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Abstract
This paper contributes to growing debates over the decision-making ability of 
democracy by considering the epistemic value of deliberative democracy. It focuses 
on the benefits democratic deliberation can derive from its diversity, and the extent 
to which these benefits can be realised with respect to the complexities of political 
problems. The paper first calls attention to the issue of complexity through a critique 
of Hélène Landemore and the Diversity Trumps Ability Theorem. This approach 
underestimates complexity due to its reliance on an ‘oracle assumption’ and this is 
shown to highlight more general difficulties for applying the benefits of diversity to 
the realities of political problems. The paper then develops a new model of delibera-
tion—based on an relationship between cognitive diversity and diminishing returns 
to cognitive type—which does not involve an oracle assumption and can therefore 
support the epistemic value of deliberative democracy even for complex problems. 
The benefits of diversity are also argued to be better realised though sortition than 
either democratic elections or epistocracy, pointing to the value of deliberation 
between randomly selected citizens. Finally, and contrary to past work, the new 
account suggests that diversity cannot alone establish the superiority of democratic 
deliberation over all non-democratic alternatives, and that it is insufficient to mount 
a purely epistemic argument for deliberative democracy. The paper therefore fur-
thers our understanding of the epistemic value of deliberative democracy by clarify-
ing when and to what extent diversity is a benefit to political problem solving.
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1  Introduction

In what some have referred to as the ‘epistemic turn’ in democratic theory, demo-
cratic theorists have been increasingly interested in the decision-making ability of 
democracy (Jorke 2010; Landemore 2017; Schwartzberg 2015; Urbinati 2014). 
Epistemic democrats and their critics have investigated how democracy’s value may 
rest not only on the fairness of its procedures, but also its ability to make good or 
correct decisions (Estlund 2008).1 This has led them to analyse the epistemic prop-
erties of democratic voting and deliberation, as well as the relationship between 
democracy and other institutions, such as markets (Anderson 2006; Benson 2019a, 
b; Brennan 2016; Caplan 2007; Goodin and Spiekermann 2018; Somin 2013). 
While critics have pointed to the problems that voter ignorance and discourse fail-
ures create for democratic politics, advocates argue that democracy can utilise the 
demos’ collective intelligence to effectively address political problems.

This paper contributes to these debates by considering the epistemic value of 
deliberative democracy. Deliberative democracy has become a dominant approach 
to the theory and practice of democracy, and deliberation is widely considered to be 
a core democratic procedure (Cohen 1989; Dryzek 2000; Gutmann and Thompson 
2004). The paper is interested in the unique epistemic or problem-solving value of 
democratic deliberation, and particularly the benefits it may derive from its diver-
sity. While many have pointed to the capacity of deliberation to pool information 
or correct bias and logical fallacies, it is often diversity which is thought to provide 
inclusive and democratic forms of deliberation with benefits not possessed by more 
exclusive and non-democratic alternatives (Bohman 2006; Landemore 2013b; Min 
and Wong 2018; Rawls 1971). The task for such approaches, however, is to pro-
vide a precise explanation of how diversity produces epistemic benefits which goes 
beyond vague appeals to the advantages of ‘different views’ or ‘ways of thinking’, 
and to show these benefits to be realised with respect to the realities and complexi-
ties of political problems.

The purpose of this paper is to put forward an epistemic account of deliberative 
democracy which aims to address these issues and to further our understanding 
of the value of diversity. It argues that the benefits of diversity can be explained 
through a simple relationship between cognitive diversity and diminishing returns 
to cognitive type, and that this simple model can demonstrate the epistemic value of 
democratic deliberation for even complex political problems. The paper then exam-
ines which forms of democracy are most able to realise these benefits and compares 
them to non-democratic alternatives in order to understand how far diversity can 
take us in establishing an epistemic argument for deliberative democracy. It defends 
the view that cognitive diversity is best achieved through sortition and that delib-
eration between random selected citizens therefore possesses epistemic qualities not 
found in other forms of deliberation, both democratic and non-democratic. Contrary 
to past work, however, the paper also finds that this epistemic value is insufficient 

1  ‘Good’ or ‘correct’ are defined by some procedure-independent standard, such as a conception of jus-
tice or the common good.

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



8259

1 3

Synthese (2021) 199:8257–8279	

to demonstrate the epistemic superiority of democratic deliberation over all alterna-
tives. Diversity is therefore valuable, but cannot alone establish a purely epistemic 
argument for deliberative democracy.

In order to bring out the problems of complexity, the paper begins by consider-
ing what is currently the most prominent epistemic account of deliberative democ-
racy, put forward by Hélène Landemore (2013a, b) in this journal. Landemore’s 
contributions are of particular interest to this paper for two main reasons. Firstly, 
by providing a formal model of the relationship between cognitive diversity and 
political problem solving, she offers an explanation of diversity’s epistemic benefits 
which moves far beyond the vague or general, and is based on assumptions which 
are explicitly claimed to apply to the realities of politics. Landemore therefore pro-
vides important insights into the issues of interest to this paper, many of which are 
directly incorporated into this paper’s own approach. Secondly, her approach is use-
ful for understanding the problems that complexity creates for epistemic accounts of 
deliberative democracy. Her model, this paper will argue, underestimates the issue 
of complexity due to its reliance on an ‘oracle assumption’ and this helps highlight 
more general difficulties for applying the epistemic benefits of diversity to political 
deliberation.

After highlighting the problems of complexity, the paper develops an alternative 
account aimed at addressing these difficulties. It argues that deliberation can pos-
sess many epistemic qualities even in the presence of complexity, and introduces 
its new model to explain the value of cognitive diversity in such cases. While this 
model draws on many of Landemore’s insights, it demonstrates diversity’s benefits 
without reference to an oracle assumption, and therefore shows the epistemic value 
of democratic deliberation even for complex political problems. The final sections of 
the paper then consider the implications of this new account. Firstly, by defending 
sortition as a means for selecting cognitive diversity, the paper points to the advan-
tages of particular democratic procedures over others. It suggests that deliberation 
between randomly selected citizens can provide epistemic advantages not possessed 
by electoral or purely aggregative forms of democracy. Secondly, while democratic 
deliberation is shown to better realise the epistemic benefits of cognitive diversity 
than non-democratic procedures, these benefits are found not to make deliberative 
democracy necessarily superior to all possible alternatives—at least when problems 
are complex. Cognitive diversity is therefore shown, contrary to past work, to be 
insufficient to produce a purely epistemic defence of deliberative democracy. Alto-
gether then, this paper contributes to the epistemic turn in democratic theory by fur-
thering our understanding of when and to what extent cognitive diversity supports 
the epistemic value of deliberative democracy.

