

but	not	strong	enough	to	prevail	against	reason"	(Mill	1977a,	479).	Plural	voting	proposal	

creates	 a	 balance	 between	 classes	 and	 thus	 fosters	 favorable	 social	 conditions	 for	

deliberation	and	the	use	of	reason,	and	thus	for	the	improvement	of	citizens'	intellectual	

and	moral	capacities.		
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	 Second,	by	promoting	opinions	and	perspectives	of	well-educated	citizens,	plural	

voting	ensures	that	these	ideas	will	be	thoroughly	discussed	in	representative	bodies,	but	

also	 in	 the	 informal	 political	 sphere	 (media,	 social	 movements	 and	 rallies,	 political	

campaigns).	This	will	bring	"inferior	minds	in	contact	with	superior",	which	contributes	

"more	than	anything	else	to	keep	the	generality	of	mankind	on	one	 level	of	contended	

ignorance"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 539).	 Plural	 voting	 thus	 plays	 an	 important	 role	 in	 national	

education	since	it	raises	the	overall	 level	of	political	debates	and	enables	epistemically	

fertile	interaction	between	citizens	with	various	levels	of	education108	(Miller	2003).		

	

6.2.e.	Plural	voting:	Temporary	or	Permanent	Measure?	

Many	scholars	(often	following	the	republican	tradition)	seem	to	believe	that	the	main	

motive	Mill	had	to	suggest	plural	voting	was	to	stop	the	tyranny	of	the	majority	in	a	form	

of	class	legislation	(Brink	2013,	Brilhante	and	Rocha	2013,	Urbinati	2002,	Honohan	2002,	

Justman	1990,	Gutman	1980).	After	all,	introducing	plural	voting	and	giving	the	educated	

(i.e.,	the	minority	of	voters)	more	than	one	vote	might	look	like	an	attempt	to	defend	the	

republican	 value	 of	 non-domination	 (Pettit	 1999).	 For	 example,	 Brilhante	 and	 Rocha	

(2013,	62)	claim	that	"Mill	would	not	have	favored	inequalities	that	implied	undue	power	

over	others	because	this	would	undermine	the	autonomy	that	was	a	central	value	in	his	

political	 philosophy",	 and	 add	 that	 he	 "advocated	 the	 plural	 voting	 system	 on	 the	

assumption	 that	 it	would	 increase	general	happiness	by	preventing	 the	 tyranny	of	 the	

majority".	 Similarly,	 Amy	 Gutman	 (1980,	 51)	 writes	 that	 Mill	 finds	 equal	 voting	

"appropriate	 in	 the	 future	 when	 each	 person's	 potential	 as	 a	 progressive	 being	 is	

realized",	and	Nadia	Urbinati	(2002,	77)	agrees	by	indicating	that	the	aim	of	plural	voting	

was	to	"preserve	pluralism	and	to	offset	the	power	of	the	majority".	The	danger	of	too	low	

standard	of	political	intelligence	is	often	neglected,	and	the	entire	plural	voting	proposal	

is	 regarded	 as	 a	 temporary	 solution	Mill	 used	 "in	 [his]	 stage	 of	 things"	 to	 answer	 the	

problem	of	British	electorate	 in	 the	19th	century.	However,	 there	are	good	reasons	 to	

consider	Mill’s	plural	voting	account	as	a	permanent	solution109.		

	
108	 Mill	 believes	 this	 interaction	will	 be	 useful	 both	 to	 those	 lacking	 proper	 education	 and	 those	well-
educated	 though,	 of	 course,	 not	 to	 the	 same	degree.	Nonetheless,	 since	political	 agonism	has	beneficial	
epistemic	effects	(e.g.,	produces	constant	challenges	and	prevents	correct	beliefs	from	becoming	a	dogma),	
even	citizens	with	best	education	will	profit	 from	interaction	with	others.	See	Mill	(1977d)	and	Latimer	
(2018).			
109	This	interpretation	is	endorsed	by	Chin	Ten	(1980)	and	Chris	Baker	(2015).	Dale	Miller	(2015)	and	Ivan	
Cerovac	(2016b)	focus	their	papers	precisely	on	this	point.		



	 128	

In	 fact,	 Mill’s	 own	 words	 oppose	 those	 who	 think	 that	 plural	 voting	 is	 only	 a	

temporary	solution	 that	should	not	be	considered	as	an	 important	part	of	his	political	

thought.	Namely,	Mill	emphasizes	 that	he	does	not	"propose	 the	plurality	as	a	 thing	 in	

itself	undesirable,	which,	like	the	exclusion	of	a	part	of	the	community	from	the	suffrage,	

may	be	temporarily	tolerated	while	necessary	to	prevent	greater	evils"	(Mill	1977a,	478).	

It	is	clear	that	Mill’s	main	reason	for	plural	voting	is	not	class	legislation,	the	‘greater	evil’	

from	the	previous	quote.	Even	in	a	society	where	there	is	no	fear	of	one	class	or	group	of	

people	being	able	to	control	the	political	process	without	having	to	give	reasons	in	order	

to	have	sufficient	support,	Mill	would	still	opt	for	plural	voting	and	against	the	equality	of	

votes.	

	
I	do	not	look	upon	equal	voting	as	among	the	things	which	are	good	in	themselves,	provided	

they	can	be	guarded	against	inconveniences.	I	look	upon	it	as	only	relatively	good	[...],	but	in	

principle	wrong,	because	of	recognizing	a	wrong	standard,	and	exercising	a	bad	influence	on	

the	voter’s	mind.	It	is	not	useful,	but	hurtful,	that	the	constitution	of	a	country	should	declare	

ignorance	to	be	entitled	to	as	much	political	power	as	knowledge.	(Mill	1977a,	478)	

	

Mill	is	very	clear	when	he	assets	that	plural	voting	is	not	just	an	instrument	that	can	be	

used	to	prevent	class	legislation.	He	thinks	that	unequal	distribution	of	political	influence	

represents	an	important	feature	of	a	well-functioning	democracy,	and	grounds	this	claim	

in	 epistemic	 foundations.	 Namely,	 democracy	 has	 to	 implement	 a	 plural	 voting	

mechanism	to	achieve	optimal	results,	i.e.,	to	produce	political	decisions	of	optimal	quality	

and	to	best	improve	citizens'	intellectual	and	moral	capacities.	Even	if	all	citizens	acquire	

decent	education,	some	differences	in	their	level	of	education	will	still	exist.	Even	the	most	

egalitarian	interpretations	of	Mill's	political	thought	do	not	include	arguments	for	equal	

distribution	of	education	(only	for	equal	distribution	of	capability	for	education)110.	He	

thus	 believes	 that,	 even	 in	 the	 ideal	 future	 society	 where	 (almost)	 all	 citizens	 have	

acquired	decent	 level	of	education,	 some	will	be	better	educated	and	more	competent	

than	others.	Since	there	will	always	be	inequalities	in	citizens'	competences,	plural	voting	

will	always	play	an	important	role.	Its	epistemic	and	educational	functions	will	be	relevant	

as	long	as	there	are	inequalities	in	citizens'	competences.		

	

	
110	Requiring	or	even	promoting	equal	education	for	all	citizens	would	limit	their	autonomy	and	thus	
seriously	endanger	the	epistemic	value	of	personal	liberties.		
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6.3.	THE	EPISTEMIC	ROLE	OF	PLURAL	VOTING	

	

Mill	is	well	aware	of	the	defects	that	any	form	of	government	might	have.	He	points	out	

that	the	worst	defects	a	democratic	government	might	face	are	 its	 inability	to	produce	

good	 decisions	 and	 its	 tendency	 to	 be	 influenced	 by	 particular	 interests	 of	 dominant	

groups	(Mill	1977,	436).	Plural	voting	was	introduced	as	a	means	to	counter	these	defects:	

its	main	purpose	was	to	ensure	that	the	representative	government	produces	high	quality	

outcomes,	and	that	no	group	has	exclusive	right	to	the	benefits	of	social	cooperation	by	

the	power	of	votes	alone	(and	without	having	to	deliberate	and	convince	others	to	support	

the	decision	in	question).	

It	is	unclear,	however,	how	exactly	was	plural	voting	proposal	supposed	to	counter	

the	first	defect	of	democratic	government,	i.e.,	to	ensure	that	the	procedure	produces	good	

decisions.	 How	 was	 plural	 voting	 supposed	 to	 achieve	 its	 purpose?	 Baccarini	 and	

Ivanković	 (2015,	 147-149)	 claim	 that	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 seriously	 threatens	 the	

quality	of	outcomes.	It	is	unclear	at	which	stage	of	the	decision-making	process	does	the	

epistemic	value	of	plural	voting	help	us	create	better	policies	and	decisions.	They	analyze	

the	 problem	 stage	 (where	 political	 values	 are	 expressed	 and	 some	 problems	 are	

detected),	the	proposal	stage	(where	the	educated	commission	drafts	laws	and	policies),	

and	 the	 approval	 stage	 (where	 the	Parliament	 chooses	 to	 pass	 or	 reject	 a	 certain	 law	

proposed	 by	 the	 commission)	 and	 claim	 that	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 does	 not	 bring	

epistemic	value	 in	any	of	 the	stages	mentioned	above.	Similar	objections	are	raised	by	

Gaus	(2008)	and	Peter	(2012),	who	claim	that	it	is	very	difficult	to	determine	who	are	the	

experts	regarding	some	political	issue	and	add	that	the	relevant	competences	for	making	

or	 authorizing	 political	 decisions	 are	 often	 so	 widely	 dispersed	 that	 the	 (epistemic)	

distinction	between	citizens	and	experts	is	small	and	irrelevant,	just	like	the	(epistemic)	

distinction	between	procedures	characterized	by	equal	suffrage	and	those	characterized	

by	plural	voting.	

This	part	of	the	chapter	tries	to	answer	why	Mill	thought	plural	voting	proposal	

had	epistemic	value,	and	in	which	stage	of	the	decision-making	process	did	this	epistemic	

value	 manifest	 itself.	 In	 order	 to	 answer	 these	 questions,	 we	 must	 first	 analyze	 the	

sophisticated	 structure	 of	 democratic	 government	 and	 the	 key	 stages	 of	 democratic	

decision-making	process,	as	well	as	different	concepts	of	expertise.	
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6.3.a.	Moral	and	Technical	Knowledge	

Thomas	 Christiano	 introduces	 a	 useful	 distinction	 between	 technical	 and	 moral	

knowledge.	Technical	knowledge	regards	crafts,	 skills	and	disciplines	 like	engineering,	

medicine,	 carpentry,	 physics,	 law	 or	 computer	 sciences.	 Most	 people	 can	 see	 this	

knowledge	as	useful	and	some	educational	 institutions	can	be	publicly	seen	as	reliable	

sources	of	this	knowledge.	However,	there	is	another	kind	of	knowledge,	one	that	regards	

what	is	right	and	what	is	wrong.	This	is	moral	knowledge,	and	it	is	about	values.	It	is	not	

as	public	as	technical	knowledge	since	we	have	a	widespread	disagreement	on	the	moral	

issues,	including	disagreement	on	who	the	experts	in	morality	are	(Christiano	2008	and	

2012).	Mill	agrees	that	the	technical	knowledge	is	probably	more	public	that	the	moral	

knowledge,	 but	 unlike	 Christiano	 he	 thinks	 that	 we	 can	 still	 determine	 those	 whose	

"opinions	and	even	wishes"	(Mill	1977a,	474)	should	be	given	greater	consideration.	Mill	

does	not	set	strict	constrains	on	education	(he	does	not	insist	that	only	philosophers,	or	

only	experts	in	political	science	or	economics,	have	greater	political	influence),	nor	does	

he	name	the	exact	profession	one	has	to	have	in	order	to	have	more	than	one	vote.	His	

main	 idea	 is	 that	people	who	have	dedicated	 some	 time	and	effort	 to	 improving	 their	

intellectual	 and	moral	 capacities	are	generally	more	capable	of	knowing	what	 is	more	

valuable	in	life	(they	are	better	acquainted	with	higher	pleasures),	and	therefore	are	more	

capable	of	setting	valuable	aims	for	the	society	in	general.	

	

6.3.b.	Plural	Voting	and	Division	of	Labor	

Mill	firmly	believed	in	the	idea	of	epistemic	division	of	labor	and	consequently,	that	laws	

and	political	decisions	should	be	made	by	the	most	competent	members	of	a	society	(i.e.,	

experts).	 He	 saw	 division	 of	 labor	 as	 one	 of	 the	 central	 reasons	 for	 rejecting	 direct	

democracy,	 but	 did	not	 believe	 that	 parliament	 should	make	 laws,	 public	 policies	 and	

political	decisions.	This	task	was	to	be	appointed	to	small	expert	bodies	(commissions),	

while	it	was	the	task	of	the	Parliament	to	discuss	and	deliberate	on	proposed	laws	and	

decisions,	as	well	as	to	accept	or	refuse	proposals	made	by	such	commissions	(Mill	1977,	

424).	Unlike	expert	bodies,	Mill	did	not	 think	that	 the	Parliament	should	be	composed	

primarily	of	experts:	

	
[Members	of	parliament]	are	not	a	selection	of	the	greatest	political	minds	in	the	country,	from	

whose	opinions	little	could	with	certainty	be	inferred	concerning	those	of	the	nation,	but	are,	
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when	properly	constituted,	a	fair	sample	of	every	grade	of	intellect	among	the	people	which	is	

at	all	entitled	to	a	voice	in	public	affairs.	Their	part	 is	to	indicate	wants,	to	be	an	organ	for	

popular	demands,	a	place	of	adverse	discussion	for	all	opinions	relating	to	public	matters,	both	

great	and	small.	(Mill	1977a,	433)	

	

Therefore,	 considering	 the	 division	 of	 labor	 and	 a	 purely	 deliberative	 function	 of	 the	

Parliament,	 Mill	 did	 not	 have	 in	 mind	 that	 plural	 voting	 will	 directly	 ensure	 more	

competent	lawmakers	and	policymakers.	The	(technical)	competences	of	lawmakers	and	

policymakers	can	be	similar	both	under	monarchical	and	democratic	 rule	 (Mill	1977a,	

438–439).	Plural	voting	 is	 introduced	to	give	additional	strength	 to	opinions	and	even	

wishes	of	those	better	educated,	and	to	increase	the	number	of	people	representing	these	

opinions	and	wishes	 in	the	Parliament.	 If	small	expert	bodies	(commissions)	are	those	

who	devise	practical	means	(laws,	policies,	decisions)	to	achieve	a	desired	political	end,	it	

is	 the	 Parliament	 who	 sets	 these	 political	 ends,	 and	 in	 setting	 them,	 the	 parliament	

represents	 the	 general	 public.	However,	 plural	 voting	 enables	 the	Parliament	 to	 put	 a	

greater	 emphasis	 on	 ends	 that	well-educated	 people	 consider	 valuable	 (because	 their	

opinions	 are	 better	 represented	 in	 the	 parliament).	 Plural	 voting	 thus	 improves	 the	

quality	 of	 political	 decisions	 not	 by	 improving	 the	 technical	 process	 of	 finding	 best	

practical	solutions	to	designated	problems,	but	by	improving	the	quality	of	political	aims	

we	 as	 a	 society	 want	 to	 achieve.	 To	 answer	 Baccarini	 and	 Ivanković's	 question,	 the	

epistemic	 value	 of	 plural	 voting	 is	 introduced	 primarily	 in	 the	 problem	 stage	 of	

democratic	decision-making	process.	What	we	define	as	a	problem	in	a	society	depends	

on	 the	 values	 and	 aims	 we	 want	 to	 pursue.	 For	 example,	 if	 we	 want	 to	 protect	 the	

traditional	 family	with	 father	as	breadwinner	and	mother	as	 caretaker	 (Kristol	1995),	

having	a	30%	unemployment	rate	will	not	be	a	serious	political	problem,	as	long	as	those	

unemployed	 are	women.	 Similarly,	 if	 our	 political	 aim	 is	 full	 employment,	 even	 a	 5%	

unemployment	rate	can	be	considered	a	serious	political	problem.	Mill	believes	that	the	

plural	voting	proposal	will	affect	the	quality	of	aims	and	values	set	by	the	citizens	and	the	

Parliament,	and	this	will	improve	the	quality	of	laws	and	policies	since	they	will	now	be	

designed	to	achieve	more	valuable	aims.	

Mill’s	view	is	radically	different	from	the	thoughts	of	many	contemporary	political	

philosophers	and	epistemologists	who	discuss	the	role	of	experts	in	a	democratic	society.	

Philip	Kitcher	and	Thomas	Christiano,	for	example,	agree	that	it	is	the	role	of	a	democratic	

process	to	set	up	important	aims,	and	the	role	of	experts	to	devise	means	for	achieving	
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these	aims	(Kitcher	2011,	Christiano	2012).	We	should	be	democratic	egalitarians	when	

discussing	political	aims,	and	advocate	expertism	only	when	we	discuss	practical	means	

for	 achieving	 those	 aims.	Mill	 clearly	 disagrees	 and	 rejects	 democratic	 egalitarianism:	

there	are	those	who	are	more	competent	in	setting	valuable	aims	and	they	should	have	

greater	political	 influence	 in	 a	democratic	decision-making	 and	decision-authorization	

process111.	 Of	 course,	 this	 does	 not	 imply	 that	 only	 those	 more	 competent	 should	

participate	 in	 the	 process	 of	 defining	 valuable	 aims,	 since	 that	would	 reintroduce	 the	

danger	of	class	legislation,	but	also	damage	the	epistemic	value	of	diverse	perspective.	In	

order	to	have	an	epistemically	optimal	system	we	need	to	combine	political	participation	

of	 (virtually	 all)	 citizens	with	 unequal	 distribution	 of	 political	 influence	 (grounded	 in	

citizens'	competences).		

	

6.3.c.	Concluding	Remarks	

The	relevance	of	plural	voting	proposal	in	Mill's	political	thought	has	often	been	disputed.	

The	 proposal	 has	 even	 been	 characterized	 as	 one	 of	 the	 few	 inconsistencies	 in	Mill's	

philosophical	project,	a	mechanism	that	casts	elitist	shadow	on	his	otherwise	liberal	and	

progressive	ideas.	We	must,	however,	resist	an	increasingly	common	trend	of	interpreting	

Mill’s	 ideas	from	the	standpoint	of	contemporary	liberal	thought,	especially	when	such	

interpretations	contradict	the	very	statements	Mill	made	himself.	Plural	voting	proposal	

plays	an	 important	 role	 in	Mill’s	philosophical	 thought	 -	 it	puts	 together	and	connects	

various	principles	and	values	Mill	considered	 important	 for	a	good	collective	decision-

authorization	process.	This	process	does	not	rest	on	the	idea	of	political	equality,	but	on	

the	complex	structure	that	incorporates	both	the	epistemic	value	of	diverse	perspectives	

and	 the	 epistemic	 value	of	 expertise.	 Consequently,	 it	 stresses	both	 the	 importance	of	

political	participation	and	the	importance	of	unequal	political	 influence	citizens	should	

have.	We	can	discuss	how	Mill’s	ideas	could	be	implemented	in	a	contemporary	liberal	

philosophy,	 yet	we	 should	not	 forget	Mill’s	 basic	 ideas	 and	 the	utilitarian	 justificatory	

process	behind	them.		

	 	

	
111	These	ideas	are	grounded	in	his	differentiation	between	higher	and	lower	pleasures	(Mill	1985a)	and	
are	addressed	earlier	in	this	thesis,	in	the	chapter	on	education	and	competence.		
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CHAPTER	VII	

THE	EPISTEMIC	ROLE	OF	PARTISANSHIP	
	

The	 previous	 chapters	 discussed	 Mill's	 account	 of	 political	 representation	 and	 its	

beneficial	 effect	 on	 the	 quality	 of	 political	 decisions.	 Representation	 facilitates	 and	

improves	 all	 three	 functions	 of	 public	 deliberation112.	 First,	 deliberation	 can	 have	 its	

transformative	function	and	forces	us	to	reflect	on	our	beliefs	and	opinions,	preferably	

leading	to	their	transformation	in	the	light	of	better	reasons	and	arguments,	only	if	we	

deliberate	with	citizens	holding	different	political	views.	Deliberation	with	like-minded	

people	 loses	much	of	 its	 transformative	potential.	Proper	political	 representation	 thus	

serves	as	a	precondition	guaranteeing	that	all	relevant	social	voices	will	be	expressed	and,	

hopefully,	 heard.	 Second,	 deliberation	 can	 have	 its	 constructive	 function	 and	 help	 us	

construct	new	positions	and	arguments	only	if	different	social	perspectives	are	included	

in	 the	 deliberative	 process.	 Repeatedly	 discussing	 the	 same	 issues	 with	 with	 people	

belonging	to	the	same	social	group	we	belong	is	not	going	to	construct	new	positions	but	

will	 instead	 reinforce	 our	 existing	 biases	 and	 prejudices.	 Diversity	 of	 perspectives	 in	

public	deliberation	can	only	be	secured	through	proper	political	representation,	reflecting	

all	 relevant	 social	 perspectives.	Third,	 deliberation	 fulfils	 its	 epistemic	 function	 when	

political	 debate	 aims	 at	 acquiring	 knowledge	 and	 producing	 the	 best	 and	 most	 just	

political	decisions113.	Again,	to	properly	discharge	this	function,	public	deliberation	has	to	

avoid	 the	 dangers	 of	 group	 polarization	 and	 crippled	 epistemology	 (Talisse	 2009,	

Sunstein	2011),	which	can	significantly	reduce	the	quality	of	its	outcomes.	Representing	

all	 relevant	 social	 groups	 and,	 even	more	 importantly,	 all	 relevant	 social	 perspectives	

(Mill	1977c,	358)	is	required	in	order	to	discuss	and	justify	laws	and	policies	in	terms	of	

good	reasons	and	arguments,	those	leading	to	correct,	efficient	or	just	political	decisions.		