2 � Landemore and the problem of complexity

Landemore interprets deliberation as a process of collective problem solving where 
participants aim to arrive at the best possible solutions to political problems. She 
then looks at how fully inclusive forms of deliberation (democracy) compare at 
this problem-solving task, to deliberation involving only a sub-set of the demos 
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(aristocracy, oligarchy, epistocracy etc.). It is often thought that the most important 
factor in selecting a deliberative group would be individual ability. The best prob-
lem-solving group is the group consisting of those individuals who would alone pro-
duce the best solutions. Landemore, however, argues that this conventional wisdom 
fails to recognise the role of cognitive diversity in the ‘emergence of collective intel-
ligence’ (Landemore 2013b, p. 69). Cognitive diversity refers to the ‘variety of men-
tal tools that human beings use to solve problems or make predictions in the world’ 
(Landemore 2013b, p. 89; Page 2007). It refers not to differences in knowledge but 
rather differences in the ‘cognitive toolboxes’ that individuals use to approach prob-
lems and their solutions.2

Landemore illustrates the importance of cognitive diversity through an example 
of New Haven residents and public officials deliberating about recurring muggings 
on a local bridge (Landemore 2013a, b, pp. 100–102). The first round of these delib-
erations ended with a police officer’s suggestion to post a police car in the area, but 
this was found ineffective as the muggings simply occurred when the car was absent. 
After deliberating some alternative strategies, someone suggested installing street 
lights to deter muggings after dark. This suggestion ‘struck everyone as far supe-
rior’ and ‘quickly garnered a consensus’ (Landemore 2013b, p. 101). A city techni-
cian, however, argued that the high voltage railroad track under the bridge ruled out 
electric lighting. Another deliberator then inquired about the use of a solar-powered 
light. While a city accountant explained that this would be much too expensive, a 
resident asked if the city could apply for stimulus money to cover the costs. The 
problem was finally solved. Landemore points to how it was the different problem-
solving approaches of these diverse deliberators that allowed this group to move 
from the suboptimal solution of the police car to the optimal solution of the solar 
powered streetlight.

Using the technical work of Hong and Page (2004), and Page (2007), Landemore 
then provides a formal and generalisable explanation of these insights. According 
to Hong and Page’s Diversity Trumps Ability Theorem (DTA), under certain condi-
tions, a group of cognitively diverse problem solvers are better than a set of high-
ability problem solvers. The logic behind the DTA is that a group of high individ-
ual ability problem solvers will think in similar ways, and will therefore reach only 
their highest common local optima (the solutions of each individual deliberator after 
considering the problem). They look for solutions in the same places and therefore 
get stuck on their best common solution, rather than achieving the global optima 
(the best solution). If only the police were involved in the New Haven deliberations, 
for instance, then they would have got stuck on their shared local optima of polic-
ing strategies. A homogeneous group therefore performs little better than any one 
individual within the group (Page 2007). A diverse group, alternatively, thinks very 
differently. Their local optima therefore differ and this creates the possibility ‘of 

2  Landemore assumes levels of motivation and knowledge are equal across forms of deliberation, but 
that individual ability varies. These are generous assumptions as they allow for an epistocracy of the 
more able which is equally well motivated towards the public interest. These assumptions are held 
throughout this paper.
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guiding each other beyond that local optimum towards the global optimum’ (Lande-
more 2013b, p. 103). It was the alternative suggestions of the other deliberators, for 
instance, which allowed the New Haven group to move past policing strategies and 
to eventually solve the problem.

According to the DTA then, a random selection of diverse problem solvers can 
outperform a group of the very best individual problem solvers (Hong and Page 
2004; Page 2007). Of course, not all kinds of cognitive diversity are beneficial to 
solving all kinds of problems. As Page (2007, p. xxix) put it, ‘we cannot expect 
that adding a poet to a medical research team would enable them to find a cure for 
the common cold’. However, Landemore argues that political problems are far too 
diverse and unpredictable for us to determine the relevant cognitive skills. We can-
not therefore ‘tell in advance from which part of the demos the right kind of ideas 
are going to come’ (Landemore 2013b, p. 112). When it comes to a general political 
assembly which will face diverse and unpredictable problems going forward into the 
future, we simply want as much cognitive diversity as possible. Landemore therefore 
argues that the DTA defends inclusive—and therefore diverse—democratic delib-
eration over non-democratic deliberation involving only a subsection of the demos.3 
Even if we could select an oligarchy or epistocracy of the more intelligent, the DTA 
suggests that the cognitive diversity of deliberative democracy would still make it 
epistemically superior.

2.1 � Deliberating with oracles

For the DTA to work, four conditions need to be met (Hong and Page 2004; Page 
2007). These are (1) that the problem being faced is difficult enough; (2) all problem 
solvers need to be relatively smart or ‘not too dumb’; (3) problem solvers should 
think differently from each other but should still be able to recognise the best solu-
tion; and finally (4) the population from which problem solvers are taken should be 
large and the group of problem solvers should not be too small (Landemore 2013b, 
p. 102; Page 2007).4 Although Landemore claims these conditions hold for political 
problems, this section is interested in how the complexity of politics can frustrate a 
straightforward application of the DTA.

What is particularly troubling in this respect is condition 3 (Gunn 2014; Quirk 
2014). This assumption states that while deliberators must think differently enough 
to ensure diversity, this should not stop them all being ‘capable of recognizing the 
best solution when they are made to think about it’ (Landemore 2013b, p. 220). The 
second part of this assumption posits the existence of an oracle which is a ‘machine, 
person, or internal intuition that can reveal the correct ranking of any proposed solu-
tions’ (Landemore and Page 2014, p.6). This ‘oracle assumption’ requires that if 
the true value of solution y is greater than that of solution x, then each individual 

3  Important to this step is Landemore’s claim that cognitive diversity can be produced through random 
sortition. This claim will be returned to and defended later.
4  Although the mathematics supporting the DTA has been debated (Kuehn, 2017; Thompson, 2014), its 
internal validity is assumed here.
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deliberator will recognise that y is ranked higher than x. That is, the ‘best solution 
must be obvious to all’ (Landemore 2013b, p. 102). This is an important assumption 
in Landemore’s argument, as it allows a diverse group of decision-makers to move 
from worse to better solutions. As deliberators with different cognitive tools offer 
up new solutions, it is the oracle assumption which allows them to recognise when 
a better solution has been offered, and therefore move from their local optima to the 
global optima. This was the case in the New Haven deliberation where new solu-
tions ‘struck everyone as far superior’ and therefore allowed for the generation of a 
‘consensus’ (Landemore 2013b, p. 101). If deliberators cannot recognise the better 
solution, then they may get stuck much below the global optima and possibly below 
the common local optima of a high ability but low diversity group.