	
112	Many	deliberative	democrats	have	proposed	 slightly	different	 (yet	quite	 similar)	 functions	of	public	
deliberation.	As	indicated	in	previous	chapters,	I	am	using	Ronald	Tinnevelt's	(2015)	formulation	since	it	
captures	all	relevant	considerations	and	fits	well	with	Mill's	approach	to	deliberative	democracy.		
113	 I	 have	 argued	 that	 both	 transformative	 and	 constructive	 functions	 of	 public	 deliberation	 can	 be	
understood	 as	 subsets	 of	 its	 epistemic	 function.	 In	 both	 cases,	 the	 transformation	 of	 your	 beliefs	 and	
preferences,	as	well	as	construction	of	new	positions	and	arguments,	serve	the	epistemic	goal	of	acquiring	
true	and	justified	beliefs.	If	transformative	and	creative	functions	of	public	deliberation	would	lead	us	to	
generally	adopt	epistemically	worse	and	less	justified	beliefs,	these	functions	would	not	be	desirable.	For	a	
detailed	 account	 on	 how	 transformative	 and	 creative	 functions	 ultimately	 fall	 into	 a	 wide	 reading	 of	
epistemic	function	see	earlier	chapters	of	this	thesis,	but	also	Estlund	(1997,	2008)	and	Cerovac	(2016a,	
2020).		
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	 However,	 having	 a	 proper	 system	 of	 political	 representation	 is	 not	 enough	 to	

establish	and	sustain	transformative,	constructive	and	epistemically	fertile	deliberation	

in	democratic	societies.	A	political	system	has	to	be	organized	to	shape	public	deliberation	

in	 a	way	 that	 enables	 and	 promotes	 these	 functions.	 A	 few	 important	 questions	 thus	

remain	 unanswered.	 Once	 we	 have	 acknowledged	 the	 beneficial	 effects	 of	 political	

representation,	how	should	we	organize	and	moderate	public	deliberation,	both	among	

political	representatives	in	the	formal	political	sphere	(e.g.,	in	the	Parliament)	and	among	

citizens	in	the	informal	political	sphere	(e.g.,	trade	unions	or	interest	groups)?	Also,	how	

can	we	properly	link	the	deliberation	taking	place	in	the	formal	political	sphere	with	the	

one	 in	 the	 informal	 political	 sphere,	 thus	 securing	 continuous	 interaction	 between	

representatives	and	their	constituencies,	as	well	as	between	the	political	system,	informal	

public	 sphere	 and	 civil	 society?	 Finally,	 how	 can	we	manage	 and	 contain	 conflict	 that	

inevitably	 arises	 in	 liberal	 and	 democratic	 societies,	 but	 also	 ensure	 that	 public	

deliberation	reaches	high	epistemic	standards?	In	other	words,	once	we	have	adopted	a	

system	of	political	representation,	how	can	we	make	it	work?	These	are	serious	challenges	

for	 all	 deliberative	 (and	 epistemic)	 democrats,	 and	 Mill's	 answer	 to	 these	 challenges	

represents	the	central	theme	of	this	chapter.		

	 European	 political	 tradition	 typically	 answers	 this	 challenge	 by	 appealing	 to	

political	parties	and	other	partisan	associations	-	they	are	seen	as	proper	instruments	that	

can	manage	and	organize	political	conflict,	adequately	integrate	political	representation,	

ensure	decent	quality	of	political	discussion	and	the	subsequent	outcomes	(laws,	policies	

and	 decisions),	 as	 well	 as	 connect	 formal	 and	 informal	 political	 sphere.	 There	 is	 no	

surprise	that	Mill,	just	like	many	other	political	thinkers	of	his	time,	reflects	on	the	role	of	

partisanship	in	liberal	and	democratic	societies	and	discusses	some	of	the	advantages	and	

disadvantages	 of	 party	 system.	 This	 chapter	 follows	 and	 reinterprets	 Mill's	 political	

thought	 on	 partisanship,	 emphasizing	 the	 epistemic	 role	 these	 associations	 can	 (and	

should)	have	in	democratic	decision-making	and	decision-authorization	procedures,	as	

well	as	the	dangers	partisanship	introduces	in	democratic	politics.	The	chapter	is	divided	

in	two	parts,	gradually	building	and	reinterpreting	Mill's	justification	of	partisanship.	The	

first	part	addresses	the	fact	that	partisanship	was	often	neglected	by	philosophers	arguing	

in	favor	of	deliberative	democracy	(Rosenblum	2008),	and	presents	an	overview	of	how	

various	philosophers	(mis)interpreted	Mill's	account	on	political	parties.	It	proceeds	by	

reconstructing	Mill's	definition	of	a	political	party	(Kinzer	1981,	Mill	1982a)	and	enlisting	
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Mill's	 principles	 for	 assessing	 the	 nature	 and	 quality	 of	 influence	 of	 any	 organization,	

association	or	institution	on	democratic	politics.	This	will	help	us	assess	the	criteria	we	

can	use	to	evaluate	the	party	system	and	determine	whether	it	improves	or	hinders	public	

deliberation	and	the	epistemic	value	of	political	conflict.	Finally,	in	the	second	part,	some	

epistemic	advantages	of	 the	party	 system	are	analyzed	and	supported	by	Mill's	views.	

Parties	 are	 characterized	 as	 "discursive	 architects"	 (Ypi	 and	White	 2010),	 but	 also	 as	

vehicles	(Tinnevelt	2015)	and	catalysts	(Habermas	1996)	for	deliberation.	They	facilitate	

representation	by	shaping	people's	visions	of	the	future	and	reflecting	the	key	cleavages	

in	public	opinion	(Mill	1977a,	Rosanvallon	2008),	but	also	promote	and	structure	public	

deliberation	 (Biezen	 and	 Saward	 2008)	 and	 filter	 the	 content	 that	 enters	 the	 public	

sphere.	 Furthermore,	 political	 parties	 are	 valuable	 instruments	 that	 help	 us	

institutionalize	and	manage	political	conflict	(Dalaqua	2018b),	introduce	competence	in	

democratic	 deliberation	 (Thompson	 1976,	 Christiano	 2012),	 strengthen	 the	

underrepresented	classes	through	political	education	and	organization	(Kinzer	1981,	Ypi	

and	 White	 2016)	 and	 create	 a	 deliberative	 link	 between	 civil	 society	 and	 the	 state	

(Lawson	 1988,	 Teorell	 1999).	 All	 these	 advantages	 are,	 in	 a	more	 or	 less	 direct	way,	

already	discussed	and	emphasized	by	Mill,	and	his	assessment	of	these	advantages	is	built	

upon	his	epistemic	justification	of	democracy.		

	

7.1.	MILL,	PARTISANSHIP	AND	PUBLIC	DELIBERATION	

	

Though	representative	democracy	is	widely	accepted	and	affirmed	as	a	decision-making	

and	decision-authorization	procedure	with	considerable	legitimacy-generating	potential,	

not	all	representative	institutions	have	a	good	reputation.	Political	parties	have	often	been	

thought	 of	 as	 subversive	 elements	 that	 endanger	 both	 the	 moral	 and	 the	 epistemic	

qualities	of	democratic	decision-making	procedures:	 they	organize	citizens	 in	order	 to	

promote	 the	private,	 but	 not	 the	public	 good	 (Rousseau	1997),	 they	have	 a	 damaging	

effect	 on	 their	 members’	 epistemic	 capacities	 (Atchison	 2012),	 they	 polarize	 the	

democratic	society	(Layman,	Carsey	and	Horowitz	2006)	and	even	lead	to	destimulation	

of	 voter	 turnout	 (Brady,	 Ferejohn	 and	Harbridge	 2008).	 Though	 these	 critiques	 come	

from	 proponents	 of	 both	 aggregative	 and	 deliberative	 democracy,	 the	 latter	 have	

traditionally	been	more	hostile	towards	partisanship,	sometimes	completely	ignoring	the	

need	for	partisan	associations	in	the	electoral	representative	democracy,	and	sometimes	
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removing	 deliberation	 from	 conventional	 political	 arenas,	 elections	 and	 parties	 and	

placing	 it	 inside	 alternative	 deliberative	 arenas	 (e.g.,	 mini-publics114)	 where	 the	

participants	are	non-partisans	(Rosenblum	2008).		

	 However,	 in	 order	 to	 answer	 whether	 any	 political	 institution	 increases	 or	

decreases	the	quality	of	democratic	decision-making	and	decision-authorization	process,	

we	should	first	formulate	a	set	of	criteria	according	to	which	we	shall	evaluate	the	effect	

of	 this	 institution	on	a	democratic	 society.	 	 Considering	 that	we	are	 focusing	on	Mill's	

evaluation	of	partisanship,	we	should	start	from	his	own	evaluative	criteria.		

	

7.1.a.	Mill's	Criteria	for	Evaluation	of	Political	Institutions	and	Organizations	

The	 two	 criteria	 of	 good	 government,	 as	well	 as	 their	 philosophical	 justification,	 have	

already	been	discussed	and	analyzed	in	the	second	chapter	of	this	thesis.	The	first	focuses	

on	the	government's	ability	to	improve	moral	and	intellectual	capacities	of	its	subjects,	

while	the	second	addresses	the	government's	ability	to	organize	citizens'	existing	moral	

and	intellectual	virtues	to	the	best	possible	effect	(Mill	1977a,	390-392).	Furthermore,	I	

have	already	argued	in	the	first	chapter	that	both	criteria	are	instrumental	and	epistemic	

in	nature,	and	contribute	to	the	shared	common	goal,	the	production	of	correct	laws	and	

policies	that	produce	the	greatest	amount	of	beneficial	consequences	(Mill	1977a,	404).	

However,	a	question	remains	whether	we	can	apply	the	same	criteria	for	the	evaluation	

of	other	political	institutions	and	organizations,	not	only	the	government	itself.	

I	 follow	Thompson	(1976),	Kinzer	(1982)	and	many	others	who	argue	that	Mill	

applies	the	same	criteria	for	evaluation	of	all	political	institutions,	including	the	system	of	

partisan	political	associations.	Political	parties	and	other	partisan	associations	are	thus	

seen	 as	 good	 if	 they	 expand	 the	 ability	 of	 a	 political	 system	 to	 improve	 and	 organize	

citizens'	 existing	 moral	 and	 intellectual	 capacities.	 They	 are,	 of	 course,	 portrayed	 as	

harmful	if	they	diminish	the	political	system's	ability	to	produce	such	consequences.	The	

key	 question	 thus	 becomes	 how	 political	 parties	 affect	 collective	 deliberation?	 Mill	

emphasizes	 this	 when	 he	 argues	 that,	 "though	 Government	 cannot	 be	 better	 than	

collective	mind	of	the	community,	it	can	do	a	great	deal	to	uphold	or	undermine	the	social	

influences	which	either	prevent	or	improve	the	collective	mind"	(Mill	1977b,	357,	emphasis	

added).	Party	system	is	one	of	such	social	(and	political)	influences,	a	filtering	mechanism	

	
114	For	a	detailed	account	of	mini-publics,	including	their	epistemic	strengths	and	weaknesses,	see	Wright	
(2010).		
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that	can	be	considered	good	or	bad	depending	on	whether	 it	 improves	or	reduces	 the	

quality	of	public	deliberation.			

Having	established	that,	for	Mill,	political	conflict	can	have	considerable	epistemic	

value,	 we	 have	 proceeded	 by	 analyzing	 how	 political	 institutions	 and	 filtering	

mechanisms	can	fuel	and	moderate	political	conflict,	making	it	epistemically	fertile.	The	

central	question	now	becomes	how	political	parties,	understood	as	one	of	these	filtering	

mechanisms,	 influence	 the	 epistemic	 value	 of	 political	 conflict?	 Do	 they	 moderate	 it	

successfully,	thus	increasing	its	epistemic	potential?	Or	do	they	fuel	the	conflict	but	fail	to	

contain	 it,	 thus	 decreasing	 its	 epistemic	 value	 and	 making	 it	 counterproductive?	 To	

answer	these	questions,	we	should	(temporarily)	abandon	Mill's	two	vague	principles	and	

ground	our	evaluation	on	a	list	of	more	explicit	criteria	(that	are,	nonetheless,	based	on	

Mill's	 two	 principles	 of	 good	 government).	 Dennis	 Thompson	 (1976,	 13-90,	 see	 also	

Zakaras	2009,	181-182)	distinguishes	between	principle	of	participation	and	principle	of	

competence,	and	attributes	educational	and	protective	function	to	each	of	the	principles.	

The	political	institution	has	a	good	social	impact	if	it	increases	citizen	participation,	and	

in	 doing	 so	 improves	 citizens'	 moral	 and	 intellectual	 capacities	 and	 ensures	 that	

everyone's	interests	are	protected.	Similarly,	political	institution	has	good	social	impact	

when	it	makes	proper	use	of	existing	competences	in	a	society,	thus	protecting	everyone's	

interests	 from	 the	 disastrous	 public	 effects	 of	 ignorance	 and	 setting	 an	 example	 from	

which	all	citizens	can	learn.		

We	can	evaluate	political	parties	in	this	light,	and	in	doing	so	we	should	answer	the	

following	four	questions:	first,	do	political	parties	increase	citizen	participation	in	a	way	

that	 improves	 moral	 and	 intellectual	 capacities	 of	 their	 members	 and	 sympathizers?	

Second,	do	they	increase	participation	in	a	way	that	enables	members	of	underprivileged	

classes	to	voice	their	perspective	and	protect	their	interests?	Third,	do	they	organize	the	

existing	competences	of	 their	members	 in	a	way	that	 facilitates	production	of	 the	best	

political	 decisions?	 And	 fourth,	 do	 they	 set	 good	 examples	 for	 citizens	 and	 create	 an	

environment	in	which	citizens	can	acquire	new	competences?	If	we	can	answer	positively	

on	all	four	questions,	we	should	conclude	that	political	parties	have	a	beneficial	role	in	the	

political	system.	However,	if	most	or	all	of	these	questions	are	answered	negatively,	we	

should	 be	 led	 to	 conclude	 that	 political	 parties	 decrease	 the	 quality	 of	 democratic	

decision-making	process.		
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	 Having	set	 forth	clear	evaluative	criteria,	we	can	 turn	our	 inquiry	 to	Mill's	own	

assessment	of	partisan	politics.	However,	before	proceeding	we	should	briefly	address	

the	dominant	interpretation	of	Mill's	stance	on	partisanship	and	articulate	why	it	does	not	

represent	a	coherent	approach	to	Mill's	position	on	political	parties.			

	

7.1.b.	Mill	on	Partisanship:	A	Dominant	Interpretation?	

It	comes	as	no	surprise	that	many	contemporary	philosophers	share	quite	a	negative	view	

when	 they	 discuss	 the	 role	 of	 partisanship	 in	Mill's	 political	 thought.	 Henry	 Sidgwick	

(2012),	 for	 example,	 indicates	 that	 Mill	 did	 not	 consider	 partisan	 organizations	 as	 a	

normal	feature	of	representative	institutions,	while	Dennis	Thompson	(1976,	118-120)	

emphasizes	 that	 Mill	 was	 hostile	 towards	 party	 government	 and	 did	 not	 consider	 it	

necessary	 for	 stable	and	effective	democracy.	This	 reading	 is	 clearly	 inspired	by	Mill's	

writings	 on	 representative	 government	 (1977a,	 1977b,	 1977c),	 where	 Mill	 endorses	

Hare's	(2015)	electoral	system.	Hare	opposed	the	idea	of	electoral	boroughs	and	argued	

that	 the	 entire	 state	 should	 be	 a	 single	 electoral	 unit,	 and	Mill	 saw	 this	 system	 as	 an	

excellent	instrument	for	improving	the	quality	of	the	personnel	in	the	parliament,	often	

selected	 not	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 their	 competence	 but	 on	 their	 material	 wealth	 or	 their	

willingness	to	follow	party	leaders	(Mill	1977c,	362-363).	The	mid-Victorian	party	system	

was	clearly	in	conflict	with	Mill's	principles	of	participation	and	education,	as	it	was	not	

fulfilling	 its	 educative	 and	 protective	 function.	 Thompson	 and	 Sidgwick	 are	 right	 to	

conclude	 that	 Mill	 did	 not	 support	 the	 party	 system	 of	 his	 time.	 In	 fact,	 Mill	 would	

probably	agree	that	it	is	better	to	have	no	parties	at	all	than	to	have	a	party	system	like	

the	one	in	19th	century	England.	Nonetheless,	even	though	Mill	clearly	articulated	a	few	

serious	flaws	of	party	politics,	he	also	believed	that	Hare's	electoral	system	can	remedy	

these	 flaws.	As	Kinzer	 (1981,	107)	 skillfully	 indicates,	Mill's	hostility	was	not	directed	

towards	the	idea	of	partisanship	or	the	principle	of	party	politics,	but	against	the	existing	

party	system.	He	had	developed	a	normative	theory	of	political	parties115	and	had	a	clear	

idea	 of	 what	 a	 party	 should	 be.	 The	 existing	 party	 system	 in	 19th	 century	 England,	

characterized	by	petty	party	warfare	empty	of	 ideological	 content,	was	 far	 from	Mill's	

ideal	system,	one	where	structured	political	agonism	transforms	existing	beliefs,	creates	

	
115	Tinnevelt	(2015,	1)	explicitly	rejects	this	idea,	claiming	that	Mill	recognized	the	legitimate	role	of	political	
parties	within	democratic	societies,	yet	did	develop	a	normative	theory	of	partisanship.	I	cannot	properly	
address	and	reject	this	claim	here,	but	it	will	be	answered	by	the	end	of	the	chapter.		
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new	positions	 and	 produces	 better	 political	 decisions.	Mill's	 apparent	 negative	 stance	

towards	political	parties,	indicated	by	many	contemporary	philosophers	(Sidgwick	2012,	

Thompson	 1976),	 actually	 represents	 his	 critique	 of	 the	 current	 party	 system	 in	 19th	

century	 England,	 and	 not	 of	 the	 normative	 idea	 of	 partisanship.	 However,	 before	

proceeding	we	should	turn	to	the	distinction	between	Mill's	descriptive	and	normative	

conception	of	partisanship.	What	did	Mill	think	of	the	party	system	in	his	time,	and	what	

he	believed	a	political	party	should	be?	

	

7.1.c.	Mill's	Evaluation	of	mid-Victorian	Party	System	

Mill's	approach	to	political	parties	somewhat	changed	throughout	the	years,	and	his	view	

was	influenced	by	the	existing	party	system	in	the	19th	century	England.	Two	dominant	

parties	(Conservative	or	Tory	Party	and	Liberal	or	Whig	Party)	fought	for	political	power	

in	the	Parliament,	yet	their	struggle	was	empty	of	any	meaningful	ideological	content.	Mill	

firmly	 believed	 that	 each	 of	 these	parties	 should	 follow	a	 set	 of	 principles	 (order	 and	

stability	 for	 Conservatives	 and	 progress	 and	 reform	 for	 Liberals)	 built	 upon	 solid	

intellectual	foundations.	Tories	should	thus	hold	that	"the	real	model	of	government	lies	

somewhere	behind	us	in	the	region	of	the	past"	and	argue	in	favor	of	"the	subjection	and	

dependence	of	the	great	mass	of	the	community	[…]	upon	the	hereditary	possessors	of	

wealth	and	[…]	the	Church",	while	Whigs	should	see	"	the	perfect	model	of	government	

[…]	before	us	and	not	behind	us,	[…]	not	in	the	direction	of	some	new	form	of	dependence,	

but	in	the	emancipation	of	the	dependent	classes"	(Mill	1988a,	28-31).	Mill	held	that	the	

political	conflict	between	these	two	elaborate	perspectives	would	thus	be	creative	and	

epistemically	fertile,	and	the	laws	and	policies	produced	through	this	structured	conflict	

would	 be	 grounded	 upon	 the	 best	 reasons	 and	 arguments,	 those	 that	 can	 withstand	

serious	 criticism.	However,	 as	Mill	 (1972)	often	emphasized,	members	of	both	parties	

were	completely	unaware	or	did	not	understand	the	principles	that	should	have	served	

as	the	intellectual	and	organizational	foundation	of	their	parties.	Partisanship	thus	turned	

into	mere	factionism116,	with	political	activists	focused	on	their	personal	or	class	interests	

and	not	on	the	common	good	or	the	political	values	their	party	should	have	promoted.		

	 Besides	 the	 obvious	 ignorance	 and	 ideological	 unawareness	 of	 party	members,	

Mill	held	that	the	party	system	of	his	time	was	introducing	a	few	harmful	effects	that	were	

	
116	For	a	detailed	distinction	between	a	faction	and	a	party	see	Ypi	and	White	(2016).		
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severely	crippling	the	epistemic	quality	of	democratic	decision-making	procedures.	We	

can	 arrange	 these	 harmful	 effects	 in	 two	 groups:	 those	 preventing	 many	 citizens	

distinguished	 by	 their	 virtue	 or	 intelligence	 from	 being	 elected	 as	 Members	 of	 the	

Parliament,	and	those	affecting	the	reason	and	autonomy	of	those	already	elected.	

	 Mill	was	concerned	that	the	party	system	of	his	time	was	not	improving	but	was	

instead	deteriorating	the	quality	of	political	representatives.	In	his	evaluation	of	Hare's	

electoral	model	(Mill	1977c),	Mill	was	thrilled	with	the	innovations	Hare	had	suggested	

and	offered	several	arguments	indicating	why	this	system	represents	a	far	better	model	

than	 the	 existing	 one,	 based	 on	 the	Reform	Bill	 of	 Lord	Aberdeen's	 Government	 (Mill	

1977b).	The	first	advantage	Mill	discusses	is	the	ability	of	Hare's	model	to	improve	the	

personnel	in	the	Parliament.	Namely,	England	was	divided	in	many	boroughs,	and	each	of	

these	 electoral	 units	 was	 sending	 a	 single	 representative	 to	 the	 Parliament.	 This	

prevented	 many	 distinguished	 men	 from	 being	 elected	 since	 their	 supporters	 were	

dispersed	 and	 local	 grandees	 (often	 men	 of	 questionable	 intellectual	 and	 moral	

capacities),	whose	influence	and	reputation	were	limited	to	a	small	area,	got	elected	since	

they	had	local	support.	Following	this	observation,	Mill	notices	that	party	leaders	often	

choose	 to	 support	 local	 grandees	 as	 candidates	 in	 the	 parliamentary	 elections.	 Even	

among	 local	 grandees,	party	 leaders	 favor	wealthy	 candidates	willing	 to	 spend	money	

during	the	election	process	and	candidates	who	will	blindly	follow	party	leadership	and	

local	opinion	(Mill	1977b,	362-363).	Finally,	other	party	members	and	sympathizers	in	an	

electoral	unit	 are	 thus	 forced	 to	 support	 the	 candidate	appointed	by	party	 leadership,	

even	 when	 they	 disagree	 with	 the	 decision	 of	 party	 leaders	 and	 think	 the	 appointed	

candidate	is	not	the	best	person	to	represent	them	in	the	Parliament.	Refusing	to	support	

the	appointed	candidate	produces	a	risk	of	dividing	the	party	and	giving	victory	to	the	

other	 side.	 This	was	 the	 first	 serious	 disadvantage	 of	 the	 party	 system	 in	Mill's	 time:	

instead	 of	 supporting	 the	 best	 candidates	 whose	 novel	 perspectives	 and	 intellectual	

contribution	can	improve	the	quality	of	discussions	in	the	Parliament,	the	party	system	

(supported	 by	 the	 existing	 electoral	 model)	 supported	 local	 grandees	 and	 wealthy	

candidates	 dependent	 on	 party	 leadership.	 Not	 only	 were	 such	 candidates	 lacking	

intellectual	 and	 moral	 capacities	 to	 adequately	 contribute	 to	 the	 discussions	 in	 the	

Parliament,	 they	 also	 came	 from	 similar	 social	 backgrounds	 and	were	 often	 alienated	

from	the	citizens	they	represented.	Such	party	system	was	epistemically	deficient	and	was	

unable	 to	harness	 the	 available	 intellectual	 strength	of	 the	 country	 and	prevented	 the	
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representative	assembly	from	containing	"the	elite	of	the	nation"	(Mill	1977b,	362).	Mill	

believes	that	Hare's	model	could	easily	tackle	this	problem.	Party	leaders	would	be	forced	

to	select	the	best	candidates	since	their	electors	could	vote	for	another	party	candidate	

somewhere	 else,	 in	 some	 other	 borough.	 Party	 leadership	 would	 thus	 be	 pushed	 to	

appoint	"the	best	and	most	distinguished	men	on	their	own	side"	(Mill	1977b,	363),	those	

who	could	find	local	support	but	also	receive	stray	votes	from	other	boroughs.		

	 The	second	danger	Mill	saw	in	the	party	system	of	his	time	was	the	epistemically	

disastrous	effect	it	could	have	on	representatives'	reason	and	autonomy.	Political	parties	

often	require	a	substantial	degree	of	discipline	and	obedience	from	their	members,	and	

this	degree	becomes	even	more	demanding	when	applied	to	political	representatives	in	

the	Parliament.	Members	of	deliberative	assembly	were	often	required	not	only	to	vote,	

but	 also	 to	 argue	 and	 publicly	 speak	 in	 favor	 of	 laws	 and	 proposals	 they	 had	 found	

inadequate	or	even	repugnant.	This	was	a	serious	problem	and	Mill	discussed	it	on	several	

occasions,	especially	considering	that	he	himself	served	as	a	Member	of	the	Parliament	

from	 1865	 to	 1868.	 First	 of	 all,	 Mill	 did	 not	 believe	 that	 such	 a	 high	 degree	 of	 party	

discipline	 is	 justified.	 He	 served	 as	 an	 "independent"	 Liberal	 (Kinzer	 1982,	 114)	 and	

argued	 that	 party	 members	 elected	 as	 political	 representatives	 should	 follow	 the	

principles	 that	 stand	 as	 the	 intellectual	 foundation	 of	 their	 parties,	 yet	 should	 not	 let	

themselves	 "be	muddled	under	 the	 pretense	 of	 keeping	 a	Government	 in"	 and	 should	

always	"vote	as	they	thought	best	[…]	and	take	their	chances	of	whatever	might	be	the	

result	of	 a	 full	 and	 free	discussion"	 (Mill	1988b,	34).	 Second,	Mill	believed	 that	Hare's	

electoral	model	could	remedy	this	problem	as	well.	Since	political	representatives	who	

did	their	part	in	the	Parliament	well	could	be	re-elected	even	without	direct	support	from	

the	party	leadership,	they	would	be	free	to	argue	and	vote	according	to	their	conscience	

and	not	following	the	orders	of	party	leaders.		

	 Mill	was	convinced	that	political	parties	can	have	a	negative	impact	on	the	quality	

of	deliberation	in	the	Parliament.	First,	they	prevent	candidates	of	superior	intellectual	

and	moral	 qualities	 from	being	 elected	 in	 the	deliberative	 assembly,	 and	 second,	 they	

reduce	the	autonomy	of	political	representatives	and	often	urge	them	to	argue	or	vote	

against	 their	 better	 judgment.	 However,	Mill	 believed	 that	 these	 shortcomings	 can	 be	

overcome	by	Hare's	electoral	model.		This	model	would	force	party	leaders	to	support	the	

best	 candidates	 and	would	weaken	 the	party	 discipline	 that	was	 severely	 limiting	 the	

autonomy	 of	 political	 representatives.	 Hare's	 model	 was	 thus	 seen	 as	 an	 adequate	
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solution	that	would	end	the	mediocrity	of	mid-Victorian	parties	and	set	foundations	for	a	

proper	 party	 system	 (Kinzer	 1982,	 113).	 Mill's	 arguments	 in	 Considerations	 on	

Representative	 Government	 and	 Recent	 Writers	 on	 Reform	 that	 show	 the	 perceived	

epistemic	danger	of	a	party	system,	often	quoted	by	philosophers	who	argue	that	Mill	was	

hostile	to	the	idea	of	partisanship	(Sidgwick	2012,	Thompson	1976),	are	directed	against	

the	existing	party	system	in	19th	century	England,	and	not	against	the	idea	of	partisanship.	

As	we	can	see,	Mill	was	eager	to	improve	the	existing	party	system	and	believed	Hare's	

electoral	model	can	help	remove	some	of	its	shortcomings.			

	

7.1.d.	Mill's	Normative	Account	of	Partisanship	

Although	Mill	had	many	doubts	and	did	not	believe	that	the	mid-Victorian	party	system	

can	have	a	positive	impact	on	democratic	decision-making	processes,	he	did	not	abandon	

the	idea	of	a	well-functioning	party	system.	In	fact,	he	held	that	epistemically	fertile	public	

deliberation	would	be	unattainable	without	some	form	of	political	organization,	one	that	

facilitates	political	participation	and	increases	the	deliberative	capacities	of	its	members.	

As	 Mill	 (1982a,	 165)	 famously	 argues,	 "no	 body	 of	 men	 ever	 accomplished	 anything	

considerable	 in	 public	 life	 without	 organized	 cooperation".	 When	 people	 share	 some	

common	values	and	principles	and	believe	that	these	are	important	for	the	wider	political	

community,	they	have	to	find	means	they	can	use	to	present	these	values	and	principles	

(as	well	as	laws	and	policies	following	from	them)	in	the	deliberative	assembly	in	the	best	

possible	manner.	 They	 should	 apply	 a	 form	 of	 division	 of	 labor,	 with	 some	members	

focusing	 on	 recruitment	 or	 education	of	 citizens,	 some	working	 on	 implementation	 of	

these	principles	and	values	at	the	local,	and	some	at	the	national	level,	while	others	might	

engage	in	administration,	public	relations	or	the	intellectual	work	on	the	justification	of	

the	principles	in	question.	A	political	party	is	thus	"a	means	of	giving	organized	political	

expression	to	ideological	commitment"	(Kinzer	1982,	107).	It	is	instrumentally	valuable	

since	it	represents	the	best	means	to	achieve	the	desired	end,	i.e.,	to	arrange	the	society	

in	 accordance	 with	 the	 principles	 and	 values	 we	 find	 important.	 Furthermore,	 it	 is	

epistemically	valuable	since	it	enables	us	to	produce	the	best	reasons	and	arguments	to	

defend	 our	 principles	 (and	 laws	 and	 policies	 that	 implement	 them)	 in	 a	 deliberative	

assembly	 and,	 provided	 that	 the	 other	 side	 also	 uses	 the	 best	 available	 reasons	 and	

arguments,	to	produce	correct	and	just	political	decisions.		
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	 As	we	can	see	from	the	previous	paragraph,	Mill	considered	political	principles	and	

values	as	core	elements	of	a	political	party.	They	give	unity	and	coherence	 to	political	

parties,	 but	 also	 provide	 justification	 for	 laws	 and	 policies	 the	 party	 will	 argue	 for.	

Principles	are	the	essence	of	a	party	(Kinzer	1982,	112).	A	huge	problem	arises	when	a	

political	organization	starts	producing	loyalties	independent	of	principles	that	lie	in	its	

essence.	This	is	the	main	reason	for	Mill's	negative	stance	towards	political	parties	in	19th	

century	 England.	 Instead	 of	 improving	 the	 quality	 of	 public	 deliberation	 both	 by	

promoting	the	best	candidates	and	through	the	division	of	epistemic	labor,	mid-Victorian	

parties	were	reducing	the	quality	of	deliberation	(and	the	subsequent	quality	of	political	

outcomes,	 laws	 and	 policies)	 by	 supporting	 candidates	 of	 average	 or	 below-average	

capacities	 and	 by	 turning	 public	 deliberation	 in	 petty	 party	 warfare.	 Mill	 thus	 firmly	

believed	that	parties	are	not	(and	should	not	be)	vehicles	for	self-interested	individuals	

or	groups,	but	collective	sources	of	knowledge	and	experience	that	can	be	improved	and	

used	to	produce	better	political	decisions.	Like	Rosenblum	(2000,	816),	Mill	thought	of	

political	parties	as	"forums	for	reasonably	deliberative	collective	decision-making	about	

public	 life".	 Parties	 and	partisanship	had	 an	 important	 epistemic	 role	 to	play,	 and	 the	

party	system	of	19th	century	England	failed	to	play	this	role.		

	

	 This	part	of	the	chapter	showed	us	that	there	is	a	huge	difference	between	Mill's	

normative	account	of	partisanship	and	his	view	of	the	mid-Victorian	party	system.	When	

they	 play	 their	 role	 properly,	 partisan	 associations	 can	 improve	 the	 quality	 of	 public	

deliberation.	However,	when	their	political	role	is	distorted,	and	parties	become	interest	

groups	 (factions)	organized	around	private	 interests	of	 their	members	 instead	around	

guiding	political	principles,	parties	can	greatly	reduce	the	quality	of	public	deliberation.	

However,	a	question	remains.	How	partisan	associations,	when	they	function	properly,	

moderate	political	conflict	and	how	can	they	improve	the	epistemic	quality	of	deliberative	

procedures?	

	

7.2.	EPISTEMIC	VALUE	OF	PARTISANSHIP	

	

Political	 parties	 and	 partisan	 associations	 simultaneously	 fuel	 political	 conflict	 and	

contain	 it	within	 liberal	democratic	 institutions	 (Tinnevelt	2015,	11).	They	 realize	 the	

truth	by	reconciling	and	combining	the	opposites	and	do	so	within	a	system	of	contained	
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struggle	(Mill	1977d,	see	also	Tinnevelt	2015).	However,	to	systemize	Mill's	arguments	in	

favor	of	partisan	associations,	it	would	be	prudent	to	evaluate	them	along	the	lines	of	four	

questions	 indicated	 earlier,	 when	 we	 addressed	 Thompon's	 (1976)	 differentiation	

between	 the	educative	and	 the	protective	 component	of	principle	of	participation	and	

principle	of	competence.	Do	political	parties	increase	citizen	participation	in	a	way	that	

improves	moral	and	intellectual	capacities	of	their	members	and	sympathizers?	Do	they	

increase	participation	in	a	way	that	enables	members	of	underprivileged	classes	to	voice	

their	 perspective	 and	 protect	 their	 interests?	 These	 first	 two	 questions	 address	 the	

influence	partisan	associations	have	on	the	capacities	of	their	members.	However,	there	

are	 two	 more	 questions	 to	 be	 answered.	 Do	 political	 parties	 organize	 the	 existing	

competences,	both	of	their	members	and	the	citizens	in	general,	in	a	way	that	facilitates	

production	of	 the	best	 political	 decisions?	Do	 they	 set	 good	 examples	 for	 citizens	 and	

create	environment	in	which	citizens	can	acquire	new	competences?	These	second	two	

questions	 address	 the	 effect	partisan	associations	have	on	 the	political	 system	and	 its	

ability	to	produce	correct	and	just	decisions.		

	 This	 part	 of	 the	 chapter	 provides	 affirmative	 answers	 to	 the	 abovementioned	

questions,	 indicating	 that	 properly	 structured	 system	 of	 political	 parties	 and	 partisan	

associations	 can	be	a	valuable	 filtering	mechanism.	Furthermore,	 though	 it	 sometimes	

refers	 to	 arguments	 put	 forward	 by	 contemporary	 authors	 to	 demonstrate	 that	

partisanship	can	meet	the	normative	criteria	set	by	Mill,	it	also	argues	that	Mill	himself	

was	aware	of	these	arguments.	It	thus	traces	Mill's	influence	in	many	contemporary	views	

on	partisanship.		

	

7.2.a.	Partisan	Associations	and	Citizens'	Moral	and	Intellectual	Development		

One	way	to	attribute	epistemic	value	to	some	social	or	political	institution	is	to	claim	that	

this	institution	improves	citizens'	knowledge-producing	competences	or	generally	helps	

them	acquire	knowledge.	Furthermore,	an	institution	can	have	epistemic	value	if	it	helps	

promote	 social	 values	 related	 to	 tolerance	 and	 deliberative	 ethos,	 which	 are	 in	 turn	

needed	for	citizens'	moral	and	intellectual	development.	

Mill	believes	that	political	parties	"provide	civic	education	to	the	masses"	(Kinzer	

1981,	121).	They	disseminate	political	knowledge,	as	well	as	relevant	political	skills	and	

competences,	among	their	members	enabling	them	to	participate	in	the	political	process.	

Partisan	associations	can	help	citizens	who	lack	the	access	to	education	in	general,	or	to	
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political	education	in	particular,	to	gain	new	information	and	skills	to	make	their	political	

views	more	coherent.	Etienne	Lantier,	the	protagonist	of	Zola’s	Germinal,	is	taken	to	be	a	

great	example	of	such	political	education:	he	starts	as	a	poorly	educated,	rebellious	and	

unemployed	 young	 man	 who,	 through	 his	 participation	 in	 epistemically	 enriching	

partisan	 associations,	 turns	 into	 an	 intellectually	 sophisticated	 activist	 (Zola	 1983,	 as	

paraphrased	 in	White	and	Ypi	2016).	Mill	had	 this	 in	mind	when	he	expressed	doubts	

regarding	the	political	competence	of	political	representatives	from	the	working	classes.	

Workers	 should	elect	people	 from	other	classes	 (provided	 that	 such	citizens	are	more	

competent	 to	participate	 in	 the	political	process)	 to	represent	 their	views	(Mill	1977c,	

352,	see	also	Urbinati	2000,	776),	and	partisan	associations	should	help	transfer	some	of	

these	competences	to	the	members	of	the	working	classes,	enabling	them	to	take	more	

demanding	political	functions	in	the	long	run117.	Political	parties	and	related	associations	

(political	 foundations,	 think	tanks,	 informal	groups	or	even	trade	unions)	can	be	great	

platforms	 for	 systemizing	 and	 spreading	 political	 knowledge	 as	well	 as	 for	 improving	

some	 relevant	 skills	 (verbal	 and	non-verbal	 communication,	 networking,	management	

and	leadership	skills).	Partisan	associations	have	a	unique	ability	to	connect	citizens	and	

experts	who	otherwise	would	not	come	into	contact.	Since	partisan	associations	(unlike	

factions)	gather	around	some	central	values	(and	not	around	private	interests	of	group	

members),	they	often	include	members	from	various	backgrounds	and	fields	of	expertise.	

Their	joint	political	effort	and	focus	on	the	same	political	aims,	combined	with	partisan	

forums	as	means	for	inter-party	deliberation	and	learning,	ensures	that	complex	views	

and	topics	requiring	technical	knowledge	can	become	available	to	all	citizens	(Christiano	

2012,	see	also	Cerovac	2019).		

However,	and	probably	even	more	important,	apart	from	being	institutions	of	non-

formal	political	education,	partisan	associations	can	serve	as	means	for	self-improvement	

through	political	participation.	Mill	emphasizes	that	being	outside	of	the	representative	

assembly	(at	the	national	level)	does	not	deprive	one	of	political	power	(Dalaqua	2018a,	

6).	 First,	 he	 indicates	 that	private	 citizens	 can	participate	 in	 general	politics	 (between	

parliamentary	elections)	by	"reading	newspapers,	and	perhaps	writing	to	 them,	public	

	
117	This	seems	to	be	one	of	Mill's	 long-term	goals:	he	 indicates	 that	members	of	 the	poorest	and	rudest	
classes,	"in	their	present	state	of	morals	and	intelligence"	(Mill	1977b,	334),	should	not	be	admitted	to	the	
full	exercise	of	suffrage	(though,	of	course,	their	opinions	might	be	useful	as	one	influence	among	others).	
Partisan	associations,	along	with	other	instruments	of	education,	can	be	of	great	help	in	elevating	the	moral	
and	intellectual	capacities	of	members	of	such	classes,	thus	making	them	suitable	for	political	participation.		
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meetings	and	solicitations	addressed	to	political	authorities"	(Mill	1977a,	535).	Second,	

citizens	can	"be	elected	and	fill	one	or	other	of	the	many	local	executive	offices",	and	the	

participation	in	these	"carries	down	the	important	political	education"	(Mill	1977a,	536).	

In	both	cases,	Mill	argues	that	political	participation	and	deliberation	on	various	public	

issues	 can	 improve	 citizens	 intellectual	 and	moral	 capacities118.	 Political	 parties	 with	

democratic	 internal	 structure	 can	 also	 be	 important	 sites	 of	 participation	 and	

deliberation.	Members	are	invited	to	vote	for	party	leadership,	but	also	to	participate	in	

discussions	on	political	ideas	and	values	the	party	is	organized	around,	as	well	as	their	

application	 in	 real-world	 politics.	 Intra-party	 democracy	 can	 thus	 serve	 as	 another	

platform	where	citizens	can,	by	participating	in	discussions	and	by	taking	place	in	various	

bodies,	boards	and	offices,	deliberate	on	public	issues	thus	improving	their	intellectual	

and	moral	capacities.		

	

7.2.b.	Partisan	Associations	and	the	Protective	Function	of	Participation	

While	the	former	section	addressed	how	political	parties	can	improve	citizens'	moral	and	

intellectual	capacities,	 this	section	shows	 that	partisanship	can	help	protect	 the	public	

interest	in	general.	Namely,	partisan	associations	can	strengthen	underprivileged	social	

groups	and	classes	and	organize	them	to	participate	in	the	political	arena,	thus	enabling	

them	 to	 protect	 their	 own	 interests	 and	 values	 (Kinzer	 1981,	 121).	 This	 is,	 in	 turn,	

necessary	 for	 the	protection	of	 the	public	 interest	since	we	cannot	hope	that	 it	will	be	

properly	 determined	 or	 properly	 protected	 if	 some	 social	 groups	 lack	 any	 political	

influence	 (Mill	 1977a,	 404).	 Following	 Mill,	 protective	 function	 thus	 helps	 us	 create	

correct,	just	and	efficient	laws	and	policies	since	epistemically	the	best	political	system	is	

the	one	that	enables	us	to	harvest	valuable	political	input	from	all	citizens	and	precludes	

the	tyranny	of	 the	majority,	where	one	group	rules	without	having	to	use	reasons	and	

arguments	to	defend	its	views	and	policies	grounded	in	them.		