The issue, however, is that many political problems are much more complex than 
that faced by the residents of New Haven. Consider, for instance, that we move from 
the problem of muggings in a single site to the more general problem of crime in 
New Haven. This larger problem involves not only alternative policing strategies but 
also policy affecting the social determinants of crime, such as education, poverty, 
housing, welfare, and public health. The answer to which combination of these var-
ied policies is most likely to reduce crime across New Haven is not as clear or as 
obvious as the solution to the muggings on a single bridge. Even if the best policy 
combinations across these different areas is suggested during deliberation, this will 
not necessarily lead to an ‘eureka’ moment where everyone recognises the best solu-
tion (Landemore 2014, p. 220). Complex political problems allow for multiple plau-
sible and reasonable interpretations, which can lead even well-intentioned delibera-
tors to disagree on what the best solution would be.5

Consider environmental problems as another example. Landemore and Page 
(2014, p. 9) argue that everyone will agree that an ‘environmentally sustainable 
solution is better than a costly and dangerous one’. This may well be true. However, 
there is likely to be much reasonable disagreement about which solution is actually 
the most environmentally sustainable given the complexity surrounding such prob-
lems. There is often uncertainty about the magnitude of the effects of environmental 
problems, their possible courses, and the effectiveness of alternative policy options. 
These features allow for multiple plausible interpretations of the problem so that 
there is no reason to think that everyone will necessarily recognise which solution is 
best for the environment.

Importantly, the problem here is not one of moral disagreement. Some of Lande-
more’s critics have objected that she downplays how moral pluralism can lead delib-
erators to disagree over the best solution (Ancell 2017; Levinson 2014; Muirhead 
2014; Stich 2014). On these objections, deliberators can agree on the nature of a 
political problem and the probable results of alternative policies, but disagree due 
to conflicts over fundamental values.6 On the objection pursued here, alternatively, 

5  Note that this problem is not simply overcome by including more knowledge (expert or otherwise). 
Even if all currently available knowledge is obtained, many political problems can still allow for alterna-
tive interpretations of the best solution.
6  For a reply to the problem of value disagreement, see Landemore (2014).
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disagreement comes not from values but from a lack of a complete and agreed 
understanding of the problems deliberators attempt to solve. We can have agree-
ment on the values of environmental sustainability and efficiency, for instance, and 
still have disagreement about which policy is best in terms of these criteria. The 
complexity of political problems can allow for multiple plausible interpretations and 
therefore alternative views on the best solution. The oracle assumption therefore 
underestimates the complexity facing many political problems—and/or the ability of 
deliberators to deal with such complexity—and this undermines the application of 
the DTA to politics.

Landemore and Page (2014) and Landemore (2014) have attempted to defend the 
oracle assumption in respect of political problems. Firstly, they argue that perfect 
oracles are not required for the DTA to hold. Suppose there are five possible solu-
tions to a problem with true values of 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5, and that each deliberator is 
able to assign values with an error of less than 0.5. Everyone would therefore arrive 
at the correct ranking even without a perfect oracle. This defence, however, still 
requires that deliberators can make the correct ordinal ranking of policies, which 
itself seems unlikely for complex problems, such as crime and environmental sus-
tainability, where people will often disagree over how to rank alternatives.

Secondly, they argue the oracle assumption does not require that problems are 
trivial or their solutions clear from the outset, as deliberation can render previously 
unnoticed and unrecognised solutions obvious. It may well be possible that delibera-
tion can do this, and it may be that once a complex solution is explained it becomes 
more obvious than it was before. This does not, however, give us reason to think that 
an oracle will always, or even mostly, be possible for political and social problems 
where the outcomes of alternatives policies are themselves debatable and contested. 
Even if the best combination of policies designed to deal with crime in New Haven 
is offered up in deliberation, this may well not be recognised by all.

Thirdly, they argue that developments in technology will increase the likelihood 
of oracles, claiming that as ‘data, information, and models improve, so do oracles’. 
As Landemore’s New Haven example illustrates, there are political problems which 
are small and simple enough that there can be agreement over the best solution, and 
over time technology may increase the number of such problems. Perhaps one day 
technology will render the solutions to even our most challenging political prob-
lems easily recognisable. The issue remains, however, that for the foreseeable future 
many of our political problems will remain complex and the oracle assumption and 
DTA will therefore be unlikely to hold.

3 � Oracles and the force of the better argument

When political problems are simple enough that we can assume the existence of an 
oracle, Landemore’s use of the DTA helps us understand the benefits of cognitive 
diversity and the epistemic value of deliberative democracy.7 In fact, she is able to 

7  Political problems cannot be so simple, however, that they violate the first condition of the DTA.
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show that inclusive deliberation may even be superior to deliberation between any 
subset of the demos, including an epistocracy of the more able. However, for the 
many political problems which exhibit significant complexity—and I suspect that 
these represent the majority—understanding the benefits of diversity is much less 
straightforward. In such cases, the existence of an oracle cannot be assumed and the 
DTA does not provide a satisfactory account of the epistemic merits of deliberative 
democracy.

While our focus has been on Landemore’s account, this discussion highlights 
the more general issue that complexity creates when trying to explain the epistemic 
value of diversity to democratic deliberation. As Landemore and Page (2014, p. 6) 
have noted, one way of thinking about the oracle assumption is that it represents a 
version of the deliberative democratic ideal of ‘the force of the better argument’. In 
the ideal of deliberation or in an ideal speech situation, deliberators are said to fol-
low ‘the forceless force of the better argument’ to accept the best and only the best 
reasons put forward, and therefore to select the best proposal offered up in delibera-
tion (i.e. Chambers 1996; Cohen 1986, 1989; Estlund 2008; Habermas 1984).8 In 
the ideal of deliberation then, deliberators behave just like oracles. Although con-
sidering idealised versions of deliberation can help in identifying its epistemic mer-
its, it can also obscure the difficulties of applying these merits to the realities of 
politics. When we consider the complexity of many real world political problems we 
cannot assume highly competent deliberators who can, like oracles, always recog-
nise the best argument or the best solution on offer. The problems facing the oracle 
assumption therefore point to a more general difficulty in explaining the value which 
diversity brings to less ideal forms of political deliberation. In other words, how can 
diversity produce epistemic benefits when problems are complex and the ‘force of 
the better argument’ imperfect? Landemore’s approach to deliberative democracy 
is certainly not the most idealised on offer—many of its assumptions are plausibly 
argued to apply to the political domain—and yet it still exhibits the problems that 
complexity produces for our understanding the epistemic value of diversity.

The rest of this paper therefore aims to address this problem by considering what 
value cognitive diversity may still bring to democratic deliberation when problems 
are complex and oracles unlikely. It will consider the epistemic value of deliberative 
democracy when ‘the force of the better argument’ cannot reliably lead all to recog-
nise the best solution. In doing this, it is first important to recognise that delibera-
tion can still benefit problem solving even in these less ideal conditions. While ‘the 
force of the better argument’ can be seen as one example of the oracle assumption, 
this is only true in the context of an ideal speech situation where open deliberation 
leads everyone to accept the best reasons. More general appeals to the benefits of 
argument do not need to take such a strong form and can bring benefits to much 

8  Many deliberative democrats have challenged strong versions of this ideal by considering the role of 
negotiation, bargaining, power, and emotions in deliberation (i.e. Mansbridge et  al., 2010). It has also 
been challenged on epistemic grounds, due to problems of incorporating tacit forms of knowledge into 
impersonal deliberation (Benson, 2019b). In this paper, alternatively, it is complexity which challenges 
an overly idealised version of the ‘force of the better argument’.
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less ideal forms of deliberation. Deliberating with others can, for instance, weed 
out particularly bad forms of reasoning, eliminate poorly constructed solutions, and 
improve more promising alternatives, even while deliberators disagree on the opti-
mal solution.