	 Mill	is	aware	that	much	of	the	collective	will-formation	takes	place	outside	formal	

political	institutions,	in	the	informal	political	sphere,	sometimes	referred	to	as	"agora	of	

the	 moderns"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 as	 quoted	 in	 Dalaqua	 2018a,	 6).	 Social	 and	 economic	

inequalities	 often	 spill	 over	 to	 the	 informal	 political	 sphere	 thus	making	 some	groups	

unable	 to	participate	 in	democratic	procedures.	Members	of	powerless	 groups	will	 be	

	
118	For	a	detailed	overview	of	the	educational	role	of	political	participation	see	the	fourth	chapter	of	this	
thesis.			



	 147	

disadvantaged	 not	 only	 in	 regard	 to	 the	 access	 to	 political	 education	 and	 specialized	

(expert)	knowledge	but	also	in	access	to	the	resources	needed	to	convey	their	political	

message	to	the	wider	public.	These	inequalities	in	political	influence	impair	the	epistemic	

value	 of	 democratic	 procedures	when	 they	 prevent	 constructive	 conflict	 and	 advance	

ideas	of	a	single	group	(Mill	1977d).	There	is	little	difference	between	one	group	having	

no	voice	in	the	Parliament	(formal	political	sphere)	and	the	same	group	having	no	voice	

in	the	media	or	in	the	other	areas	of	public	life	(informal	political	sphere).	In	both	cases,	

a	valuable	perspective	is	precluded	from	properly	entering	the	public	deliberation,	thus	

demonstrating	 its	 strengths	 and	 indicating	 weaknesses	 in	 other	 perspectives.	 The	

epistemic	value	of	political	conflict	is	realized	in	both	formal	and	informal	political	sphere,	

and	huge	inequalities	in	the	distribution	of	wealth	can	prevent	it	from	properly	fulfilling	

itself	in	the	informal	sphere.		

Partisan	 associations	 can	 help	 their	 members	 acquire	 epistemic	 resources	

(political	 education,	 skills	 and	 competences	 needed	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 democratic	

decision-making	process,	access	to	experts	and	policymakers,	access	to	mass	media)	that	

will	 help	 them	 protect	 their	 interests	 and	 principles	 in	 democratic	 deliberation.	

Furthermore,	partisan	associations	can	help	remedy	hermeneutical	epistemic	injustice	by	

enabling	 partisans	 to	 create	 new	 hermeneutic	 resources	 or	 to	 achieve	 a	 collective	

understanding	 of	 an	 injustice	 that	 affected	 each	 of	 the	 individuals,	 yet	 none	 had	 the	

hermeneutic	 ability	 to	define	what	was	wrong	 about	 that	particular	practice.	Miranda	

Fricker	 (2007,	 160-173,	 see	 also	 Medina	 2013,	 99-106)	 uses	 an	 example	 of	 'sexual	

harassment',	 a	 notion	 coined	 in	 1960s	 to	 describe	 a	 practice	 that	 was	 going	 on	 for	

thousands	of	years.	Nonetheless,	only	after	coming	together	at	university	seminars	and	

activist	group	meetings	(composed	primarily	or	exclusively	of	women	participants)	were	

those	affected	by	that	practice	able	to	formulate	what	was	exactly	morally	wrong	with	it,	

to	coin	a	new	term	that	can	describe	the	practice	appropriately	and	to	plan	political	and	

legal	action	to	prevent	such	practices	from	occurring	in	the	future.	Just	like	activist	groups,	

political	parties	and	partisan	associations	often	gather	citizens	holding	similar	political	

principles,	 but	 also	 citizens	 facing	 similar	 social	 and	 political	 problems.	 Their	 joint	

deliberation	within	partisan	associations	can	help	them	clearly	articulate	these	problems,	

create	new	hermeneutical	resources	needed	to	describe	some	practices	and	phenomena,	

and	 plan	 collective	 political	 action	 to	 formulate	 and	 advance	 appropriate	 laws	 and	

policies.	Though	discussion	on	hermeneutic	 epistemic	 injustice	 takes	place	 in	 the	past	
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decade,	similar	ideas	can	be	found	in	Mill's	letters	to	Harriet	Taylor,	where	he	considers	

the	beneficial	effects	of	the	Convention	of	Women	in	Ohio	(and	later	in	Massachusetts)	to	

claim	equal	 rights.	Mill	 proceeds	 to	 claim	 that	 these	 conventions,	 composed	mostly	of	

women	participants,	and	where	"most	of	the	speakers	are	women",	give	him	hope	that	he	

will	 live	to	see	some	of	his	and	Taylor's	 ideas	 implemented	into	political	practice	(Mill	

1850,	as	quoted	in	Hayek	2015,	163).	These	conventions	enabled	women	to	articulate	the	

problems	they	were	facing	as	a	social	group,	but	also	to	plan	political	action	and	to	acquire	

support	 from	 the	 media	 and	 other	 social	 groups	 holding	 similar	 political	 values	 and	

principles.	 New	 York	 Tribune	 and	 other	 newspapers	 reported	 favorably	 on	 these	

conventions,	 and	 they	were	 supported	by	many	men,	 including	 slave	abolitionists	and	

Afro-Americans.	 We	 can	 thus	 see	 that	 Mill	 believed	 that	 closed	 deliberation	 (within	

university	 seminar,	 activist	 group	 or	 partisan	 association)	 can	 have	 epistemic	 (and	

protective)	function	-	it	can	help	members	of	a	social	group	to	articulate	their	problems	

and	to	plan	future	political	action.	Parties	thus	provide	"a	concert	for	mutual	aid	among	

those	 who	 agree"	 on	 some	 political	 principle	 (Mill	 1981b,	 315).	 However,	 closed	

deliberation	 can	 only	 be	 fruitful	 when	 it	 is	 followed	 by	 public	 deliberation	where	 all	

relevant	 perspectives	 are	 included.	 While	 the	 former	 can	 have	 some	 epistemically	

beneficial	consequences,	it	cannot	fully	realize	the	educative	and	the	protective	function	

without	the	latter.		

Furthermore,	Mill	 is	aware	that	"means	of	communication	in	a	mass	society	can	

preclude	public	 and	 critical	 debate	 once	 they	 start	 to	propagate	 the	 ideas	 of	 only	 one	

group"	(Mill	1977a,	as	paraphrased	in	Dalaqua	2018a,	7).	This	usually	happens	when	the	

means	of	communication	(media	and	publishing	houses)	in	the	informal	political	sphere	

are	 owned	 and	 controlled	 by	 the	members	 of	 a	 single	 social	 group.	 Partisanship	 can	

reduce	the	impact	of	power	asymmetries	on	agents’	capacities	to	participate	in	reason-

giving	and	decision-making	processes.	It	does	this	task	by	cutting	the	link	between	social	

and	economic	power,	and	 the	access	 to	political	education	and	expert	knowledge.	Mill	

clearly	 hints	 in	 this	 direction,	 and	 Ypi	 and	White	 build	 upon	 his	 idea	 by	 arguing	 that	

partisanship	plays	this	role	by	offering	certain	irreplaceable	epistemic	resources.	Partisan	

forums	 (including	party	 conventions,	branch	meetings,	 assemblies,	protests,	blogs	and	

websites)	 can	 then	 be	 seen	 as	 learning	 platforms	 for	 citizens.	 They	 empower	

disadvantaged	 citizens	 and	 give	 them	 epistemic	 resources	 needed	 for	 political	

participation.	Furthermore,	partisan	forums	have	an	important	motivational	role	-	they	
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show	disadvantaged	citizens	that	they	are	not	alone	in	their	political	struggle.	Therefore,	

partisanship	 “plays	an	 important	 role	 in	ensuring	 the	 sustainability	of	 shared	political	

projects	 when	 epistemic	 challenges	 are	 at	 stake”	 (White	 and	 Ypi	 2016,	 90).	 It	 helps	

partisans	remain	true	to	their	political	principles	by	structuring	public	deliberation	and	

offering	 hermeneutical	 resources	 (but	 also	 expert	 knowledge)	 needed	 to	 uphold	 the	

partisan	commitment119.	Of	course,	this	can	have	epistemically	beneficial	consequences	

when	 it	 is	practiced	 to	a	proper	measure	 (it	 can	give	partisans	epistemic	 resources	 to	

defend	political	principles	they	uphold),	as	well	as	epistemically	disastrous	effects	when	

practiced	excessively	 (when	 it	 leads	 to	group	polarization	and	crippled	epistemology).	

However,	when	practiced	properly,	 partisan	 associations	 can	help	protect	 and	uphold	

faith	 in	 some	 political	 ideas	 to	 a	 healthy	 degree.	 Furthermore,	 they	 can	 protect	 the	

underprivileged	classes	from	having	their	political	will	dispersed	due	to	the	lack	of	proper	

epistemic	 resources	 to	 defend	 their	 political	 principles.	 Though	 this	 argument	 looks	

similar	 to	 the	 former	 one	 (the	 one	 regarding	 moral	 and	 intellectual	 development	 of	

citizens),	we	have	to	take	into	account	that	giving	epistemic	resources	to	the	members	of	

the	worst-off	classes	has	a	protective	function	as	well	since	it	enables	them	to	protect	their	

interests	to	make	their	voice	heard	in	the	informal	political	sphere.		

As	we	have	seen,	Mill	recognizes	the	instrumental	value	of	political	parties.	They	

reduce	the	impact	of	power	asymmetries	on	agents’	capacities	to	participate	in	decision-

making	 processes	 by	 helping	 their	 members	 acquire	 epistemic	 resources	 needed	 to	

protect	their	interests	and	perspectives	in	democratic	deliberation.	Recent	work	by	Ypi	

and	White	 supports	Mill's	 argument	and	 shows	 that	partisan	associations	 should	help	

reduce	 the	 negative	 epistemic	 effects	 of	 power	 asymmetries	 in	 the	 informal	 political	

sphere.	 By	 organizing	 within	 political	 parties	 and	 other	 partisan	 associations,	

underprivileged	social	groups	can	acquire	epistemic	and	political	resources	to	participate	

in	the	political	process,	to	give	their	valuable	epistemic	contribution	and	to	help	create	

epistemically	optimal	political	outcomes.		

	

	
119	Ypi	and	White	(2016,	94)	discuss	a	case	of	Rosa,	a	socialist	living	in	West	Europe	in	1989.	Due	to	political	
and	social	changes	affecting	her	country,	she	suddenly	has	to	decide	whether	to	abandon	her	socialist	ideas	
or	to	change	them	to	fit	the	new	political	reality.	The	latter	is	much	harder	when	one	is	not	a	partisan.	In	
order	to	keep	her	faith	in	socialism	and	formulate	how	her	political	principles	can	be	reconciled	with	the	
political	 situation	 of	 that	 time,	 Rosa	 needs	 to	 deliberate	 with	 her	 fellows,	 citizens	 who	 defend	 similar	
political	ideals.	Partisan	associations	can	help	her	create	new	hermeneutical	resources	and	gather	relevant	
epistemic	(and	not	merely	psychological)	support	 for	her	views.	See	Ypi	and	White	(2016)	and	Cerovac	
(2019)	for	details.		
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7.2.c.	Partisan	Associations	and	the	Organization	of	Citizens'	Competences	

While	 some	arguments	 for	 the	epistemic	value	of	partisanship	 take	 indirect	 route	and	

demonstrate	how	political	parties	can	 improve	 the	 intellectual	and	moral	capacities	of	

their	members,	thus	improving	the	quality	of	the	political	discourse	and	the	subsequent	

quality	of	laws,	policies	and	decisions,	some	take	a	more	direct	approach	and	argue	that	

partisan	associations	can	help	us	organize	the	existing	competences	present	within	our	

political	community	to	produce	the	best	results.	These	arguments	are	discussed	in	this	

part	of	the	chapter.	Building	on	the	central	thesis	from	the	chapter	on	the	epistemic	value	

of	agonism,	I	follow	Mill	(but	also	Kinzer,	Dalaqua,	Tinnevelt	and	others	who	build	upon	

Mill's	argument)	to	argue	that	partisan	associations	can	have	an	important	epistemic	role	

since	 they	 create,	 manage	 and	 institutionalize	 political	 conflict	 (which	 can	 be	

instrumentally	valuable	since	it	helps	us	acquire	and	uphold	true	beliefs).	Furthermore,	I	

discuss	 a	 few	 additional	 arguments	 Mill	 uses	 to	 support	 the	 epistemic	 value	 of	

partisanship,	including	its	role	in	facilitating	the	interaction	between	representatives	and	

citizens,	as	well	as	in	improving	the	conduct	of	politicians.	Finally,	I	argue	that	partisan	

associations	can	also	help	political	representatives	monitor	and	evaluate	the	work	done	

by	experts	in	the	executive	government.		

	 Mill	 was	 aware	 that	 the	 epistemic	 quality	 of	 the	 deliberative	 process	 in	which	

opposing	views	are	articulated,	evaluated	and	modified	depends	on	the	epistemic	quality	

of	the	conflicting	views	themselves.	The	conflict	of	considered	and	well-argued	judgments	

will	 epistemically	 be	 far	 more	 fertile	 than	 the	 conflict	 of	 rash	 and	 ill-considered	

judgments.	 To	 properly	 harness	 the	 epistemic	 value	 of	 political	 conflict,	 we	 should	

organize	our	epistemic	(and	political)	practices	to	ensure	that	the	views	in	the	political	

arena	are	well-argued,	but	also	to	secure	that	objections	and	critiques	are	well-founded	

and	clearly	articulated.	This	can	be	achieved	by	allowing	(and	encouraging)	like-minded	

citizens	to	collaborate	in	order	to	make	their	views	grounded	on	the	best	possible	reasons	

and	 evidence,	 before	 these	 reasons	 enter	 public	 deliberation	 and	 are	 confronted	with	

opposing	views	held	by	others.	Mill	thus	argues	that	"no	body	of	men	ever	accomplished	

anything	 considerable	 in	 the	 public	 life	without	 organized	 cooperation"	 (1982a,	 165).	

Furthermore,	he	proceeds	to	claim	that	"truth	[...]	is	so	much	a	question	of	the	reconciling	

and	combining	of	opposites,	that	[...]	it	has	to	be	made	by	the	rough	process	of	a	struggle	

between	combatants	fighting	under	hostile	banners"	(1977d,	254,	emphasis	added).	These	

combatants	should	be	organized	in	partisan	associations	that	will	help	them	produce	the	
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best	reasons	and	arguments	 to	support	 their	views,	as	well	as	 find	 the	best	objections	

against	the	views	of	others.		

	 Political	parties	have	a	demanding	task:	they	have	to	structure	and	focus	public	

opinion	 to	 make	 it	 appropriate	 for	 deliberation	 and	 democratic	 decision-making.	

Furthermore,	 they	 have	 to	 shape	 public	 opinion	 and	 prevent	 it	 from	 becoming	 too	

fragmented	(as	emphasized	in	Rosanvallon	2008),	thus	serving	as	"discursive	architects"	

(Ypi	and	White	2010,	819).	In	other	words,	partisan	associations	play	an	important	role	

as	mechanisms	filtering	the	public	will,	making	political	conflict	epistemically	fertile.	Mill	

believes	that	political	parties	thus	accomplish	two	important	functions.	First,	they	map	

the	principal	divisions	in	a	democratic	society	through	political	representation.	In	order	

to	attract	popular	support,	parties	have	to	advocate	for	political	values	and	principles	that	

at	 least	 some	 citizens	 consider	 important.	 Since	 citizens	 endorse	 conflicting	 values,	

political	 parties	 transfer	 this	 conflict	 into	 the	 formal	 sphere,	 and	 other	 partisan	

associations	 transfer	 it	 into	 the	 informal	 political	 sphere.	 Furthermore,	 political	

representation	 enables	 parties	 to	map	 the	 conflict	 and	 properly	 emphasize	 important	

social	 divisions	 and	 issues	 that	 divide	 the	 public.	 Second,	 political	 parties	 structure,	

moderate	 and	 shape	political	 conflict.	Autonomy	of	 representatives'	 judgment	 enables	

parties	not	merely	 to	mirror	existing	social	divisions	but	also	 to	 facilitate	creative	and	

transformative	 functions	of	public	deliberation.	They	 can	negotiate	 and	make	political	

compromises	 that	 would	 be	 unattainable	 in	 systems	 characterized	 by	 the	 direct	

participation	of	citizens	in	decision-making	and	decision-authorization	procedures	(Mill	

1977a,	 1977c,	 also	 Urbinati	 2002	 and	 2014).	 Mill	 thus	 believes	 that	 political	 parties	

simultaneously	inject	conflict	in	public	deliberation	and	shape	it	to	make	it	epistemically	

fertile	(Dalaqua	2018b).		

	 There	are	two	further	advantages	of	a	party	system.	First,	as	we	know	from	the	

previous	chapters,	Mill	sees	the	Parliament	as	"the	great	council	of	the	nation"	(1977,	534)	

and	indicates	that	its	members	have	greater	moral	(and	not	technical)	knowledge	than	

average	citizens	(1977b,	324).	Parliament's	role	is	to	monitor	and	discuss	the	laws	and	

policies	produced	by	the	executive	government,	a	body	composed	primarily	of	experts	

with	specialized	technical	knowledge	(Mill	1977a,	433).	However,	an	important	question	

arises.	 How	 can	 political	 representatives	 monitor	 and	 properly	 discuss	 the	 laws	 and	

policies	 created	 by	 the	 executive	 government	 if	 they	 lack	 the	 technical	 knowledge	 to	

properly	understand	the	reasons	and	arguments	experts	in	the	executive	government	use	
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to	 argue	 in	 favor	of	 these	 laws	and	policies?	While	 the	 representatives	 are	more	 than	

competent	 to	discuss	"the	general	affairs	of	 life"	 (Mill	1977b,	324),	a	great	majority	of	

them	will	lack	technical	knowledge	in	some	specific	field	relevant	to	a	particular	policy	or	

decision	 produced	 by	 the	 executive	 government.	 Lacking	 the	 relevant	 technical	

knowledge,	representatives	will	have	to	consult	with	the	experts	in	the	field	before	they	

can	 properly	 address	 the	 issue	 at	 hand	 in	 the	 Parliament.	 Partisan	 associations	 can	

facilitate	the	consultation	process	(Mill	1981b,	315),	as	well	as	knowledge	transfer	from	

scientists	 and	 experts	 to	 political	 representatives.	While	Mill	 does	 not	 discuss	 this	 in	

detail,	 this	 idea	 is	 elaborated	 by	 Thomas	 Christiano	 (2012)	 who	 emphasizes	 that	

representatives	will	 find	 it	much	 easier	 to	 believe	 the	 experts	with	whom	 they	 share	

similar	 political	 values	 and	principles.	While	 a	 left-wing	 representative	might	want	 to	

dismiss	the	information	gained	from	a	right-wing	expert	(e.g.,	economist	or	social	worker)	

thinking	that	the	expert	wants	to	manipulate	her	to	endorse	some	conservative	policy),	

she	will	be	less	inclined	to	do	so	with	the	information	gained	from	a	left-wing	expert.	Since	

they	share	similar	political	values	and	ideals,	she	will	find	no	reason	(or	at	least	no	direct	

reason)	 to	 believe	 that	 she	might	 be	 the	 target	 of	 manipulation.	 Political	 parties	 and	

partisan	associations	gather	members	with	expertise	in	many	different	areas,	and	since	

they	 are	 united	 around	 a	 shared	 set	 of	 political	 values	 and	 principles,	 the	 knowledge	

transfer	will	be	facilitated	within	such	associations	(Cerovac	2019).	Furthermore,	it	is	not	

easy	for	a	political	representative	to	assess	and	evaluate	the	credibility	of	experts	he	or	

she	is	consulting	with.	While	she	might	be	able	to	recognize	the	relevant	experts	in	a	few	

specific	fields,	she	is	very	unlikely	to	be	able	to	evaluate	experts	in	all	the	possible	areas	

of	public	life.	Partisan	associations	can	be	quite	valuable	here	since	they	can,	through	a	

joint	 effort	 of	 many	 members	 with	 some	 expertise	 in	 different	 areas,	 create	 a	 list	 of	

trustworthy	 experts	 that	 representatives	 can	 use	when	 they	 need	 to	 acquire	 relevant	

technical	 knowledge	 on	 some	 specific	 topic.	 Finally,	 some	 partisan	 associations	

(institutes,	foundations,	think	tanks)	engage	directly	and	systematically	in	consulting	the	

political	representatives,	and	even	publish	policy	analyses	and	other	documents	to	help	

representatives	grasp	the	technical	issues	at	hand.		

	 Second,	Mill	believes	 that	a	properly	 implemented	party	 system	can	be	used	 to	

monitor	and	sanction	the	conduct	of	politicians	and	experts	within	partisan	associations.	