In an academic seminar, for example, participants exchange arguments and 
counter-arguments for different positions, helping them to further refine their work 
and form better solutions to their research problems. It can help them recognise the 
limits of their proposals and lines of reasoning, eliminate the weakest parts of their 
paper, and update or strengthen others. These are all benefits of ‘the force of the 
better argument’ but they do not imply a strong oracle assumption. We can acknowl-
edge that discussion and argument can bring all of these benefits without assuming 
that an academic seminar will, given enough time, end with everyone recognising 
the true value of the best position. The same can be said of political deliberation. 
Deliberators can help correct misinterpretations and bad forms of reasoning, lead 
people to account for previously unaccounted factors, and weed out bad or inap-
propriate solutions, even if it will not lead all deliberators to recognise the one best 
solution. Particularly weak or poorly constructed crime or environmental policies 
may, therefore, be eliminated, and more promising ones improved, all while there 
exists disagreement over the best overall solution to the problem under considera-
tion. Political deliberation can therefore still allow a group to come up with a better 
solution or set of solutions (which can then be voted on) than they would have oth-
erwise, even when problems are complex and the force of the better argument is far 
from perfect.

What value then, if any, does cognitive diversity have to deliberative problem 
solving under these conditions? The following sections develop a simple model to 
explain why we should value cognitive diversity in these cases. This model draws on 
Landemore’s insights into the benefits of cognitive diversity, but does not include an 
oracle assumption as a necessary condition. Instead, it bases the benefits of diversity 
on a simple relationship between cognitive diversity and diminishing returns to cog-
nitive type. Although this relationship has been recognised in several domains (Page 
2011), this paper is the first to use it to understand the epistemic benefits of cogni-
tive diversity to deliberative democracy. This new model helps to show the benefits 
of cognitive diversity in cases of complexity, and to better understand to what extent 
such diversity supports the epistemic value of democratic deliberation.

4 � Cognitive diversity and diminishing returns to cognitive type

To remind us, cognitive diversity refers to the ‘variety of mental tools that human 
beings use to solve problems or make predictions in the world’. It points to the 
different ‘cognitive skillsets’ or ‘cognitive toolboxes’ that individuals use to 
approach problems and produce solutions. These cognitive toolboxes or skill-
sets include a ‘diversity of perspectives (the way of representing situations and 
problems), diversity of interpretations (the way of categorising or partitioning 
perspectives), diversity of heuristics (the way of generating solutions to prob-
lems), and diversity of predictive models (the way of inferring cause and effect)’ 

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



8266	 Synthese (2021) 199:8257–8279

1 3

(Landemore 2013b, p. 102; Page 2007). A particular cognitive toolbox there-
fore represents a particular set of cognitive skills and the cognitive diversity of a 
group represents the range of different cognitive skills included within it.

The new account of deliberation put forward here draws on the underly-
ing logic of the DTA; that cognitively diverse groups include individuals who 
think differently from each other, and can therefore contribute different things 
to problem solving. It spells out this benefit, however, through the relationship 
between cognitive diversity and diminishing returns to cognitive type (Page 
2011). The logic behind this relationship is that while cognitively diverse groups 
have individuals who think differently—they can, for instance, contribute dif-
ferent reasons and solutions in the process of problem solving—the benefits of 
these contributions reduce as the number of deliberators with the same cogni-
tive skills increases. When we add a mathematician to a problem-solving group, 
for instance, this produces a great benefit. They offer a whole new set of cogni-
tive skills to the table which was not there before. They bring whole new ways 
of thinking about the problem, and whole new solutions. When we add another 
mathematician to the group, this is again a benefit. Two mathematicians are cer-
tainly better than one. The contribution they make, however, is less than the first 
as those particular cognitive skills are already represented. They will certainly 
add to problem-solving, but they will not be bringing a whole new set of cogni-
tive skills the group did not have before. Every additional mathematician makes a 
positive contribution (at least until the group becomes too large and impractical), 
but there will be diminishing returns to these contributions.

The value of cognitive diversity emerges from its ability to exploit the pres-
ence of these diminishing returns. Consider, for instance, the New Haven example. 
The diverse deliberators offered alternative reasons and solutions to the problem. 
The police contributed policing solutions, a resident offered street lighting solu-
tions, the electrician contributed objections to lighting solutions, and the account-
ant contributed arguments about alternative costs. However, once these individuals 
were included in deliberation there would be less value in including other similarly 
minded people. Once representatives of the police were present and able to offer 
policing solutions, less benefit would be produced by having more police included 
in deliberation. Policing strategies were already on the table and found to be ineffec-
tive. There would therefore be diminishing returns to including more police in delib-
eration, and it was more valuable in this case to have other deliberators who thought 
very differently and could offer alternative kinds of solutions, such as street lighting. 
The technician from the city also added much to deliberation by pointing out the 
problems of using electric lighting which helped the group to arrive at the final solu-
tion of a solar-powered light. However, once that technician was included and able 
to point out this problem, a second technician was not required to do so. A second 
technician would not, therefore, have provided as great a contribution to solving the 
problem as the first. Of course, a second technician may have been able to contrib-
ute in other ways, so their contribution will still be positive. However, their value to 
the problem-solving process would diminish compared to the first. It was therefore 
beneficial to have others, such as residents and the city accountant, who thought dif-
ferently and could offer alternative reasons and solutions.
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The New Haven case therefore illustrates the logic behind the relationship 
between cognitive diversity and diminishing returns to cognitive type. A more for-
mal explanation of this relationship, however, can be made through the use of a sim-
ple example, adapted from Page (2011) for our purposes. In this simple example, 
we have a political community who, unbeknownst to them, is about to face a novel 
political problem that will have to be dealt with through their main political institu-
tion, a small deliberative assembly. For simplicity, let us assume that there are only 
four kinds of cognitive skillsets present in this community so that each member of 
the community either has cognitive toolbox A, B, C or D. Of course, any actual 
political community will have a much greater range of cognitive skills, and they will 
not neatly fall into clearly defined categories like these. However, these simplifying 
assumptions are helpful to our example and do not undermine its applicability to 
more realistic situations.