When	he	discusses	 the	 advantages	 of	Hare's	 proposal,	Mill	 indicates	 that	 such	 system	

would	 force	party	 leaders	 to	 remove	 the	political	 influence	 from	 incompetent	but	 rich	
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candidates	and	assign	 it	 to	"the	ablest	and	most	distinguished	men	on	their	own	side"	

(Mill	1977c,	362-363).	Parties	rely	on	the	knowledge	of	experts	and	competent	politicians	

to	produce	public	policies	and	political	decisions	(when	in	power)	or	to	raise	constructive	

criticism	of	existing	policies	and	decisions	(when	in	opposition).	When	the	party	in	power	

makes	a	policy	that	fails	to	bring	about	the	aims	that	it	was	supposed	to	bring	about,	the	

party	can	shame	or	demote	the	experts	and	politicians	who	participated	in	its	creation.		

Similarly,	 a	 party	 in	 opposition	 can	 degrade	 party	 experts	 who	 have	 consulted	

representatives	to	argue	and	deliberate	against	a	particular	law	or	policy,	when	in	the	end	

it	 turned	 out	 that	 the	 law	 or	 policy	 was	 beneficial	 and	 in	 line	 with	 the	 party's	 aims	

(Christiano	2012,	41-42).	Furthermore,	a	party	can	shame	or	demote	experts	who	have	

abandoned	 the	 party's	 central	 political	 principles	 or	 have	 started	 producing	 policies	

based	on	their	personal	interests	instead	on	the	common	good	and	party's	political	values.	

This	 can	 serve	 to	 motivate	 experts	 within	 partisan	 associations	 to	 produce	 the	 best	

possible	policies	but	can	also	enable	partisan	associations	to	relieve	and	replace	a	team	of	

experts	that	has	failed	to	deliver.	Finally,	party	can	help	create	"linkage	chain"	(Lawson	

1988,	16)	and	the	relation	of	mutual	accountability	between	citizens,	experts	and	political	

representatives.	

	 As	we	have	seen,	 following	Mill's	political	 thought	and	supporting	 it	with	some	

contemporary	arguments,	the	party	system	organizing	citizens'	existing	competences	and	

shaping	 the	decision-making	and	decision-authorization	processes	has	 three	beneficial	

effects	 on	 the	 quality	 of	 political	 results.	 First,	 it	 organizes	 political	 struggle	 and	

simultaneously	 injects	and	contains	conflict	 in	public	deliberation.	Second,	 it	 facilitates	

knowledge	 transfer	 from	 experts	 to	 political	 representatives,	 thus	 improving	 the	

epistemic	 quality	 of	 parliamentary	 debates.	 Finally,	 it	 creates	 a	 system	 of	 mutual	

accountability	 between	 experts,	 representatives	 and	 party	members	 (regular	 citizens)	

which	 facilitates	 intra-party	 deliberation,	 as	 well	 as	 deliberation	 between	 citizens	

participating	in	debates	within	formal	and	those	participating	in	debates	within	informal	

political	sphere.		

	

7.2.d.	Partisan	Associations	and	"the	Spirit	of	Compromise"	

Apart	from	the	beneficial	effects	that	public	deliberation	can	have	on	the	development	of	

citizens'	moral	and	intellectual	capacities	in	a	democratic	party	system,	partisanship	can	
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also	positively	affect	the	perceived	legitimacy	of	political	decisions120.	The	previous	part	

of	 the	 chapter	 demonstrated	 how,	 following	 Mill,	 political	 parties	 can	 help	 increase	

normative	 legitimacy	 of	 political	 decisions	 -	 since	 they	 have	 tendency	 to	 improve	 the	

(instrumental)	 epistemic	 quality	 of	 collective	 decision-authorization	 and	 decision-

making	procedures,	 as	well	 as	 the	 epistemic	 (procedure-independent)	quality	of	 laws,	

policies	and	decisions,	there	are	good	reasons	to	acknowledge	the	legitimacy-generating	

potential	of	decision-making	procedures	within	a	democratic	and	representative	party	

system.	However,	Mill	also	believes	that	party	system	can	help	increase	the	descriptive	

(perceived)	 legitimacy	 of	 political	 decisions	 -	 partisan	 associations	 can	 improve	 the	

quality	of	public	deliberation,	and	citizens	will	know	and	understand	that	the	laws	and	

policies	were	endorsed	by	their	representatives	because	they	were	supported	by	the	best	

available	reasons	and	arguments,	and	only	after	they	were	able	to	resist	criticisms	by	the	

best	reasons	and	arguments	from	the	other	side121.	When	discussing	the	beneficial	effects	

of	 representation,	 Mill	 (1977a,	 432)	 stresses	 that	 it	 enables	 every	 person	 to	 find	

"somebody	who	speaks	his	mind,	as	well	or	better	than	he	could	speak	it	himself	[...]	-	to	

be	tested	by	adverse	controversy;	where	those	whose	opinion	is	overruled,	feel	satisfied	

that	it	is	heard,	and	set	aside	not	by	the	mere	act	of	will,	but	for	what	are	thought	to	be	

superior	reasons,	and	commend	themselves	as	such	to	the	representatives	of	the	majority	

of	 the	 nation".	 While	 an	 independent	 representative	 can	 probably	 advocate	 for	 the	

opinion	of	its	constituencies	better	than	they	can	do	themselves,	he	could	advocate	for	

their	opinion	even	better	in	collaboration	with	other	like-minded	individuals,	including	

other	representatives	and	experts	 in	various	fields,	but	also	other	party	members	who	

might	 lack	 relevant	 technical	 or	moral	 knowledge,	 but	might	 be	 useful	 to	 advise	 and	

motivate	 the	 representative	 to	 stay	 true	 to	 the	 party's	 central	 political	 principles.	

Epistemic	 advantages	 of	 a	 party	 system	 can	 thus	 increase	 the	 perceived	 legitimacy	 of	

	
120	 It	 is	 important	 to	 emphasize	 that,	 though	 the	party	 system	can	 increase	 the	perceived	 legitimacy	of	
democratic	decisions,	it	can	have	a	completely	opposite	effect.		Mill	is	quite	aware	of	the	danger	of	group	
polarization	 and	 crippled	 epistemology	 (Talisse	 2009,	 Sunstein	 2011),	 and	 acknowledges	 that	 "the	
tendency	of	all	opinions	to	become	sectarian	is	[...]	often	highlighted	and	exacerbated	by	[free	discussion]",	
and	 adds	 that	 the	 truth	 that	 should	 have	 been	 seen	 is	 often	 "rejected	 all	 the	 more	 violently	 because	
proclaimed	by	persons	regarded	as	opponents"	(Mill	1977d,	257).	Public	deliberation	in	a	representative	
party	 system	 can	 thus	 have	 both	 positive	 and	 negative	 effects	 on	 the	 decision-making	 procedure's	
descriptive	legitimacy.	The	effect	it	will	have	depends	on	the	implementation	of	the	idea	of	partisanship.	
However,	 Mill	 is	 convinced	 that,	 when	 properly	 realized,	 partisanship	 will	 increase	 decision-making	
procedure's	perceived	legitimacy.		
121	For	a	detailed	account	on	how	parliamentary	debates	can	have	an	educative	function	see	the	chapter	on	
the	epistemic	value	of	democratic	deliberation.			
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political	decisions	since	 the	citizens	know	that	 these	decisions	have	passed	a	 rigorous	

critical	 scrutiny	 and	 are	 supported	by	 the	best	 reasons	 in	 a	 system	 that	 increases	 the	

(instrumental)	epistemic	quality	of	public	deliberation.	Of	course,	just	like	before,	Mill	is	

aware	 that	 partisanship,	 when	 characterized	 by	 group	 polarization	 and	 crippled	

epistemology,	can	also	reduce	the	descriptive	(perceived)	legitimacy	of	political	decisions.	

However,	when	properly	institutionalized	and	exercised,	the	party	system	can	increase	

the	perceived	legitimacy	of	political	decisions.		

	 Similarly,	the	party	system	can	enhance	and	promote	"the	spirit	of	compromise"	

(Mill	 1977c,	 344),	 which	 is	 needed	 not	 only	 to	 ensure	 the	 stability	 of	 democratic	

government,	but	also	to	enable	epistemically	fruitful	deliberation	among	political	rivals.	

Mill	quotes	Austin	and	agrees	that	"all	successful	government,	and	all	prosperous	society,	

is	carried	on	and	maintained	by	a	mutual	give	and	take"	(Austin	2015,	6,	see	also	Mill	

1977c,	344).	Political	representatives,	as	well	as	citizens,	have	to	be	aware	that	there	are	

conflicting	 interests	and	opinions	within	a	democratic	 society.	However,	 realizing	 that	

they	are	not	infallible,	and	that	public	deliberation	can	help	them	acquire	better	and	more	

accurate	beliefs,	citizens	should	embrace	their	differences	and	stop	making	their	opinions	

and	interests	the	sole	basis	of	political	decisions	(Mill	1977a,	see	also	Dalaqua	2018b).	

The	 party	 system	 can	 help	 accomplish	 this	 goal.	 First,	 partisan	 associations	map	 and	

shape	 social	 cleavages,	 but	 also	moderate	 public	 deliberation	 in	 the	 informal	 political	

sphere,	thus	informing	citizens	on	the	variety	of	conflicting	opinions	in	a	society.	Second,	

as	indicated	earlier,	indirect	democracy	facilitates	the	process	of	political	negotiation	and	

compromise,	 and	political	parties	 and	partisan	associations	 can	 serve	as	 a	middleman	

between	 the	 government	 and	 the	 citizens	 (see	 also	 Habermas	 1996)	 explaining	 why	

compromises	are	needed	and	 justified	 from	 the	 standpoint	of	 their	political	principles	

(but	also	political	principles	of	their	constituencies,	who	might	not	initially	agree	with	the	

compromising	solutions	in	question)122.	Political	parties	thus	become	both	the	facilitators	

and	the	protectors	of	"the	spirit	of	compromise".		

	

	

	

	
122	Gutmann	and	Thompson	(2014)	warn	us	that	this	is	usually	not	the	case.	In	fact,	nowadays	partisanship	
and	campaigning	tend	to	polarize	the	society	and	undermine	the	spirit	of	compromise.	While	this	seems	to	
be	the	case,	we	should	not	forget	that	Mill	focuses	on	the	normative	idea	of	the	party,	arguing	what	a	political	
party	should	be	and	what	it	should	do.		
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7.2.e.	Concluding	Remarks	

To	 properly	 understand	 Mill's	 view	 on	 political	 parties	 we	 need	 to	 introduce	 the	

distinction	between	a	normative	and	a	descriptive	account	of	partisanship.	Without	this	

distinction,	his	writings	might	appear	dispersed	and	even	inconsistent	since	he	seems	to	

consider	political	parties	both	a	necessary	condition	 for	a	well-functioning	democratic	

representative	system	and	an	intrusive	element	that	reduces	the	(epistemic)	quality	of	

democratic	 decision-authorization	 procedures.	 Descriptively,	 Mill	 held	 that	 the	 party	

system	of	mid-Victorian	England	produced	more	harm	than	help	for	the	representative	

politics:	political	parties	were	mere	 factions	and	 interest	groups,	devoid	of	all	political	

ideals,	and	party	 leaders	supported	and	promoted	rich	members	of	average	or	below-

average	moral	 and	 intellectual	 virtues.	This	 is	why,	 in	Consideration	on	Representative	

Government	and	other	writings,	Mill	endorses	Hare's	proposal	-	it	will	demolish	the	way	

political	parties	used	to	function	in	Mil's	time	and	force	parties	to	change	substantively.	

However,	Mil	did	not	 think	partisan	associations	 should	be	abolished	altogether.	They	

should	instead	be	pushed	to	function	in	accordance	with	their	normative	 ideal.	Parties	

should	 help	 structure	 and	 improve	 the	 quality	 of	 political	 deliberation,	 facilitate	

democratic	 representation	 and	 participate	 in	 the	 wide	 political	 education	 of	 citizens.	

Thus,	even	though	Mill	offers	an	evaluation	of	the	mid-Victorian	party	system,	the	relevant	

philosophical	contribution	is	his	moral	ideal	of	a	party	(Kinzer	1981,	121).		

	 Agonism	 and	 conflict	 play	 a	 very	 important	 (epistemic)	 role	 in	 Mill's	 political	

theory.	Conflict	 can	be	epistemically	 fertile	and	can	help	us	acquire	new	and	 to	better	

understand	existing	 true	beliefs,	but	 it	 can	also	help	us	make	better	 laws,	policies	and	

political	decisions.	Political	parties	are	a	 living	representation	of	this	conflict:	they	fuel	

conflict	 and	map	key	divisions	 in	a	 society.	 Just	 like	all	 other	political	 institutions	and	

organizations,	parties	can	decrease	or	increase	the	epistemic	quality	of	political	decision-

authorization	process.	They	can	make	conflict	destructive,	reinforce	group	polarization	

and	undermine	the	stability	of	a	social	system,	but	they	can	also	make	conflict	creative	

and	 productive,	 improve	 public	 deliberation	 and	 foster	 "the	 spirit	 of	 compromise".	

Partisanship,	when	 properly	 structured	 and	 institutionalized,	 can	 greatly	 improve	 the	

epistemic	quality	of	political	deliberation,	 thus	 improving	the	(instrumental)	quality	of	

political	outcomes	as	well	as	the	moral	and	intellectual	capacities	of	citizens.		
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CHAPTER	VIII	

FILTERING	MECHANISMS	AND	ANTIPATERNALISM	
	

John	Stuart	Mill	is	an	author	of	numerous	publications,	books,	essays,	newspaper	articles,	

and	 his	 intellectual	work	 stretches	 into	 various	 scientific	 fields	 and	 addresses	 a	wide	

variety	of	topics123.	In	this,	Mill	introduced	many	novel	ideas	and	sophisticated	proposals	

which	lead	to	a	specific	type	of	objection	targeting	his	political	thought	–	the	apparent	lack	

of	consistency.	One	of	the	common	objections	targeting	Mill's	political	thought	addresses	

the	apparent	inconsistency	between	his	strong	antipaternalist	stance	in	On	Liberty	and	

his	 alleged	 paternalist	 justification	 of	 democracy	 and,	 in	 particular,	 justification	 of	

institutional	 mechanisms	 Mill	 uses	 to	 filter	 the	 public	 will,	 in	 Considerations	 on	

Representative	Government.	Authors	like	Richard	Arneson	(1982),	David	Brink	(2013)	and	

Eunseong	Oh	 (2016),	 for	 example,	 argue	 that	Mill's	 opposition	 to	 state	paternalism	 in	

debates	on	personal	liberties	seems	incompatible	with	his	endorsement	of	plural	voting	

proposal	(and	other	filtering	mechanisms)	in	the	electoral	process.	Namely,	if	we	argue	in	

favor	of	a	plural	voting	proposal	and	ground	our	justification	of	such	mechanism	in	the	

beneficial	 results	 it	produces	 (political	decisions	of	optimal	quality,	as	well	as	positive	

influence	 on	 citizens'	 intellectual	 and	moral	 capacities)	 for	 the	 political	 community	 in	

question,	 we	 are	 actually	 introducing	 paternalist	 considerations	 that	 limit	 the	

community's	 collective	 sovereignty,	 and	 we	 introduce	 these	 considerations	 with	 the	

intention	 to	 improve	 the	 well-being	 of	 this	 political	 community.	 To	 avoid	 the	

inconsistency	objection	Mill	would	have	to	argue	that	there	is	some	relevant	difference	

between	political	decision-making	process,	where	some	forms	of	paternalism	introduced	

by	mechanisms	such	as	plural	voting	proposal	are	appropriate,	 and	personal	decision-

making	process,	where	any	 form	of	paternalism	 is	unjustified124.	His	 critics,	 of	 course,	

argue	that	there	is	no	such	relevant	difference.		

	 The	first	part	of	this	chapter	analyses	the	inconsistency	objection.	Namely,	some	

critics	argue	that	Mill's	plural	voting	proposal	is	grounded	in	paternalist	considerations	

and	 is	 not	 compatible	 with	 his	 otherwise	 antipaternalist	 sentiments.	 Following	 this	

	
123	 This	 chapter	 is	 based	 on	my	 paper	 "Antipaternalizam	 i	 višestruko	 pravo	 glasa	 u	Millovoj	 političkoj	
filozofiji	 [Antipaternalism	and	Plural	Voting	Proposal	 in	Mill's	Political	Thought]",	published	 in	Političke	
perspektive	7	(2017a):	43-60.	
124	Of	course,	Mill	finds	paternalism	justified	when	we	deal	with	children	and	adults	who	lack	capacity	to	
make	the	relevant	decisions.		
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reading,	Mill	attributes	greater	political	influence	to	better	educated	citizens	in	order	to	

protect	minority	 groups	 and	 to	 educate	 the	majority	 of	 population.	He	 thus	 limits	 the	

collective	sovereignty	by	reducing	the	political	influence	of	democratic	majority	in	order	

to	educate	 the	citizens	and	 to	 improve	 the	quality	of	political	decisions.	This	 certainly	

looks	like	a	form	of	paternalism:	one's	sovereignty	is	reduced	for	one's	own	good.	I	defend	

the	consistency	of	Mill's	project	and	argue	that	plural	voting	proposal	(as	well	as	other	

filtering	mechanisms	Mill	employs)	can	be	justified	on	non-paternalist	grounds.	This	type	

of	 justification	 fits	well	within	Mill's	 project	 and	 there	 are	 good	 reasons	 to	 think	Mill	

indirectly	offered	similar	arguments.	To	properly	grasp	this	 line	of	thought,	 the	second	

part	 discusses	 the	 educative	 role	 of	 the	 plural	 voting	 proposal.	 Though	 Mill	 clearly	

endorses	improvement	of	citizens'	capacities	as	one	of	its	important	goals,	this	goal	does	

not	have	to	be	paternalistic.	Educating	citizens	and	improving	their	capacities	can	be	a	

valuable	 instrument	 to	 improve	 the	 epistemic	 quality	 of	 democratic	 procedures,	 thus	

increasing	the	quality	of	subsequent	political	decisions.	We	can	defend	plural	voting	for	

its	educative	role	without	the	need	to	ground	this	defense	in	the	positive	effect	education	

has	on	citizens'	well-being.		

However,	a	problem	remains.	Even	if	plural	voting's	educative	role	can	be	interpreted	as	

a	means	for	improving	the	epistemic	quality	of	democratic	procedures	and	for	producing	

better	 results,	 this	 does	 not	 help	 us	 escape	 the	 paternalist	 objection.	 The	 third	 part	

addresses	this	concern	and	evaluates	whether	the	quality	of	political	outcomes	can	be	a	

non-paternalist	 reason	 to	 limit	 collective	 sovereignty.	 Using	 the	 recent	 arguments	 on	

normative	consent,	the	idea	that	in	some	circumstances	consent	(or	non-consent)	can	be	

null,	enables	us	to	argue	that	in	some	cases	the	majority's	non-consent	can	be	null.	For	

example,	when	a	political	community	makes	a	decision	that	affects	all	its	members	(both	

those	who	agree	with	the	decision	in	question	and	those	who	do	not,	i.e.,	both	the	majority	

and	 the	 minority),	 requiring	 the	 use	 of	 decision-making	 (and	 decision-authorization)	

procedure	 that	has	 the	highest	 tendency	 to	produce	correct,	 just	or	efficient	decisions	

does	not	have	to	be	grounded	in	paternalist	consideration,	but	in	a	duty	we	have	towards	

others.	 We	 can	 thus	 legitimately	 limit	 political	 community's	 collective	 sovereignty	 in	

order	to	protect	the	minority	from	incorrect	or	unjust	decisions.	Finally,	the	fourth	part	

briefly	addresses	Mill's	publicity	requirement	and	his	claim	that	plural	voting	proposal	

should	be	grounded	in	considerations	all	citizens	can	consider	just.		
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	 This	chapter	has	a	modest	aim:	it	demonstrates	that	Mill's	epistemic	justification	

of	democracy,	just	like	his	arguments	for	various	filtering	mechanisms,	can	be	defended	

on	 non-paternalist	 grounds.	 We	 cannot	 simply	 characterize	 these	 mechanisms	 as	

paternalistic	and	then	discard	them	as	inappropriate125.		

	

8.1.	PLURAL	VOTING	AS	A	PATERNALIST	MECHANISM	

	

Many	authors	indicate	antipaternalism	as	one	of	the	key	features	of	Mill's	political	thought	

(Baccarini	2013,	Estlund	2003,	Feinberg	1987,	Hudlin	1985).	Appeals	 to	 inconsistency	

within	 his	 philosophical	 project	 usually	 target	 the	 apparent	 conflict	 between	

antipaternalism	 and	 utilitarianism	 (Ten	 1980,	 Primorac	 1986,	 Cressati	 1988,	 as	

paraphrased	in	Baccarini	2013,	Cohen-Almagor	2012,	Bell	2020),	as	well	as	the	conflict	

between	 antipaternalism	 and	 Mill's	 political	 economy	 (Claeys	 2013).	 These	 appeals,	

despite	being	important	for	the	overall	discussion,	are	not	in	the	focus	here.	The	chapter	

instead	 addresses	 the	 apparent	 conflict	 between	 antipaternalism	 and	 plural	 voting	

proposal,	addressing	a	famous	critique	by	Richard	Arneson's	(1982).	