Table  1 shows numerical values for the contributions made by each cognitive 
toolbox to the problem-solving group. These numerical values represent the extent 
to which adding a person with a particular cognitive skillset increases the ability of 
the group to improve its solutions. Not all cognitive toolboxes are equally useful for 
all problems, so we can assume that they will make different contributions to this 
novel problem. In this case, toolbox A makes the greatest contribution and D the 
smallest contribution. The table also breaks the contributions down for each addi-
tional person with the same toolbox. Importantly, the value of these contributions 
decreases with every additional person with the same cognitive skills. The first per-
son with toolbox A, for example, makes a contribution of 50, the second of 20, and 
the third of 10. There are then diminishing returns to cognitive skills.

We can now ask the question of which kind of deliberative assembly this politi-
cal community should prefer given their situation as it is described. Let us say that 
there are three possible deliberative assemblies which the political community could 
have. The first is a Diverse Assembly which involves the most cognitive diversity as 
it is made up of three people each with a different cognitive toolbox. The second is 
a Moderate Assembly which is less diverse as it contains three people with two dif-
ferent cognitive tool boxes between them. Finally, there is a Homogenous Assembly 
with is the least diverse as it is made up of three people all with the same cognitive 
toolbox.

Consider calculating the overall problem-solving contributions which would be 
made by those in a Diverse Assembly. This would involve adding three numbers from 
the Person #1 column. An assembly involving three people with toolboxes A, B and 

Table 1   The contribution of 
cognitive toolboxes to problem 
solving

Cognitive toolbox Person
#1

Person
#2

Person
#3

A 50 20 10
B 30 20 10
C 20 20 10
D 20 10 10
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C, for instance, will have an overall problem-solving value of 100 (50 + 30 + 20). It 
is important to see that the Person #1 column is the highest value column. Because 
of diminishing returns, the Person #2 and Person #3 columns will have lower values 
for any one particular cognitive toolbox than the Person #1 column. The contribu-
tions made by all of the deliberators in a Diverse Assembly, therefore, come from 
the highest value column, no matter which cognitive toolboxes they have. Now con-
sider calculating the overall problem-solving value made by those in a Moderate 
Assembly. This will involve adding only two numbers from the high-value Person #1 
column and one from the lower value Person #2 column. For instance, an assembly 
made up of two people with toolbox A, and one with toolbox C will have an overall 
value of 90 (50 + 20 + 20). Finally, consider calculating the overall problem-solving 
value of a Homogenous Assembly. This involves taking only one number from the 
high-value Person #1 column and then one from each of the lower-value columns. 
For instance, an assembly consisting of three people with toolbox A will have a total 
value of 80 (50 + 20 + 10), while an assembly consisting of three people with tool-
box D will have a value of 40 (20 + 10 + 10).

Through this simple example, we can start to see the explanation for why we 
should generally prefer a more cognitively diverse assembly to a less cognitively 
diverse assembly. Calculating the overall problem-solving contributions for a 
Diverse Assembly will always involve taking more numbers from the Person #1 col-
umn than it does for the less diverse assemblies. This is also true whichever tool-
boxes happen to be included in the different assemblies. Due to diminishing returns, 
however, this Person #1 column will be of higher value than the other columns. The 
contribution of cognitive skill sets diminishes with every additional person, so the 
first-person column will be of greater value to the second or third person column. 
As a result, a Diverse Assembly is more likely to have a higher total problem-solving 
value than a Moderate or Homogenous Assembly. Other things being equal, we are 
better off with a more diverse assembly. The epistemic benefits of cognitive diver-
sity are therefore explained through the relationships between diversity and dimin-
ishing returns. Diversity can exploit the presence of diminishing returns in order to 
produce epistemic benefits.

Importantly, this account of the benefits of cognitive diversity holds only in cases 
where we do not know the problem in advance. If we knew the exact problem, then 
we might be able to make reasonable judgments about (1) the initial contribution of 
each cognitive toolbox and (2) the exact rate of diminishing returns these toolboxes 
exhibit. From these factors, we may be able to judge the relative contributions of 
each individual. We may find, for instance, that the first deliberator with one cogni-
tive skillset makes a lower contribution than the second, third or even fourth deliber-
ator with another cognitive skillset. If this is the case, then we would not necessarily 
want to select for diversity. For instance, if the small political community knew the 
exact contributions of each cognitive skillset (i.e. they knew the content of Table 1), 
then they would know that selecting an assembly involving two people with tool-
box A and one with toolbox B, has the same total value as selecting a more diverse 
assembly involving three people with toolboxes A, B and C.

It is not, therefore, always the case that a diverse group is preferable to a less 
diverse group for any and all problems. As Landemore has already argued, however, 
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the unpredictability and diversity of political problems means we cannot, at least 
in the case of a general deliberative assembly, specify the exact political problem 
in advance. There is simply too great a variety of political problems and too much 
uncertainty surrounding them to specify them before they arise. When it comes to 
forming a general political assembly we do not know the exact problems it will have 
to confront, and we therefore cannot specify either (1) and (2). As a result, we will 
not know the contents of Table 1.9

What we do know, however, is that diminishing returns are present and there-
fore the first column of the table will be the highest value column for all cogni-
tive toolboxes. The best thing we can do then is to select a deliberative assembly 
with the largest amount of cognitive diversity. We should select for greater diversity 
as this will involve taking more numbers from the high-value column and, there-
fore, have the greatest chance of producing the highest value group. As a result, this 
argument holds for a general deliberative assembly where political problems cannot 
be specified in advance. In such a citation we would prefer a cognitively diverse 
group of deliberators, ceteris paribus, to a more cognitively homogeneous set of 
deliberators.10

The fact that we cannot specify the problem in advance also addresses a possible 
objection to the new model. While it may be reasonable to assume that diminish-
ing returns to cognitive skills will kick in at some point, it may not necessarily kick 
in from the very beginning. Cognitive toolboxes may not experience diminishing 
returns from the second person as is the case in our simple example but rather at 
some later stage. In fact, diminishing returns may begin at different times depending 
on the particular problem that deliberation is attempting to solve. So according to 
this objection, diminishing returns to cognitive skills will be present after N people 
with a particular cognitive skill set are added to deliberation, but N may be greater 
than one and may differ from problem to problem.

This objection does not, however, change our conclusion in favour of a more 
diverse assembly if we do not know the problem in advance. If we are not able to 
specify the problem in advance then we will not have information about (1) the 
initial contribution of each cognitive toolbox and (2) the exact rate of diminishing 
returns. However, not knowing the problem in advance also means that we will not 
have information about the value of N. If we cannot specify the problem, then we 
will not be able to specify the point at which diminishing returns will begin for each 
cognitive skillset. Our small political community, therefore, do not know the prob-
lem they will face, the contribution of different cognitive skillsets to solving this 
problem, or the exact rate of diminishing returns. However, they do know that there 
will be a general trend of diminishing returns for cognitive skills. Earlier columns 
in the above table are therefore still more likely to be of higher value than latter 

9  In fact, even knowledge of the problem may not be enough for specifying (1) and (2) as it can be dif-
ficult to specify cognitive skills into clear categories.
10  Given that this model applies to a general deliberative assembly it may be best interpreted as support-
ing a priority of democracy. On a priority view, democracy may not be the best institution for directly 
solving all social problems, but it should have a second-order priority of determining which institutions 
should deal with a given problem when it arises (Knight & Johnson, 2011).
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columns. Assuming there will be some tendency to diminishing returns, then the 
first deliberators with a particular cognitive skillset are more likely (although not 
necessarily) to have a greater contribution than latter deliberators with the same skill 
set. More diverse groups, therefore, are still more likely to have a high problem-solv-
ing value than less diverse groups, ceteris paribus. The best thing the community 
can do, therefore, is select for a more diverse group.

The relationship between cognitive diversity and diminishing returns to cognitive 
type, therefore, explains the value of such diversity to political problem solving. It 
shows why we should prefer more diverse groups of political problem solvers. It is 
important to see that there is no need for a strong oracle assumption in this account. 
It does assume that deliberation and the force of the better argument can provide 
benefits to problem solving, such as by weeding out bad forms of reasoning, elimi-
nating poorly constructed solutions, and improving more promising alternatives. In 
other words, it requires that the introduction of more deliberators and new cognitive 
skills makes some positive contribution to the problem-solving process (as can be 
seen in the simple example above). What this new model does not require is a strong 
version oracle assumption, such as that found in the DTA, where all deliberators 
can recognise the true value of all proposed solutions. Deliberation needs to bring 
added value to problem solving in order for the benefits of diminishing returns to 
be realised, but it does not need to lead all deliberators to follow the force of the 
better argument to the one best solution. While the latter assumption is ruled out 
by political complexity, the more modest assumption can be retained (as argued in 
Sects. 2–3). As long as deliberations contribute something positive to problem solv-
ing, the benefits of diminishing returns can demonstrate the value of cognitive diver-
sity within the deliberative group. The relationship between diversity and diminish-
ing returns can therefore continue to explain the value of diversity when complexity 
leads to more non-ideal forms of deliberation where the force of the better argument 
is inevitably imperfect. It can show the benefits of cognitive diversity for even com-
plex political problems.

4.1 � Negative and positive synergies

Before considering further the implications of the new account for the epistemic 
value of deliberative democracy, a likely objection needs to be considered. As just 
explained, the new account assumes that every additional deliberator can make a 
positive contribution to problem solving when added to the deliberative group. This 
means that the account assumes the absence of any significant negative synergies 
within deliberation which could led a group’s problem solving ability to reduce 
(rather than increase) with greater deliberation. Critics, however, may point to com-
mon deliberative failures as evidence that such synergies are in fact likely in political 
deliberation. Deliberative failures include group homogenisation or polarisation—
where individuals are led by social influences or cognitive bias to accept dominant 
group positions or more extreme versions of these positions—and problems of 
social domination—where social dynamics lead individuals to accept the arguments 
of the socially privileged over the socially underprivileged (Brennen 2016; Sunstein 
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2002, 2009; Sanders 1997). These failures represent negative synergies which could 
make deliberation counterproductive to political problem solving.

In addressing these objections it is important to see that democratic deliberation 
can still have epistemic value even with the presence of negative synergies. This is 
because the positive effects of cognitive diversity may simple cancel out the neg-
ative effects of these synergies (Page 2011). Furthermore, there is now large and 
growing empirical literature that shows that deliberation, under the right conditions, 
can avoid significant deliberative failures (Blais et al 2008; Grönund 2015; Fishkin 
and Luskin 2005; Fishkin et  al 2011; Luskin et  al. 2017; Smith 2009). Although 
phenomena such as polarisation and social domination have been found to affect 
some forms of deliberation, their effects have also been found to be reduced, if not 
removed, when deliberation is appropriately structured. There are now numerous 
studies of structured forms of deliberation, such as those in citizen assemblies and 
mini-publics, which dispute the presence of one or more of these deliberative fail-
ures. What this empirical evidence does suggest, however, is that the new model is 
more likely to hold under certain conditions and for certain kinds of deliberation. 
Given that structured deliberation is found to better guard against deliberative fail-
ures, the new epistemic model is more likely to apply to formal deliberative institu-
tions than to open or dispersed forms of deliberation which are more susceptible to 
negative synergies.

While the new model assumes the absence of significant negative synergies, 
it should be noted that it does not assume the presence of any positive synergies 
where individuals working together produce benefits above those of the sum of their 
individual parts.11 Importantly, however, this does not mean the new account must 
deny that cognitive diversity has the potential to produce such synergies. Rather, 
the model shows that the diversity present in deliberative democracy has epistemic 
benefits even in the absence of positive synergies. That is, we do not need positive 
synergies in order to understand the epistemic value of diversity and deliberative 
democracy. If it turns out that inclusive deliberation can also produce positive syner-
gies under certain conditions, then this will only add to its epistemic value.

5 � Sortition vs elections

The relationship between diversity and diminishing returns provides an explanation 
for the benefits of cognitive diversity to deliberative problem solving, which does 
not involve an oracle assumption, and can therefore apply to cases of complexity. So 
far, however, this paper has mostly assumed the link between diversity and democ-
racy, and is yet to consider the form of democracy which is best able to realise these 
benefits. Given its focus on the advantages of cognitive diversity to deliberative 
problem solving, the model straightforwardly points to the value of deliberative over 
purely aggregative forms of democracy which do not involve problem solving via 
deliberation. However, this still leaves open which form of deliberative democracy 

11  The new model differs from Landemore’s in this respect.
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can best achieve these benefits, and how these compare to non-democratic alterna-
tives. This section endorses random sortition as the best democratic mechanism for 
realising cognitive diversity, while next sections considers sortition in respect to 
non-democratic procedures.12

The link between cognitive diversity and sortition, such as that used in delib-
erative mini-publics, was first drawn by Landemore.13 The idea behind this link is 
that sortition aims to recreate in a smaller deliberative group the cognitive diversity 
which exists in the wider population. By using random selection, sortition is able to 
produce a descriptive representation of the population which ensures a ‘statistical 
similarity between the thoughts and preferences of the rulers and the ruled’ (Lan-
demore 2013a, b, p. 108). Given that the whole demos cannot possibly deliberate 
together, random selection can be used to select a smaller group which still reflects 
the cognitive diversity of the larger whole. Importantly, a randomly selected groups 
is more likely to reflect the diversity present in the wider demos than a group of 
deliberators selected through democratic elections.