	

8.1.a.	Mill	on	Paternalism	

Paternalism	is	usually	defined	as	any	sort	of	"interference	with	a	person’s	liberty	of	action	

justified	by	reason	referring	exclusively	to	the	welfare	[...]	of	the	person	being	coerced"	

(Dworkin	1988,	16).	Mill	clearly	rejects	and	condemns	such	practices	in	On	Liberty,	where	

he	indicates	that	it	is	(almost)	always	wrong	to	use	coercion	to	limit	the	freedom	of	sane	

adults	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 their	 own	 well-being	 (Mill	 1977d).	 Individuals	 should	 not	 be	

prohibited	from	performing	self-regarding	actions,	not	even	when	they	make	such	actions	

for	morally	or	epistemically	flawed	reasons,	or	when	they	are	harmed	by	the	actions	in	

question.	 Of	 course,	 one's	 liberty	 can	 be	 denied	 when	 one's	 actions	 cause	 (direct	 or	

indirect)	harm	to	non-consenting	others.		The	state	can	thus	legitimately	prevent	a	factory	

owner	 from	harassing	her	employees	or	 from	unleashing	a	dangerous	 chemical	 in	 the	

local	environment.	While	the	state	uses	coercion	to	limit	individual's	liberties,	this	form	

	
125	Of	course,	there	may	be	many	other	reasons	to	reject	some	of	Mill's	filtering	mechanisms.	For	example,	
David	Estlund	famously	argues	that	Mill's	plural	voting	proposal	violates	the	liberal	principle	of	legitimacy	
since	it	is	subject	to	a	demographic	objection	and	can	thus	be	reasonably	rejected	(Estlund	2003,	see	also	
Cerovac	2020).	 These	 objections	 extend	well	 beyond	 the	 scope	of	 this	 thesis.	 I	 discuss	 the	paternalism	
objection	since	it	targets	not	only	a	few	specific	ideas	but	the	very	consistency	of	Mill's	political	thought.		
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of	state	action	can	be	justified	by	its	aim	to	prevent	the	individual	from	harming	other	

citizens.	While	some	(Feinberg	1985)	claim	that	Mill's	harm	principle	might	be	used	to	

justify	censorship	of	thought,	speech	and	press,	arguing	that	some	exercises	of	freedom	

of	speech	and	press	might	(indirectly)	offend	other's	moral	or	religious	sentiments	and	

harm	them	by	reducing	their	happiness	and	producing	negative	emotions	such	as	anger,	

disappointment	 or	 disgust,	 Mill	 is	 adamant	 that	 these	 cases	 do	 not	 represent	 a	 valid	

reason	for	censorship	or	any	other	form	of	coercive	state	action126.		

	 There	are	two	important	exceptions	-	cases	when	an	individual	does	not	directly	

or	indirectly	harm	others,	yet	the	state	can	legitimately	exercise	coercion	to	prevent	the	

individual	from	performing	some	action	or	to	motivate	the	individual	to	perform	some	

action.	First,	Mill	holds	we	are	allowed	to	(in	fact,	we	have	a	duty	to)	interfere	with	one's	

freedom	when	one's	action	is	clearly	harmful	for	the	individual	and	when	we	have	good	

reasons	to	believe	that	the	individual	lacks	some	relevant	knowledge	that	would	persuade	

him	not	to	perform	the	harmful	action	in	question,	or	we	sincerely	believe	the	individual	

temporarily	lacks	relevant	intellectual	capacities	the	employment	of	which	would	result	

with	the	rejection	of	the	harmful	behavior127.	Mill's	gives	a	famous	bridge	example	and	

indicates	that		

	
if	either	a	public	officer	or	anyone	else	saw	a	person	attempting	to	cross	a	bridge	which	had	

been	ascertained	to	be	unsafe,	and	there	were	no	time	to	warn	him	of	his	danger,	they	might	

seize	him	and	turn	him	back,	without	any	real	infringement	of	his	liberty;	for	liberty	consists	

in	doing	what	one	desires,	and	he	does	not	desire	to	fall	into	the	river.	(Mill	1977d,	294)		

	

This	and	similar	cases	represent	an	exception	to	the	general	rule	and	can	be	applied	only	

when	certain	conditions	are	in	place.	Exercising	coercion	is	justifiable	only	when	there	is	

no	other	way	of	warning	(or	informing)	the	individual	and	only	when	we	know	that	the	

individual	 lacks	the	relevant	 information.	Once	we	have	 informed	the	 individual	of	 the	

	
126	This	is	a	well-known	discussion	and	can	be	found	in	numerous	publications.	However,	it	goes	beyond	
the	scope	of	this	chapter	or	even	this	book.	For	additional	information	on	censorship	and	harm	to	others	
see	Anschutz	(1969),	Baccarini	(1993),	Berger	(1984),	Gaus	(2009)	and	Gray	(1983).		
127	Both	conditions	have	to	be	met	in	order	to	legitimately	exercise	coercion	over	individual	whose	actions	
affect	no	one	but	himself.	Action	has	to	be	both	harmful	for	the	individual	and	we	should	reasonable	believe	
he	lacks	some	relevant	information	or	is	in	a	state	of	(temporarily	or	permanently)	diminished	intellectual	
capacities.	First	condition	alone	(i.e.,	the	fact	that	the	action	is	harmful	for	the	agent)	is	not	enough	for	justify	
coercive	action	by	the	state.	Second	condition	(i.e.,	our	reasonable	belief	that	the	agent	lacks	some	relevant	
information)	 is	 also	 not	 enough	 to	 support	 coercion.	 People	 often	 act	 while	 lacking	 some	 relevant	
information,	and	it	is	the	potential	serious	harm	of	their	actions	that	justifies	coercion	in	some	cases.		
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danger	ahead	and	he	still	wants	to	risk	crossing	the	bridge,	no	coercive	measures	should	

be	applied	since	"no	one	but	the	person	himself	can	judge	of	the	sufficiency	of	the	motive	

which	may	prompt	him	to	incur	the	risk"	(Mill	1977d,	294).	Similarly,	we	can	limit	one's	

freedom	when	the	individual	temporarily	lacks	relevant	decision-making	competences	or	

is	in	a	state	of	diminished	capacities	and	is	going	to	perform	some	clearly	harmful	action.	

However,	 in	 both	 cases	 these	 infringements	 can	 only	 be	 temporary	 and	would	not	 be	

justified	 had	 the	 individual	 been	 in	 normal	 epistemic	 circumstances.	 Second,	 and	 also	

more	relevant	for	this	chapter,	Mill	holds	that	the	state	can	legitimately	exercise	coercion	

and	prevent	an	individual	from	performing	an	action	that	does	not	harm	any	other	person,	

provided	that	performing	such	action	would	put	the	individual	in	state	in	which	she	would	

be	unable	to	perform	some	specific	duty	toward	other	citizens	or	the	public	in	general.	If	

a	parent,	for	example,	adopts	a	harmful	and	extravagant	lifestyle	that	makes	him	unable	

to	properly	exercise	 the	duty	he	has	 towards	his	 children,	 the	state	has	every	 right	 to	

punish	him.	However,	he	deserves	the	punishment	for	failing	to	fulfil	a	specific	duty	to	

others,	not	for	his	extravagant	lifestyle.	Similarly,	though	no	one	should	be	punished	for	

being	drunk,	a	policeman	or	a	soldier	should	be	punished	for	being	drunk	on	duty.	Mill	

thus	concludes	that	"whenever	there	is	a	definite	damage,	or	a	definite	risk	of	damage,	

either	to	an	individual	or	to	the	public,	the	case	is	taken	out	of	the	province	of	liberty	and	

placed	in	that	of	morality	or	 law"	(Mill	1977d,	282).	These	two	types	of	cases	are	only	

exceptions	when	the	state	can	intervene	and	limit	one's	freedom	even	when	one's	actions	

cause	no	(direct	or	indirect)	harm	to	others128.		

	

8.1.b.	The	Apparent	Inconsistency	

As	indicated	earlier	in	this	chapter,	Mill	takes	a	strong	antipaternalist	stance	in	On	Liberty.	

As	long	as	their	actions	affect	only	themselves	(and	as	long	as	they	have	access	to	relevant	

information	and	are	not	violating	a	duty	they	have	to	others),	individuals	should	be	left	to	

freely	decide	how	they	want	to	act	and	live.	The	state	should	not	interfere	with,	promote	

or	 suppress	 any	 particular	 practice,	 activity	 or	 lifestyle,	 provided	 that	 the	 individual	

undertaking	it	does	not	harm	any	other	non-consenting	person.	Similarly,	the	state	should	

not	 impose	 strong	 autonomy-threatening	 filtering	mechanisms	 to	 ensure	 that	 citizens	

	
128	 There	 is	 also	 a	 third,	 nowadays	 less	 relevant	 type	 of	 cases,	 including	 slavery	 contracts	 and	 other	
agreements	individuals	can	use	to	permanently	renounce	their	liberties.	Mill	is,	of	course,	convinced	such	
contracts	 should	 be	 prohibited	 (Mill	 1977d,	 299-301).	 For	 additional	 information,	 see	 Strasser	 (1988),	
Archard	(1990)	and	Schwan	(2013).		
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make	correct	decisions:	while	it	might	advise,	provide	information	and	even	educate	its	

citizens,	no	coercive	mechanism	should	be	employed	when	citizens	make	decisions	that	

affect	 only	 their	 own	well-being.	 Individuals	 have	 (almost)	 full	 individual	 sovereignty	

with	respect	to	activities	and	practices	affecting	only	themselves.		

	 However,	some	authors	(Arneson	1982,	Brink	2013)	emphasize	that	the	same	does	

not	apply	when	Mill	discusses	collective	sovereignty	in	Considerations	on	Representative	

Government.	 Mill	 does	 not	 hesitate	 to	 put	 strong	 constraints	 both	 on	 the	 scope	 of	

democratic	decisions	and	the	majoritarian	decision-making	(and	decision-authorization)	

procedure	used	 to	create	 them.	He	gives	a	 list	of	mechanism	that	can	be	used	 to	 filter	

public	will,	withdrawing	the	actual	decision-making	process	from	the	public	and	putting	

a	strong	emphasis	on	the	role	of	experts	(Mill	1977a,	1977b,	see	also	Garforth	1980,	Ravlić	

2001,	 Estlund	 2003,	 Baccarini	 and	 Ivanković	 2015,	 Cerovac	 2016b).	 For	 example,	 his	

strong	appeal	for	a	representative	system	without	pledges	and	campaign	promises,	where	

electors	 are	 unable	 to	 recall	 their	 representatives	 in	 mid-term,	 is	 one	 such	 filtering	

mechanism	 limiting	 the	 collective	 sovereignty.	 Giving	 the	 Parliament	 an	 almost	

exclusively	 deliberative	 function,	 while	 tasking	 the	 government	 and	 the	 expert	

commissions	 with	 the	 creation	 of	 laws	 and	 policies,	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 another	 similar	

example.	Finally,	Mill's	plural	voting	proposal	which	assigns	greater	political	influence	in	

the	formal	political	sphere	to	better	educated	and	more	qualified	citizens	is	also	a	form	of	

filtering	mechanism	 that	 limits	 the	 collective	 sovereignty:	well-educated	minority	 can	

thus	 sometimes	 outvote	 the	 majority	 of	 citizens	 or	 at	 least	 oppose	 and	 block	 the	

legislation	that	would	be	easily	passed	in	one-person,	one-vote	system129.	These	filtering	

mechanisms	shape	political	procedures	and	move	citizens	(except	perhaps	at	 the	 local	

level)	away	from	direct	decision-making	and	decision-authorization	practices.	Mill	is	very	

clear	about	this	intention	when	he	endorses	Tocqueville's	thought	that	we	should	carry	

into	practice	a	form	of	democracy	which	"on	the	one	hand,	most	exercises	and	cultivates	

the	intelligence	and	mental	activity	of	the	majority;	and,	on	the	other,	breaks	the	headlong	

impulses	of	popular	opinion,	by	delay,	rigor	of	forms,	and	adverse	discussion"	(Mill	1977e,	

189).	 Mill's	 aim	 is	 to	 limit	 the	 collective	 sovereignty	 and	 shape	 decision-making	 and	

decision-authorization	 procedures	 to	 attribute	 greater	 influence	 to	 experts	 and	 well-

educated	citizens,	thus	ensuring	that	the	unqualified	(or	poorly	qualified)	majority	cannot	

	
129	 Plural	 voting	 proposal,	 of	 course,	 regards	 unequal	 distribution	 of	 political	 influence	 while	 electing	
political	representatives,	not	while	making	or	authorizing	political	decisions.		
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pass	legislation	without	the	consent	of	the	minority.	These	filtering	mechanisms	improve	

the	 epistemic	 quality	 of	 results	 (laws	 and	 policies)	 since	 they	 simultaneously	 prevent	

class	 legislation	 and	 introduce	 competence	 in	 the	 decision-making	 and	 decision-

authorization	 process.	 Arneson	 (1982)	 and	 Brink	 (2013)	 think	 that	 this	 epistemic	

criterion	is	clearly	paternalistic.	We	impose	some	decision-authorization	processes	upon	

a	 political	 community	 to	 improve	 the	 quality	 of	 decisions	 it	 produces,	 and	we	 reduce	

political	influence	of	the	majority	(thus	reducing	its	collective	sovereignty)	to	improve	its	

well-being.	Mill	thus	defends	individual	sovereignty,	which	is	endangered	when	we	limit	

one's	 freedom	for	one's	own	sake,	while	he	completely	neglects	collective	sovereignty,	

which	 is	 endangered	 when,	 instead	 of	 the	majority	 of	 citizens,	 political	 decisions	 are	

disproportionately	made	and	authorized	by	experts	and	well-educated	citizens.	

	 Similarly,	following	his	two	criteria	of	good	government,	Mill	assigns	another	task	

upon	 these	 filtering	mechanisms	 -	 they	have	 to	 facilitate	 the	 improvement	of	 citizens'	

intellectual	and	moral	 capacities.	Rejection	of	pledges	and	campaign	promises	enables	

political	representatives	to	deliberate	freely	and	to	change	their	opinions	in	the	light	of	

better	reasons,	thus	fostering	epistemically	fertile	deliberation	which	serves	an	important	

educative	role.	Open	ballot	forces	citizens	to	think	about	the	public	good	and	to	provide	

reasons	(when	asked)	justifying	why	they	voted	the	way	they	did.	Plural	voting	proposal,	

as	 argued	 in	 the	 previous	 chapters,	 also	 has	 an	 important	 educative	 role,	 since	 it	

simultaneously	 promotes	 education	 and	 raises	 the	 overall	 level	 of	 political	 debates.	

Richard	 Arneson	 (1982)	 argues	 that	 Mill's	 focus	 on	 education	 also	 represents	 a	

paternalist	turn	in	his	political	thought:	if	education	is	something	good	for	the	citizens	and	

if	the	state,	using	filtering	mechanisms	to	shape	the	political	process	and	to	limit	some	of	

their	liberties,	promotes	education	to	improve	citizens'	well-being,	it	adopts	a	paternalist	

methodology.	 Again,	 Mill	 faces	 that	 same	 problem:	 while	 he	 defends	 individual	

sovereignty	and	holds	that	the	state	should	not	limit	one's	liberty	for	one's	own	good,	he	

simultaneously	introduces	and	defends	filtering	mechanisms	(and	some	of	them	seem	to	

limit	collective	sovereignty)	for	their	educative	effect	and	the	beneficial	effect	they	have	

on	the	well-being	of	citizens.		

	 The	 following	 two	 parts	 of	 the	 chapter	 discuss	 in	 detail	 these	 two	 apparent	

inconsistencies	 and	 demonstrate	why	Mill's	 defense	 of	 filtering	mechanisms	 does	 not	

necessarily	rest	upon	paternalist	considerations.		
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8.2.	PATERNALISM	AND	POLITICAL	EDUCATION	

	

Mill	 puts	 great	 emphasis	 on	 government's	 ability	 to	provide	political	 education	 for	 its	

citizens	and	even	writes	that	"the	most	important	point	of	excellence	which	any	form	of	

government	 can	 possess	 is	 to	 promote	 the	 virtue	 and	 intelligence	 of	 the	 people	

themselves"	(Mill	1977a,	390).	As	noted	earlier,	some	authors	think	this	represents	an	

obvious	paternalist	criterion.	Richard	Arneson,	for	example,	indicates	that	Mill's	idea	that	

"government	 is	 responsible	 for	 educating	 and	 uplifting	 those	 under	 its	 jurisdiction"	

represents	 a	 "clearly	 paternalistic	 reason"	 (Arneson	 1982,	 48).	 Favoring	 Mill's	

antipaternalist	ideas	from	On	Liberty,	he	proceeds	to	wonder	"why	should	government	

be	 responsible	 for	 the	 moral	 betterment	 of	 adult	 citizens",	 beyond	 simply	 making	

opportunities	for	education	available	to	all	adult	citizens	(Arneson	1982,	48).		

	 	If	we	take	Mill's	second	criterion	for	good	government	(i.e.,	its	ability	to	educate	

the	citizens)	as	a	purely	 intrinsic	quality	(one	which	serves	no	additional	 instrumental	

purpose,	 but	 is	 valuable	 only	 for	 its	 own	 sake),	 Arneson's	 conclusion	 can	 hardly	 be	

avoided130.	However,	as	 indicated	in	the	earlier	chapters,	Mill	 is	clear	that	the	unifying	

criterion	of	good	government	are	"beneficial	consequences,	immediate	and	prospective"	

(Mill	 1977a,	 404).	 Improving	 citizens'	 intellectual	 and	 moral	 capacities	 is	 both	

intrinsically	(as	a	constitutive	part	of	beneficial	consequences)	and	instrumentally	(as	a	

prerequisite	for	creating	other	beneficial	consequences)	valuable	(see	Mill	1977a,	406-

412).	To	focus	on	the	latter,	Mill	argues	that	democratic	government's	ability	to	produce	

correct,	just	or	efficient	decisions	depends	(in	part)	on	the	citizens'	existing	education	and	

(moral	and	 intellectual)	capacities.	He	 thus	considers	education	not	only	as	something	

valuable	in	itself,	but	also	as	an	important	means	for	creating	(and	authorizing)	correct	

political	decisions,	those	leading	to	the	best	political	outcomes	(Cerovac	2017).		

	 Can	 we	 use	 this	 (partial)	 instrumentalist	 reading	 to	 resist	 the	 paternalist	

interpretation?	When	applied	to	the	level	of	individual	sovereignty,	that	can	hardly	be	the	

case.	When	 the	 state	 actively	 promotes	 education	 (and	withholds	 some	 liberties	 from	

	
130	One	can	argue	that	Mill	values	education	on	instrumental	grounds,	since	it	enables	citizens	to	recognize,	
pursue	and	acquire	higher	pleasures.	Government	 thus	has	an	additional	 task:	not	only	 to	help	citizens	
pursue	their	 interests,	but	also	to	improve	the	quality	of	these	interests	(see	Macpherson	2012).	Higher	
pleasures	 are	 thus	 considered	 intrinsically	 valuable,	 while	 improving	 citizens'	 intellectual	 and	 moral	
capacities	represents	nothing	more	than	a	useful	instrument	for	acquiring	higher	pleasures.	However,	while	
this	 interpretation	 characterizes	 education	 as	 only	 instrumentally	 valuable,	 it	 does	 not	 help	 escape	
Arneson's	critique.	In	fact,	it	only	seems	to	strengthen	the	paternalist	reading.	
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individuals	who	have	not	received	such	education)	in	order	to	enable	them	to	make	better	

choices	and	decisions	that	affect	only	themselves,	the	state	is	still	acting	in	a	paternalist	

manner.	Mill	 clearly	 rejects	 this	 form	 of	 paternalism	when	 he	 indicates	 that	 the	 state	

should	not	limit	one's	freedom	regarding	actions	that	affect	only	oneself	(Mill	1977d).	If	

an	 adult	 individual	 wants	 to	 drive	 a	 car	 in	 his	 possession	 despite	 lacking	 relevant	

knowledge	and	competences	to	do	so	properly	and	has	a	huge	flat	yard	surrounded	by	a	

strong	fence	preventing	those	outside	from	entering	and	those	inside	from	accidentally	

leaving	 (e.g.,	 by	 losing	 control	 and	 breaking	 through	 the	 fence),	 the	 state	 should	 not	

interfere	and	 limit	one's	 freedom	to	drive	 in	his	yard,	even	when	such	behavior	might	

cause	 him	 direct	 bodily	 harm.	 The	 state	 can	 inform	 such	 individual	 that	 this	 action	

involves	a	high	risk	of	severe	injury	and	might	even	require	from	car	manufacturers	to	

warn	the	customers	that	nonproficient	use	of	their	product	might	be	dangerous	for	the	

person	using	it,	but	it	should	not	limit	one's	freedom	to	drive	a	car	under	such	conditions.	