The problem for elections is that they select deliberators by means which com-
promise diversity. In practice, elections tend to select those with particular social 
and economic backgrounds who have the means and connections which allow them 
to run for and obtain office. However, even in more ideal circumstances—where 
money does not influence politics and the opportunity to run is roughly equal to 
all—elections will still tend to favour certain kinds of individuals over others, such 
as those with charisma, competitiveness, confidence, ambition, or other components 
of a type A personality (Landemore 2013b). The nature of elections, even in the best 
of conditions, is that they favour particular kinds of people and are therefore likely 
to increase the homogeneity of those selected. In Manin’s (1997) terms, elections 
will always act as a ‘principle of distinction’ between those selected and the rest of 
the demos, and this distinction is likely to compromise diversity.

That being said, democratic elections are likely to perform better in terms of 
diversity than non-democratic elections. By restricting the franchise along lines 
of gender, class, or ethnicity, traditional aristocracies or oligarchies create a more 
homogeneous electorate which is even more likely to select homogeneous represent-
atives than an electorate including the whole of the demos. The same goes for epis-
tocratic elections which restrict voter rights based on political competence (Brennan 
2016). Political knowledge tends to be correlated with demographic characteristics 
and therefore electoral forms of epistocracy are also likely to homogenise voters and 
compromise the diversity of those elected (Verba et  al. 1993; Wolak and McDe-
vitt 2011). Although certainly an improvement on these non-democratic alterna-
tives, democratic elections still retain an ‘aristocratic flavor’ in the sense of selecting 

12  This paper is focused on deliberative problem solving and therefore confines itself to considering 
alternatives forms of deliberation and methods for selecting deliberative groups (both democratic and 
non-democratic). It does not therefore consider other alternatives to deliberative democracy such as mar-
kets or the exit mechanism. For discussion of these alternatives, see Benson (2019a, b, 2020).
13  Landemore (2020) has also made a more recent non-epistemic defence of sortition. Although some 
similar arguments are deployed, this work is not a focus of this paper due to it concentrating on the epis-
temic value of random selection and its links to cognitive diversity.
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certain groups of people over others (Landemore 2013a, p. 1218). This bias within 
elections means that a group of elected representatives is likely to possess less cog-
nitive diversity than a group selected through random sortition which aims recre-
ate the diversity which exists within the wider population. The epistemic benefits of 
cognitive diversity do not therefore simply point to the epistemic value of delibera-
tive democracy, but to the value of deliberation between randomly selected citizens.

6 � Sortition vs epistocracy

Among democratic procedures then, the benefits of cognitive diversity point to the 
epistemic value of sortition rather than elections. A number of authors, however, 
have challenged the link between cognitive diversity, random selection, and democ-
racy. These critics suggest that there are non-democratic mechanisms for selecting 
cognitively diverse groups, and that the benefits of diversity are therefore better real-
ised by some forms of epistocracy than by deliberative democracy.14 Random selec-
tion does not need to be a perfect mechanism for promoting diversity, but it does 
need to be better at doing so than its non-democratic alternatives if the benefits of 
cognitive diversity are to support the epistemic value of democratic deliberation.

Some, for instance, have argued that diversity is better achieved by oversampling 
or directly selecting for certain cognitive skills than by relying on random sortition 
(Kelly 2014; Quirk 2014). If we know we are going to face an economic problem, 
for example, then we could directly engineer for cognitive diversity around that 
subject, by selecting people with a diversity of economic perspectives (neo-classi-
cal, Keynesian, Austrian, Marxist etc.). Random selection, alternatively, may end 
up including less relevant cognitive skills (i.e. non-economic), over selecting those 
skills which are more common in the general population (say neo-classical), and 
under selecting those which are less common (say Austrian). An epistocracy which 
aims to direct select deliberators with particular cognitive skillsets would therefore 
produce more diversity, according to this objection, than a deliberative democracy 
using purely random sortition.

This epistocratic proposal, as Landemore (2013b, 2014) has argued, faces several 
important challenges. Firstly, as we have already seen, the diversity and unpredict-
ability of political problems frustrates attempts to specify problems in advance and, 
therefore, to specify the most relevant cognitive skills which need to be selected. 
Secondly, even if we can specify the problem in advance, cognitive skills do not 
always fit into clearly defined and identifiable categories (such as neo-classical or 
Keynesian). So even if random sortition risks over/under selecting particular cogni-
tive skills because they are more/less prevalent in the population, it is difficult for an 
epistocracy to improve on this as it is hard to identify cognitive skillsets so they can 
be directly selected. Thirdly, even if it is possible for an epistocracy to identify the 

14  This section considers forms of epistocracy which aim to engineer, by non-democratic means, cog-
nitively diverse groups of deliberators. The following section then considers forms of epistocracy which 
aim to select for individual ability rather than diversity.
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relevant dimension of cognitive diversity in advance, there is no reason to think that 
this particular dimension (say economic) will be helpful and not counterproductive 
when it comes to the other kinds of problems an assembly will face (environmental, 
health, education, crime etc.). We are, therefore, better off relying on random selec-
tion, at least for a general assembly, than on an epistocracy which aims to directly 
engineer diversity.

Ancell (2017), however, suggests an alternative epistocratic method of engineer-
ing cognitive diversity which uses random selection but in a non-democratic man-
ner. He argues that individuals can possess different numbers of cognitive skills, 
and therefore that the cognitive diversity of an assembly can be increased by select-
ing for those with more cognitive skills than average. These could be individuals 
from particular professions which require a large number of problem-solving skills 
(i.e. doctors, behavioural economists, or climate scientists) or simply those with a 
university education which can increase the size of individual’s cognitive skillset. 
Ancell therefore suggests that cognitive diversity would be better achieved by ran-
domly selecting from these more exclusive groups rather than the whole population, 
and that the benefits of cognitive diversity support an epistocratic use of sortition.15

There are a number of problems with this form of epistocracy. Firstly, we cannot 
always be certain that individuals from these more exclusive groups, such as the uni-
versity educated, will necessarily have more cognitive skills than the average person. 
Cognitive skills are not necessarily additive, which means that acquiring new ones 
can come at the cost of losing old ones. A university education in economics may 
provide an individual with a useful new set of cognitive skills but can also lead an 
individual to think only in terms of a single model (i.e. a rational choice model) at 
the exclusion of others. Some types of education and training may therefore result in 
an individual having fewer or the same number of cognitive skills rather than more.

Secondly, even if we can find a sub-set of the demos who can be reliably said to 
have more cognitive skills than average, we also need to be sure that this restricted 
section of the population does not compromise diversity. Increasing the number of 
cognitive skills only increases cognitive diversity if those skills are not already pre-
sent in the group. We do not simply want more cognitive skills, but different ones. 
However, selecting for particular groups in society can risk reducing the diversity of 
cognitive skills even while it increases the number of such skills. Those with a uni-
versity education, for instance, may on average have more cognitive skills than the 
general population but they may also have greater similarity in their cognitive skills. 
This could firstly arise for non-ideal reasons. Background inequality means that cer-
tain groups in society are more likely to have a university education, or be a member 
of an elite profession, so that selecting these groups may reduce diversity overall.