However,	things	substantively	change	when	we	apply	instrumentalist	reading	to	other-

regarding	actions.	The	state	can	require	 that	 individuals	driving	cars	 in	streets	and	on	

roads,	where	they	can	harm	other	non-consenting	people	(pedestrians,	by-standers	and	

other	 drivers),	 acquire	 the	 education	 needed	 to	 drive	 safely	 and	with	minimal	 risk	 to	

others.	The	state	can	make	one's	liberty	to	drive	a	car	in	public	spaces	conditional	on	one's	

education	and	competences,	and	it	can	do	so	without	the	appeal	to	their	own	well-being	

typical	for	paternalist	justification.	Mill	believes	our	participation	in	decision-making	and	

decision-authorizing	 procedures	 resembles	 this	 example.	 One's	 exercise	 of	 political	

privileges	 (e.g.,	 voting	 in	 the	elections)	 affects	not	only	 the	 individual	performing	 that	

political	 action,	 but	 also	 other	 persons	 who	 have	 participated	 in	 the	 decision-

authorization	 process,	 as	 well	 as	 those	 who	 did	 not	 participate	 (e.g.,	 passive	 and	

disinterested	citizens)	and	those	who	cannot	participate	(e.g.,	children	and	people	with	

severe	mental	disorders).	Participating	in	collective	decision-authorization	procedures	is	

a	 kind	 of	 action	 that	 affects	 (and	 can	 harm)	 other	 people	 around	 us,	 and	 not	 just	

ourselves131.		 Making	 political	 participation	 conditional	 on	 acquiring	 some	 level	 of	

education	and	competence	can	be	defended	on	non-paternalist	grounds,	to	prevent	the	

	
131	We	should	distinguish	between	the	harm	inflicted	upon	moral,	religious	or	aesthetic	feelings	of	other	
individuals	caused	by	our	exercise	of	 freedom	of	speech	and	the	harm	inflicted	upon	others'	well-being	
caused	 by	 the	 exercise	 of	 our	 voting	 privileges.	 Laws	 and	 public	 policies,	 including	 those	 from	 the	
department	of	state	(defense	and	security,	internal	affairs,	public	administration)	as	well	as	those	related	
to	economy	or	social	security	have	a	strong	effect	on	citizens'	lives	and	can	harm	them	in	a	substantively	
different	way	than	the	exercise	of	freedom	of	speech.	
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harm	one's	participation	 in	the	electoral	process	can	 inflict	on	others	(by	reducing	the	

quality	of	decision-authorization	procedure	as	well	as	the	quality	of	final	outcomes).		

Furthermore,	recall	that,	for	Mill,	the	state	can	legitimately	limit	one's	freedom	to	

perform	an	action	when	such	action	would	put	 that	 individual	 in	a	 state	 in	which	one	

would	be	unable	to	properly	fulfil	some	duties	towards	others.	The	state	can	limit	police	

officer's	freedom	to	drink	alcohol	or	to	use	strong	drugs	and	other	addicting	substances	

since	such	actions	significantly	reduce	officer's	ability	 to	perform	his	or	her	duty.	This	

would	 not	 be	 grounded	 in	 paternalist	 considerations	 since	 the	 justification	 does	 not	

address	 police	 officer's	 health	 or	 well-being,	 but	 officer's	 ability	 to	 perform	 a	 clearly	

ascribed	duty.	Recall	that	Mill	looks	upon	electoral	suffrage	not	as	a	right	but	as	a	privilege,	

a	"moral	act	involving	a	real	responsibility"	(Mill	1977c,	366)	by	which	citizens	do	their	

"duty	to	the	public"	(Mill	1977b,	337).	When	we	participate	and	vote	in	the	elections	we	

have	a	duty	to	make	the	best	contribution	we	reasonably	can.	Rejecting	most	 forms	of	

education	and	opportunities	for	self-improvement	and	the	advancement	of	our	capacities	

will	reduce	the	quality	of	our	potential	contribution,	and	possibly	make	us	violate	the	duty	

we	have	towards	other	citizens	and	the	public	in	general.	Mill	clearly	indicates	that	voting	

privileges	 should	be	withheld	 from	citizens	who	have	not	 acquired	 a	minimal	 level	 of	

education,	 as	 well	 as	 from	 citizens	 who	 try	 to	 exercise	 their	 electoral	 suffrage	 while	

intoxicated	 (Mill	 1977b,	 316,	 see	 also	 Sturgis	 2005).	 He	 argues	 that,	 in	 both	 cases,	

individual	 freedom	 is	 limited	 not	 for	 one's	 own	 good,	 but	 to	 prevent	 the	 harm	 this	

particular	action	might	cause	to	others,	as	well	as	to	prevent	the	individual	from	entering	

the	state	in	which	he	will	be	unable	to	fulfil	his	duties	towards	others.	As	we	can	see,	Mill's	

second	criterion	of	good	government	and	his	idea	that	the	state	should	promote	education	

and	 improvement	 of	 citizens'	 capacities	 can	 be	 justified	 without	 the	 appeal	 to	 (that	

particular	citizens')	well-being132.	Since	laws,	public	policies	and	political	decisions	affect	

and	 can	 harm	others,	 our	 participation	 in	 decision-making	 and	decision-authorization	

procedures	 falls	 not	 within	 the	 area	 of	 blameless	 liberty,	 but	 in	 the	 area	 of	 law	 and	

	
132	Of	course,	as	a	utilitarian	philosopher	Mill	puts	a	strong	emphasis	on	citizens'	well-being.	Having	read	
my	interpretation,	some	might	argue	that	the	second	criterion	remains	paternalistic	since	it	endorses	the	
promotion	of	citizens'	education	in	order	to	improve	citizens'	well-being.	However,	this	does	not	seem	right.	
We	can	similarly	(and	inaccurately)	characterize	Mill's	harm	principle	as	paternalistic,	since	 it	endorses	
restrictions	of	citizens'	liberties	in	order	to	inhibit	and	prevent	actions	that	might	harm	citizens.	In	both	
cases,	 the	 citizens	 cannot	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 homogenous	 group	 of	 people	 -	 there	 are	 some	 non-consenting	
individuals	 who	 are	 being	 harmed	 by	 actions	 performed	 by	 others.	 This	 is,	 for	 example,	 the	 case	 of	
uneducated	citizens	voting	in	the	elections	and	making	laws	(or	electing	representatives	who	will	make	
laws)	that	affect	all	citizens,	and	not	only	themselves.		
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morality.	Mill's	second	criterion	is	thus	justified	not	only	because	education	represents	

something	good	for	us,	but	because	incompetent	political	participation	can	make	us	harm	

non-consenting	others	(by	producing	inefficient	or	unjust	 laws	and	policies).	Since	our	

working	definition	of	paternalism	regards	"interference	with	a	person’s	liberty	of	action	

justified	by	reason	referring	exclusively	 to	the	welfare	[...]	of	the	person	being	coerced"	

(Dworkin	1988,	16,	 emphasis	 added),	we	 can	 see	 that	Mill's	 focus	on	education	 is	not	

paternalistic.	 There	 are	 also	 other-regarding	 reasons	 for	 his	 second	 criterion	 of	 good	

government.		

Even	 if	 voting	 privileges	 should	 be	 conditional	 on	 one's	 education,	 additional	

questions	arise.	How	can	we	defend	unequal	distribution	of	political	 influence	on	non-

paternalist	grounds?	

	

	8.3.	PATERNALISM	AND	THE	QUALITY	OF	DECISIONS	

	

As	demonstrated	in	earlier	chapters,	Mill	introduces	a	list	of	filtering	mechanisms	(and	

plural	 voting	 proposal	 in	 particular)	 for	 two	 reasons:	 to	 better	 organize	 citizens'	

competences	and	thus	improve	the	quality	of	political	decisions,	and	to	improve	citizens'	

existing	 competences	 by	 providing	 a	 specific	 form	 of	 political	 education.	While	 some	

argue	 that	 the	 second	 reason	 endorses	 a	 form	 of	 paternalism,	 we	 have	 seen	 that	

improving	 citizens'	 competences	 can	 also	 be	 valuable	 instrumentally,	 as	 a	 means	 for	

creating	 and	 authorizing	 correct,	 just	 or	 efficient	 decisions.	 While	 this	 temporarily	

removes	the	burden	of	paternalism	from	the	second	criterion	(by	arguing	that	education	

is	 a	means	 for	 improving	 the	 quality	 of	 political	 outcomes),	 it	 remains	 conditional	 on	

demonstrating	that	the	first	criterion	(i.e.,	the	quality	of	outcomes)	is	non-paternalistic.	If	

we	 can	 show	 that	 the	 justification	 of	 the	 first	 criterion	 is	 not	 grounded	 in	 paternalist	

considerations,	we	can	finally	conclude	that	Mill's	argument	for	filtering	mechanisms	(and	

especially	for	plural	voting	proposal)	is	non-paternalistic.		

	

8.3.a.	Alleged	Paternalism	in	Mill's	Epistemic	Argument			

Mill	 traditionally	 (and	 explicitly)	 offers	 two	 arguments	 to	 defend	 plural	 voting	

proposal133.	First,	the	protective	argument	points	out	that	plural	voting	proposal	can	help	

	
133	 Mill	 does	 not	 explicitly	 highlight	 his	 argument	 focusing	 on	 education	 (and	 discussed	 earlier	 in	 this	
chapter)	as	an	additional	reason	for	plural	voting	proposal,	and	the	same	applies	for	his	argument	focusing	
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us	prevent	the	tyranny	of	the	majority	characterized	by	class	legislation,	when	citizens	

pass	legislation	to	pursue	their	individual	or	class	interests	instead	of	the	general	interest	

and	the	common	good.	When	the	majority	of	citizens	are	also	members	of	some	social	

group	 (e.g.,	 working	 class),	 distributing	 political	 influence	 equally	 might	 result	 in	

aggregative	decision-making	processes	where	the	representatives	of	the	majority	group	

have	 no	 need	 to	 defend	 their	 opinions	 or	 make	 compromises	 since	 they	 can	 always	

outvote	the	opinions	held	by	the	minority.	Plural	voting	proposal	can	thus	help	us	secure	

that	 no	 social	 group	 make	 political	 decisions	 without	 having	 to	 defend	 them	 within	

collective	 deliberative	 procedures.	 Second,	 the	 epistemic	 argument	 addresses	 existing	

differences	 in	 citizens'	 moral	 and	 intellectual	 competences	 and	 defends	 unequal	

distribution	 of	 political	 influence	 (within	 formal	 political	 sphere)	 in	 organizing	 these	

competences	in	an	epistemically	optimal	way.	As	argued	earlier,	both	arguments	should	

be	 understood	 from	 the	 consequentialist	 point	 of	 view134:	 if	 the	 majority	 group	 is	

pursuing	its	own	class	interests	and	starts	outvoting	the	minority,	eliminating	the	need	

for	collective	deliberation,	and	if	democratic	procedures	fail	 to	acknowledge	and	make	

use	 of	 unequally	 distributed	 competences,	 our	 decision-authorization	 procedures	will	

result	in	substantively	bad	(incorrect,	unjust	or	inefficient)	political	decisions,	resulting	

in	harmful	consequences	for	the	entire	political	community.		

	 Philosophers	who	point	at	Mill's	allegedly	paternalist	justification	of	plural	voting	

proposal	typically	focus	on	his	epistemic	argument.	Discussing	Mill's	protective	argument,	

Richard	Arneson	(1982,	56)	writes	that	"the	goal	of	preventing	the	violation	of	minority	

rights	 and	 [thus]	 limiting	 the	 freedom	of	 the	majority	 in	order	 to	protect	 a	dissenting	

minority	 is	 clearly	 non-paternalistic".	 However,	 he	 quickly	 adds	 that	 the	 epistemic	

argument	"appears	to	be	clearly	paternalistic"	since	it	defends	against	the	danger	of	"inept	

policies"	(Arneson	1982,	56).	Following	this	reading,	Mill	can	remain	anti-paternalist	and	

keep	his	plural	voting	proposal	only	if	he	abandons	the	epistemic	argument	and	the	idea	

that	unequal	distribution	of	political	 influence	can	be	 justified	because	 it	 improves	the	

quality	of	political	decisions.	However,	epistemic	 justification	represents	an	 important,	

and	 maybe	 even	 central	 point	 in	 Mill's	 political	 thought.	 Furthermore,	 Mill	 finds	

	
on	 justice.	However,	 these	 arguments	 are	 clearly	 presented	 (Mill	 1977a,	 474-480)	 and,	 following	 some	
contemporary	scholars	(Miller	2015),	should	be	discussed	separately	since	they	cannot	be	simply	reduced	
to	the	other	two	(preventing	class	legislation	and	introducing	competence	in	decision-making	process).		
134	For	additional	information	on	the	strictly	consequentialist	interpretation	of	Mill's	political	thought	see	
Estlund	(2003),	Wolff	(2016),	Cerovac	(2016b)	and	Peter	(2017).		
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abandoning	the	epistemic	argument	and	focusing	on	preventing	class	legislation	as	the	

sole	 reason	 for	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 unacceptable,	 since	 he	 considers	 the	 epistemic	

argument	as	the	dominant	reason	for	his	proposal.	As	indicated	earlier,	Mill	(Mill	1977a,	

478)	is	adamant	that	he	does	not	advance	"the	plurality	as	a	thing	in	itself	undesirable,	

which,	like	the	exclusion	of	part	of	the	community	from	the	suffrage,	may	be	temporarily	

tolerated	while	 necessary	 to	 prevent	 greater	 evils"	 (e.g.,	 class	 legislation).	 Instead,	 he	

looks	"upon	it	as	only	relatively	good,	but	in	principle	wrong,	because	recognizing	a	wrong	

standard,	 and	 exercising	 a	 bad	 influence	 on	 the	 voter's	mind"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 478).	Mill	

cannot	simply	remove	the	quality	of	political	decisions	and	overall	political	results	from	

his	 argument	 (nor	 can	 he	 ground	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 only	 in	 prevention	 of	 class	

legislation),	and	thus	has	to	address	the	critics	and	demonstrate	why	epistemic	argument	

does	not	rest	upon	paternalist	considerations.		

	 Of	course,	one	can	argue	that,	since	political	decisions	usually	affect	all	citizens,	

plural	voting	mechanism	can	be	seen	as	a	 filtering	mechanism	protecting	 the	minority	

from	 the	 majority's	 incompetence.	 After	 all,	 minorities	 can	 be	 wronged,	 and	 harmful	

legislation	can	be	passed	even	when	there	are	no	individual	or	class	interests	in	play.	A	

benevolent	yet	uneducated	or	unqualified	majority	can	make	and	authorize	harmful	laws	

and	policies	 even	when	 it	 tries	 to	 think	 and	argue	 in	 terms	of	 the	 common	good.	Mill	

(1977a,	 473)	 endorses	 a	 clear	 anti-paternalist	 stance	 with	 regard	 to	 private	matters,	

writing	 that	 "there	would	be	no	pretense	 for	applying	 this	doctrine	 to	any	case	which	

could	with	reason	be	considered	as	one	of	individual	or	private	right".	He	argues	that,	in	

affairs	which	concern	only	one	person,	 "that	one	 is	entitled	 to	 follow	his	own	opinion,	

however	much	wiser	the	other	may	be	than	himself"	(Mill	1977a,	473).	This	is	Mill's	anti-

paternalism	in	On	Liberty,	where	he	presents	epistemic	arguments	for	freedom	of	thought,	

speech,	press	and	assembly,	but	also	for	other	liberties	one	needs	to	be	able	to	live	a	free	

and	autonomous	life,	one	from	which	we	can	learn	the	most.	However,	public	issues	do	

not	 fall	within	 this	 category.	Laws	and	public	policies	 represent	 "things	which	equally	

concern	both	[a	person	that	is	superior	in	virtue,	knowledge	or	intelligence,	and	a	person	

that	 is	 inferior]"	 (Mill	 1977a,	 473).	 In	 such	 cases	 we	 cannot	 simply	 fall	 back	 to	 the	

individual	 sphere	 since	we	have	 to	make	 a	 public	 decision	 that	will	 affect	 all	 citizens,	

regardless	of	their	competences.	When	opinions	on	laws	and	policies	are	in	conflict	and	a	

final	 decision	 has	 to	 be	 made,	 some	 opinions	 inevitably	 have	 to	 give	 way	 to	 others.	

Enforcing	such	laws	and	policies	thus	represents	exercise	of	power	over	others,	and	Mill	
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is	 convinced	 that	 a	 simple	 procedure	 characterized	 by	 one-person,	 one-vote	 principle	

should	 not	 be	 applied.	When	 citizens	 disagree	 on	 public	matters	 and	 have	 to	make	 a	

political	 decision	 that	 some	 citizens	 (either	 majority	 or	 minority)	 will	 unavoidably	

disagree	with,	and	when	their	competences	are	unequally	distributed,	we	should	endorse	

the	principle	that	differences	in	citizens'	epistemic	(and	moral)	capacities	imply	unequal	

distribution	of	political	influence.	When	we	cannot	avoid	some	form	of	political	coercion	

(i.e.,	when	a	law	or	political	decision	has	to	be	made	and	citizens	disagree	on	what	should	

be	 decided),	 it	 is	 better	 to	 coerce	 those	 less	 competent	 (even	 when	 they	 are	 in	 the	

majority)	than	those	more	competent	(even	when	they	are	in	the	minority).		

	 Critics	find	this	idea	highly	implausible.	In	fact,	they	often	consider	it	as	the	very	

source	of	Mill's	alleged	paternalism.	Richard	Arneson	(1982,	58),	for	example,	indicates	

that	"if	someone's	choice	must	be	overruled,	it	is	less	paternalistic	for	the	many	to	coerce	

the	 few	 than	 for	 the	 few	 to	 coerce	 the	 many"	 (of	 course,	 provided	 that	 the	 majority	

decision	does	not	infringe	minority	rights).	Arguing	that	"if	paternalism	is	bad,	then	more	

paternalism	is	worse	and	less	paternalism	is	better",	he	concludes	that	 	"there	is	more	

coercion	of	persons	for	their	own	good	against	their	will	when	a	small	number	of	experts	

have	power	to	enact	a	government	policy	thought	to	be	for	the	good	of	all	including	a	vast	

recalcitrant	 majority,	 than	 when	 the	 same	 vast	 majority	 has	 the	 power	 to	 enact	 a	

government	policy	likewise	thought	to	be	for	the	good	of	all	including	a	small	minority	of	

recalcitrant	experts"	(Arneson	1982,	58).	In	other	words,	when	citizens	have	to	make	a	

collective	decision	and	some	coercion	is	unavoidable,	it	is	better	(there	is	less	coercion)	

when	 the	 final	decision	 follows	 the	opinion	of	 the	majority.	Mill	argues	 for	a	decision-

authorization	 procedure	 characterized	 by	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 and	 embraces	

paternalism	since	this	procedure	entails	more	coercion	that	the	egalitarian	(one-person,	

one-vote)	alternative.	If	we	want	to	reduce	unavoidable	paternalism	to	the	minimal	level,	

we	should	favor	egalitarian	procedures	that	distribute	political	influence	equally	among	

all	 citizens.	 Any	 inegalitarian	 distribution	 of	 political	 influence	 (including	Mill's	 plural	

voting	proposal)	leaves	open	the	possibility	that	the	number	of	people	coerced	exceeds	

the	minimal	(unavoidable)	number	of	coerced	people.	Coercion	of	the	minority	over	the	

majority	remains	a	viable	option.	Critics	such	as	Richard	Arneson	thus	conclude	that	Mill's	

epistemic	argument	for	plural	voting	proposal	must	be	paternalistic	since	it	argues	for	the	

state	in	which	more	people	are	coerced	for	what	is	considered	to	be	the	common	good	

than	in	the	state	in	which	all	citizens	have	equal	political	influence.			
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	 While	 this	 represents	 an	 innovative	 and	 insightful	 objection,	 there	 are	 some	

reservations	 regarding	 its	 ability	 to	 characterize	Mill's	 epistemic	 justification	of	plural	

voting	proposal	as	paternalistic.	Recall	that	Mill	emphasizes	that	some	forms	of	coercion	

can	be	justified.	Individual's	freedom	can	be	limited	when	one	performs	actions	that	harm	

other	 non-consenting	 individuals,	 or	when	 they	 (due	 to	 inappropriate	 exercise	 of	 this	

freedom)	fail	to	uphold	some	clear	duty	they	have	towards	others.	These	limitations	are	

non-paternalist	since	they	entail	coercion	grounded	not	in	the	well-being	of	the	individual	

in	question,	but	in	the	prevention	of	harm	that	the	individual	can	inflict	upon	others	(or	

upon	the	entire	political	community).	Can	we	thus	claim	that	equal	distribution	of	political	

influence	should	be	rejected	due	to	the	harm	that	ill-educated	majority	can	inflict	upon	

the	well-educated	majority?	Can	we	argue	that,	by	upholding	egalitarian	distribution	of	

political	influence,	citizens	are	violating	some	duty	they	have	towards	others?	Mill	would	

have	 to	give	an	affirmative	answer	 to	at	 least	one	of	 the	abovementioned	questions	 in	

order	 to	 ground	 his	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 in	 epistemic	 (and	 not	 only	 in	 protective)	

argument.	 I	believe	Estlund's	 idea	of	normative	consent	 to	political	authority	 (Estlund	

2008,	151-156)	will	help	him	greatly	in	this	task.	

	

8.3.b.	Coercion	and	Normative	Consent	

All	(or	almost	all)	philosophers	agree	that	consent	to	authority	can	sometimes	be	null.	For	

example,	when	threatened	by	a	person	with	a	firearm,	we	can	temporarily	consent	to	that	

person's	authority	and	follow	her	directives.	However,	null	consent	does	no	impose	moral	

duties	and	rights	that	would	otherwise	come	out	of	valid	consent.	We	have	no	moral	duty	

to	submit	to	the	authority	of	the	person	threatening	us	with	a	firearm	just	because	we	

were	 coerced	 to	 consent.	 In	 this	 and	 similar	 cases	 our	 consent	 is	 null	 and	 the	 person	

threatening	us	cannot	appeal	to	a	particular	moral	duty	our	earlier	consent	has	imposed	

upon	us.	However,	non-consent	can	also	sometimes	be	null135.	If	a	serious	traffic	accident	

	
135	 Estlund	 uses	 his	 famous	 garage-cleaning	 example.	 Suppose	 Alf	 helped	 Betty	 clean	 her	 garage	 on	
numerous	occasions,	putting	himself	under	her	authority	during	such	cleaning	process.	It	seems	that	Betty	
now	(when	asked	to)	has	moral	duty	help	Alf	clean	his	garage,	putting	herself	under	Alf's	authority	during	
that	process.	If	Betty	does	not	want	to	help	Alf	and	rejects	his	request	for	assistance,	we	can	say	that	her	
non-consent	is	null.	She	still	has	a	moral	duty	to	help	Alf	clean	his	garage	(and	to	temporarily	put	herself	
under	his	authority),	and	this	duty	does	not	simply	disappear	due	to	her	lack	of	consent.	Of	course,	this	does	
not	imply	that	Alf	(who	has	moral	authority	over	Betty	despite	her	non-consent)	can	legitimately	coerce	her	
to	help	him	clean	his	garage,	yet	we	can	still	argue	that,	by	refusing	to	help,	Betty	violates	a	duty	she	has	
towards	 Alf.	 For	 a	 more	 detailed	 analysis	 of	 this	 example	 see	 Estlund	 (2008,	 10),	 and	 for	 additional	
information	on	normative	consent	see	Estlund	(2005	and	2018),	Koltonski	(2013),	Huseby	(2014),	Peter	
(2017)	and	Cerovac	(2020).		
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occurred	 in	 front	of	our	eyes,	 there	are	several	 injured	persons	and	we	can	help	 them	

without	any	risk	for	ourselves	or	the	others,	we	have	a	moral	duty	to	do	so.	Furthermore,	

if	 a	 physician	 is	 present	 at	 the	 crash	 site	 (and	 we	 have	 no	 reason	 to	 doubt	 her	

qualifications,	competences	and	good	will),	we	have	a	moral	duty	to	follow	the	physician's	

instructions	since	that	represents	the	best	course	of	action	to	discharge	our	duty	towards	

those	 injured.	 We	 can,	 of	 course,	 withhold	 our	 consent	 and	 choose	 not	 to	 follow	

physician's	instructions,	yet	this	seems	morally	problematic.	In	this	particular	case	our	

non-consent	is	null.	Refusing	to	consent	to	physician's	authority	is	morally	wrong	since,	

by	doing	that,	we	are	throwing	away	the	best	means	for	discharging	our	duty	towards	

others	(Estlund	2005).		

	 There	is,	of	course,	a	huge	difference	between	our	non-consent	when	we	have	a	

duty	 towards	 others	 and	 our	 non-consent	 when	 no	 such	 duty	 exists.	 Suppose	 that	 a	

physician	is	more	competent	to	make	correct	decisions	regarding	our	health	than	we	are.	

However,	mere	competence	does	not	give	her	moral	authority	over	us136.	Mill	discusses	

similar	examples	in	On	Liberty	-	even	when	others	are	more	competent	than	we	are,	they	

should	not	be	allowed	to	 interfere	with	our	 freedom	as	 long	as	our	actions	affect	only	

ourselves.	Similarly,	while	we	should	take	into	account	advice	from	those	more	competent	

than	us,	we	have	no	moral	duty	to	follow	it	(Mill	1977d).	If	we	refuse	physician's	advice	

regarding	 treatment	 of	 some	 non-contagious	 disease	 that	 affects	 us	 (e.g.,	 cancer,	

cardiovascular	diseases,	diabetes)	and	in	doing	so	we	pose	no	threat	for	the	others	(nor	

do	we	violate	some	duty	we	have	towards	others),	we	have	no	moral	duty	to	follow	the	

physician's	advice	(although	that	might	be	prudential).	In	such	cases	the	physician	has	no	

moral	authority	over	us.	However,	if	we	are	at	the	crash	site	with	many	injured	persons,	

we	have	a	clear	duty	towards	others.	Similarly,	 if	we	participate	 in	collective	decision-

authorization	 procedures	 (those	 discussed	 in	 Considerations	 on	 Representative	

Government),	we	have	a	clear	duty	not	to	harm	others	around	us	(by	making	incorrect,	

unjust	 or	 inefficient	decisions).	 In	both	 cases,	 provided	 that	we	 can	 agree	on	who	 the	

experts	 are,	we	 have	 a	 duty	 to	 endorse	 their	 authority	 or,	 to	 be	more	 precise,	 to	 use	

decision-making	(or	decision-authorization)	procedure	that	has	the	highest	tendency	to	

produce	 the	 best	 results.	 Such	 procedure	 will	 be	 instrumentally	 justified	 since	 it	

	
136	 This	 is	 the	 well-known	 expert-boss	 fallacy,	 introduced	 by	 David	 Estlund	 (2008,	 22,	 40)	 and	 later	
discussed	by	many	 scholars,	 including	Quong	 (2010),	Caplan	 (2012),	Zelič	 (2012),	Brennan	 (2016)	and	
Peter	(2019).		
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represents	the	best	means	for	discharging	our	duty	towards	others,	and	our	non-consent	

to	that	procedure	will	be	null.		

	 Recall	 that	 for	 Mill	 political	 coercion	 (limiting	 one's	 freedoms	 without	 one's	

consent)	 can	 sometimes	 be	 justified.	 When	 a	 citizen	 fails	 to	 discharge	 a	 duty	 he	 has	

towards	others,	and	when	this	failure	results	with	harm	inflicted	upon	others,	his	non-

consent	 becomes	 null,	 and	 the	 state	 can	 legitimately	 limit	 some	 of	 his	 liberties.	 This	

approach	 avoids	 paternalist	 considerations	 since	 it	 introduces	 coercive	 policies	 to	

prevent	harm	one	individual	can	inflict	upon	others,	and	not	to	increase	that	individual's	

well-being.	Mill	can	thus	easily	avoid	the	objection	characterizing	his	epistemic	argument	

for	plural	voting	proposal	as	paternalistic	-	all	Mill	has	to	do	is	to	demonstrate	that	there	

is	a	particular	duty	towards	others	 in	the	electoral	process,	and	that	egalitarian	voting	

system	prevents	us	from	adequately	discharging	this	duty.		

	 Aa	argued	in	earlier	chapters,	Mill	is	adamant	that	there	is	such	a	duty.	Since	the	

exercise	 of	 our	 electoral	 privileges	 can	 harm	 others	 (by	 electing	 incompetent	

representatives	we	indirectly	participate	in	authorization	and	even	creation	of	inefficient,	

unjust	or	incorrect	decisions),	we	have	a	moral	duty	not	only	to	vote	conscientiously	but	

also	to	endorse	a	decision-authorization	procedure	that	has	the	highest	(instrumental)	

epistemic	 quality,	 i.e.,	 a	 procedure	 that	 has	 the	 highest	 chance	 of	 producing	 good	

outcomes.	The	same	rationale	applies	when	we	establish	our	duty	to	follow	physician's	

instructions	 at	 the	 crash	 site.	 We	 have	 a	 duty	 to	 follow	 results	 of	 a	 decision-making	

procedure	that	represents	the	best	means	 for	 the	discharge	of	our	duty	towards	those	

injured.	Since	a	physician	is	a	technical	expert	who	knows	how	to	treat	injuries	far	better	

than	we	do,	and	since	collective	deliberation	is	not	appropriate	for	the	situation,	we	can	

discharge	our	duty	towards	those	injured	far	better	by	following	physician's	instructions	

than	 by	 making	 relevant	 decisions	 by	 ourselves	 or	 using	 a	 democratic	 procedure	

characterized	by	equal	distribution	of	political	influence.	Mill	follows	this	analogy	when	

he	refers	to	executive	government:	since	the	creation	of	good	laws	and	policies	requires	

technical	expertise	and	"professional	knowledge"	(Mill	1977a,	522),	they	should	be	made	

by	small	groups	of	experts.	However,	Mill	does	not	consider	technical	expertise	relevant	

with	 regard	 to	 representative	 government:	 members	 of	 the	 Parliament	 need	 to	 have	

"knowledge	 of	 the	 general	 interests	 of	 the	 country",	 and	 not	 (unless	 by	 occasional	

accident)	professional	knowledge	related	to	some	branch	of	public	administration	(Mill	

1977a,	522).	When	citizens	elect	their	political	representatives,	they	give	their	votes	to	
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those	they	consider	moral	(and	not	technical)	experts.	The	best	procedure	 for	electing	

these	moral	 experts	 is	 characterized	 by	 (almost)	 universal	 but	 unequal	 participation.	

Instead	of	having	an	individual	or	a	small	group	of	people	establishing	who	the	experts	

are,	and	instead	of	egalitarian	democratic	process	where	all	citizens	participate	as	equals	

in	the	electoral	process,	Mill	argues	for	filtered	democracy137	where	(almost)	all	citizens	

have	some	political	influence,	but	some	citizens	have	more	political	influence	than	others.	

As	 demonstrated	 in	 earlier	 chapters,	 Mill	 provides	 epistemic	 arguments	 both	 for	

democracy	 and	 for	 filtering	 mechanisms	 such	 as	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 -	 these	

instruments	lead	to	optimal	political	results	and	thus	help	us	discharge	our	duty	towards	

others	better	than	any	other	decision-authorization	procedure138.	While	Mill's	epistemic	

argument	remains	debated	and	highly	contested	(see	Estlund	2003,	Lister	2014,	Brennan	

2016),	 we	 can	 nonetheless	 agree	 that	 Mill	 strongly	 believed	 that	 filtered	 democracy	

represents	a	decision-authorization	procedure	with	the	highest	(instrumental)	epistemic	

value.	 Therefore,	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 represents	 a	means	 for	 discharging	 our	 duty	

towards	others.	We	can	thus	preserve	consistency	in	Mill's	political	thought	arguing	that	

his	 epistemic	 argument	 for	 plural	 voting	 proposal	 does	 not	 rest	 upon	 paternalist	

considerations,	but	upon	the	citizens'	duty	towards	others.		

	

8.4.	PUBLIC	JUSTIFICATION	AND	PLURAL	VOTING	PROPOSAL	

	

Why	 would	 citizens	 endorse	 unequal	 distribution	 of	 political	 influence	 in	 the	 formal	

political	sphere?	And	even	if	citizens	agree	that	political	influence	should	not	be	equally	

distributed,	why	would	they	endorse	distributive	mechanism	that	focuses	on	education,	

and	not	on	some	other	feature?	Can	plural	voting	proposal	meet	publicity	requirement	

and	be	justifiable	in	terms	all	(qualified)	citizens	can	accept?		

	
137	Sometimes	referred	to	as	"scholocracy",	the	rule	of	the	educated.	See	Estlund	(2003,	57)	and	Cerovac	
(2020,	128).		
138	 James	Mill	 (1992)	and	Jeremy	Bentham	(1834b),	 for	example,	 take	a	different	view	and	argue	that	a	
democratic	 procedure	 characterized	 by	 equal	 distribution	 of	 political	 influence	 represents	 the	 best	
instrument	for	making	(and	authorizing)	optimal	political	decisions,	those	that	promote	the	interests	of	the	
majority	and	prevent	politicians	from	making	public	decisions	pursing	only	their	personal	interests.	Mill	
(1977a,	 see	 also	 Anschutz	 1969)	 disagrees:	 the	majority	 can	 be	mistaken	 regarding	 its	 own	 long-term	
interests.		However,	his	argument	against	egalitarian	distribution	of	political	influence	does	not	rest	(only)	
upon	 a	 desire	 to	 save	 the	 majority	 from	 pursuing	 things	 which	 are	 not	 in	 its	 long-term	 interest	 -	 an	
important	epistemic	argument	for	filtered	democracy	builds	upon	our	duty	not	to	harm	others	or,	to	be	
more	precise,	our	duty	 to	 follow	epistemically	most	 reliable	procedure	and	 thus	make	optimal	political	
decisions.	Unlike	his	father	and	Jeremy	Bentham,	John	Stuart	Mill	does	not	think	that	egalitarian	democracy	
has	adequate	(instrumental)	epistemic	value.		
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Mill	 acknowledges	 that	plural	 voting	proposal	needs	 to	be	generally	 acceptable	

rather	than	simply	correct.	While	authority	might	follow	from	expertise,	legitimacy	must	

be	grounded	 in	some	 form	of	 (hypothetical)	consent	 -	citizens	must	be	able	 to	see	 the	

advantages	 of	 such	 proposal	 and	 thus	 accept	 the	 idea	 that	wiser	 citizens	 should	 have	

greater	political	power.	Furthermore,	citizens	should	be	able	to	agree	on	the	feature	that	

will	shape	the	distribution	of	political	influence,	as	well	as	how	to	measure	such	features.	

He	warns	us	that	"it	is	only	necessary	that	this	superior	influence	should	be	assigned	on	

grounds	which	[all]	can	comprehend,	and	of	which	[all]	are	able	to	perceive	justice"	(Mill	

1977a,	474).	This	is	why	Mill	has	to	find	a	criterion	for	expertise	that	can	be	reasonably	

accepted	 by	 everyone.	 The	 problem	 is,	 of	 course,	 the	 fact	 that	 there	 is	 reasonable	

disagreement	on	who	counts	as	wise139.	However,	the	idea	that	good	education	improves	

the	 ability	 to	 rule	 more	 competently	 is	 uncontested.	 Mill	 thus	 writes	 that	 "[The	

distinctions	in	voting	power]	are	not	made	arbitrary	but	are	such	as	can	be	understood	

and	accepted	by	the	general	conscience	and	understanding".	They	are	based	on	something	

that	"would	not	necessarily	be	repugnant	to	any	one’s	sentiment	of	justice"	(Mill	1977a,	

476).	 Finally,	 Mill	 believes	 that	 all	 should	 be	 able	 to	 see	 that	 plural	 voting	 proposal	

increases	the	overall	quality	of	political	outcomes,	thus	being	a	model	that	"is	most	for	the	

interest	 of	 both	 [the	 ignorant	 and	 the	 wiser	 man]	 (Mill	 1977a,	 473–474).	 Since	 Mill	

believes	that	good	education	improves	our	ability	to	rule	more	wisely	(i.e.,	to	make	better	

decisions),	 and	 since	 he	 believes	 that	 everyone	 shares	 (or	 can	 share)	 this	 belief,	 he	

presents	plural	voting	proposal	as	a	mechanism	that	attributes	greater	political	influence	

according	to	criterion	all	citizens	can	accept	and	see	as	just.	Finally,	since	all	citizens	can	

see	plural	voting	proposal	as	the	best	means	for	discharging	their	duty	towards	others,	all	

citizens	can	endorse	it,	as	well	as	unequal	distribution	of	political	influence	the	proposal	

establishes.			

	

This	 chapter	 addressed	 a	 famous	 critique	 that	 focuses	 on	 some	 apparent	

inconsistencies	in	Mill's	political	thought.	Scholars	such	as	Arneson	and	Brink	worry	that	

Mill's	 epistemic	 arguments	 for	 various	 filtering	 mechanisms	 (and	 particularly	 plural	

voting	proposal)	 introduce	paternalist	 considerations	 in	his	 justification	of	democratic	

	
139	This	is	the	well-known	invidious	comparisons	objection,	where	the	citizens	agree	that	the	experts	should	
rule,	but	cannot	agree	on	who	the	experts	are.	For	additional	 information	see	Estlund	(1997)	and	Peter	
(2017).		
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procedures.	Their	suggestion	is	to	preserve	consistency	by	abandoning	these	epistemic	

arguments.	Filtering	mechanisms	should	be	justified	in	a	non-epistemic	way,	for	example	

by	focusing	on	how	to	prevent	class	legislation	and	the	tyranny	of	majority.	I	defend	Mill's	

epistemic	 justification	 of	 various	 filtering	 mechanisms	 and	 argue	 that	 it	 need	 not	 be	

grounded	in	paternalist	considerations.	Whenever	we	make	collective	public	decisions	we	

are	interfering	with	the	freedom	of	our	fellow	citizens.	Therefore,	when	political	decisions	

have	 to	be	made,	we	have	a	duty	 to	make	 these	decisions	using	epistemically	 the	best	

decision-making	(and	decision-authorization)	procedure	available.	Using	any	other	non-

optimal	procedure	induces	a	risk	that	some	citizens	(i.e.,	 the	minority)	will	be	unjustly	

harmed	by	our	 ignorance	or	 incompetence.	 Since	plural	 voting	proposal	 improves	 the	

epistemic	quality	of	democratic	procedures,	citizens	have	an	other-regarding	duty	to	use	

it	when	making	political	decisions.	Therefore,	since	its	justification	is	grounded	(at	least	

in	part)	in	a	duty	towards	others,	epistemic	argument	for	plural	voting	proposal	does	not	

rest	 upon	 paternalist	 considerations.	 There	 is	 no	 real	 inconsistency	 in	 Mill's	 political	

thought	-	epistemic	justification	of	plural	voting	proposal	is	compatible	with	his	strong	

anti-paternalism.		
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Conclusion	

	

Mill's	moral	and	political	philosophy	covers	a	vast	area	and	has	been	thoroughly	discussed	

by	numerous	authors.	Although	it	refers	to	many	contemporary	scholars	who	write	on	

Mill's	 political	 thought,	 this	 thesis	 does	 not	 present	 a	 comprehensive	 overview	 of	 the	

discussion.	It	instead	aims	to	critically	evaluate	some	of	the	existing	interpretations	and	

provide	an	 innovative	contribution	to	 the	ongoing	debate	by	attributing	unity	 to	Mill's	

political	thought	by	interpreting	it	around	the	unifying	concept	of	epistemic	democracy.	

Furthermore,	it	aims	to	evaluate	some	of	Mill's	more	contested	proposals	and	to	analyze	

their	potential	 for	application	within	contemporary	debates	on	epistemic	and	political	

values	in	the	process	of	public	justification.		

	 My	central	hypothesis	is	that	we	can	(and	should)	read	Mill	as	an	early	epistemic	

democrat.	 To	 properly	 situate	 his	 account,	 I	 have	 characterized	 him	 as	 a	 democratic	

instrumentalist	 and	 demonstrated	 how	 this	 classification	 follows	 from	 Mill's	

consequentialist	 (utilitarian)	 background.	 We	 evaluate	 forms	 of	 government	 (and	

decision-authorization	procedures)	by	assessing	the	quality	of	their	long-term	results,	i.e.,	

their	ability	to	produce	beneficial	consequences	-	to	promote	higher	pleasures	and	"the	

permanent	 interests	 of	 man	 as	 a	 progressive	 being"	 (Mill	 1977d:	 224).	 Mill	 believes	

democracy,	 characterized	 by	 citizens'	 political	 participation	 and	 almost	 universal	

suffrage,	represents	the	best	instrument	for	producing	these	desirable	ends.	However,	to	

attain	 this	 instrumental	 epistemic	 value,	 democracy	 must	 be	 properly	 realized	 in	

representative	 institutions	 that	will	 help	 filter	 the	 public	will,	 thus	 protecting	 it	 from	

incompetence,	 vehemence	 and	 negligence.	 The	 justification	 Mill	 provides	 to	 support	

representative	 institutions	 in	 general,	 and	 filtering	 mechanisms	 such	 as	 open	 ballot,	

division	 of	 epistemic	 and	 political	 labor,	 plural	 voting	 and	 partisan	 associations	 in	

particular,	 is	 profoundly	 epistemic.	 These	 practices	 are	 helpful	 because	 they	 help	 us	

improve	 the	 quality	 of	 political	 outcomes	 and	 create	 correct,	 efficient	 and	 just	 laws,	

policies	and	political	decisions.	A	detailed	analysis	of	these	mechanisms,	with	a	particular	

focus	on	the	roles	Mill	ascribes	to	representative	institutions	(e.g.,	 the	parliament)	and	

expert	 commissions	 (e.g.,	 the	 executive	 branch	 of	 government)	 in	 collective	 decision-

making	and	decision-authorization	process,	takes	a	central	place	in	this	thesis.		
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	 Since	 Mill	 holds	 that	 democracy,	 characterized	 by	 these	 filtering	 mechanisms,	

represents	 epistemically	 the	 best	 (or	 the	 most	 reliable)	 procedure	 for	 authorizing	

political	decisions,	he	proceeds	 to	argue	 that	we	have	a	moral	duty	 towards	others	 to	

abide	by	democratic	procedures	and	to	endorse	their	results	when	we	make	decisions	

that	affect	other	people	and	not	only	ourselves.	This	duty	helps	us	unify	Mill's	political	

thought	 and	 reject	 alleged	 paternalism	 in	 his	 work	 on	 representative	 democracy	 and	

mechanisms	used	 to	 filter	 the	public	will.	However,	 to	 recognize	 this	duty,	we	have	 to	

interpret	Mill	as	a	political	instrumentalist	and	an	epistemic	democrat.			
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