However, even under more ideal circumstances, the university educated will have 
similar educational experiences and be more likely to enter certain walks of life. The 

15  Ancell also argues that this kind of epistocracy would likely increase levels of individuals’ ability. 
This is part of a wider critique of Landemore’s claim that we should maximise cognitive diversity with-
out concern for individual ability. This part of his argument is not discussed here as this paper does not 
defend any such claim about superiority of diversity over ability (see Sect. 6).

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



8275

1 3

Synthese (2021) 199:8257–8279	

result is that they may form similar cognitive skill sets and therefore become more 
cognitively homogenous than the general population (which includes the university 
educated and the non-university educated). The same may be said of those in par-
ticular profession, such as doctors, behavioural economists or climate scientists. All 
of those professions involve similar academic and professional training which may 
prioritise certain cognitive skills, such as statistical skills, while not including differ-
ent sets of skills which may be helpful to social problems. If the group of delibera-
tors in the New Haven example included only the university educated, for instance, 
then it would have possibly excluded the representatives of the police, the city tech-
nician, and some local residents, all of whom contributed to solving the problem 
but may not have had university degrees. An epistocracy which narrows the pool 
from which deliberators are randomly selected therefore runs the risk of increasing 
the number of cognitive skills while decreasing diversity compared to a democracy 
which selects from the whole population.

Although random sortition is not a flawless mechanism for creating cognitively 
diverse groups, it is therefore preferable to it epistocratic alternatives. The benefits 
that cognitive diversity produces though diminishing returns therefore point to the 
unique epistemic value of deliberative democracy, and random selection in particu-
lar. That is, they provide democratic deliberation with epistemic benefits not found, 
at least not to the same extent, in more elite and non-democratic forms of delibera-
tion, such as epistocracy.

7 � Diversity vs ability

This paper has so far shown—through the relationship between diversity and dimin-
ishing return—that the epistemic benefits of cognitive diversity can be applied to 
complex political problems, and that these benefits support the unique epistemic 
value of deliberative democracy. Random sortition has been argued to not only real-
ise cognitive diversity better than democratic elections but also better than forms of 
epistocracy which aim to engineer diversity through non-democratic means. How 
far, however, do the benefits of diversity take us in producing a purely epistemic 
argument for deliberative democracy? While democratic deliberation may best 
achieve the benefits of diversity, this leaves open whether these benefits make it nec-
essarily superior to all non-democratic forms of deliberation. Importantly, it leave 
open whether democratic deliberation is superior to forms of epistocracy which 
involve less diversity but higher levels of individual ability.

Recall from the beginning of the paper that the DTA was claimed to not only 
explain the value of diversity, but also to establish that the diversity of a group is 
more important to political problem solving than their level of individual ability. 
Landemore’s claim was that ‘diversity trumps ability’ and that a diverse group of 
democratic deliberators will therefore outperform a high ability group of epistocrats. 
Given the problems of applying the DTA to complex political problems, however, 
this paper leads us away from such a strong conclusion. While one of its key contri-
butions has been to show that the benefits of diversity do not vanish when problems 
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become complex, the conclusions we can draw from its new model are more modest 
than those of the DTA.

The relationship between diversity and diminishing returns explains why we 
should prefer more diversity in cognitive skills to less, and why diversity is there-
fore supportive of deliberative democracy’s epistemic value. However, the value of 
a new deliberator in this model comes solely from their particular cognitive skillsets 
or toolboxes, and not from a deliberator’s individual ability to solve the problem.16 
As a result, the new model does not speak to the relative value of cognitive diver-
sity and individual ability when it comes to solving complex problems. The model 
simply cannot tell us whether the cognitive diversity of a group is necessarily more 
valuable to problem solving under complexity than a group with less diversity but 
higher individual ability (or vice versa). This result is not necessarily surprising. As 
long as problems are complex and the force of the better argument imperfect, demo-
cratic deliberators cannot be assumed to always guide each other to solutions which 
are better than those found by groups of high ability individuals. Perhaps they some-
times will, but the new model gives us no reason to think this will always be the 
case, or that it will be the case more often than not. If we therefore assume that an 
epistocracy can reliably select for high ability deliberators, then it is unclear whether 
democratic deliberation will perform better when it comes to complex political 
problems than epistocratic deliberation. The new model shows that cognitive diver-
sity is a value to deliberative democracy even when problems are complex, but it 
cannot show that this diversity makes it superior to all non-democratic alternatives.

This paper therefore suggests that the benefits of cognitive diversity are insuf-
ficient to produce a purely epistemic argument for deliberative democracy. When 
it comes to political problems which are not highly complex and for which ora-
cles are likely, cognitive diversity may make democratic deliberation epistemically 
superior to deliberation between any sub-set of the demos, as the DTA suggests. 
However, when political problems are more complex and oracles are absent, cogni-
tive diversity remains valuable but it is unclear if it makes democratic deliberation 
epistemically superior to more elite forms of deliberation involving higher ability 
deliberators. Given that many, if not most, political problems are likely to exhibit 
complexity, the benefits of cognitive diversity cannot alone establish the epistemic 
superiority of democratic deliberation over all non-democratic alternatives.

This conclusion does not, of course, mean that democratic deliberation is not, 
all things considered, the best procedure. Deliberative democracy may possess epis-
temic benefits other than its diversity, while an epistocracy may fail to select high 
ability deliberators in a reliable and non-controversial manner.17 Democratic deliber-
ation may also possess important intrinsic or procedural values relative to non-dem-
ocratic alternatives. However, this paper does suggest, contrary to past work, that 
cognitive diversity cannot alone establish the epistemic superiority of democratic 

16  The values in Table 1 show only the added benefit of a deliberator’s cognitive skills set and not their 
individual ability.
17  See Estlund (2003) and Bagg (2018) for a critique of epistocracy along these lines.
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deliberation over all non-democratic alternatives, and that it is therefore insufficient 
to produce a purely epistemic argument for deliberative democracy.

8 � How far can diversity take us?

By clarifying when and to what extent cognitive diversity is a benefit to political 
problem solving, this paper has furthered our understanding of the epistemic value 
of deliberative democracy. While it found that cognitive diversity cannot take us all 
the way in establishing a purely epistemic defence of democratic deliberation, it has 
shown that the benefits of diversity are retained when problems are complex, and 
that these benefits are better realised by democracy than by its non-democratic alter-
natives. The benefits of diversity were also shown to give us reason to support cer-
tain forms of democracy over others, pointing to the epistemic value of random sor-
tition and direct citizen deliberation, over electoral or purely aggregative accounts 
of democracy. The benefits that cognitive diversity brings are not therefore insig-
nificant or inconsequential, and the value of such diversity continues to represent a 
string in the bow of deliberative democrats, as well as advocates of random selec-
tion. If deliberative democrats wish to establish the epistemic superiority of deliber-
ative democracy, however, this paper has argued that they will need to look beyond 
the value of cognitive diversity.
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