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Democracy and the Epistemic Problems of Political Polarization
JONATHAN BENSON The University of Manchester, United Kingdom

P
olitical polarization is one of the most discussed challenges facing contemporary democracies and
is often associated with a broader epistemic crisis. While inspiring a large literature in political
science, polarization’s epistemic problems also have significance for normative democratic theory,

and this study develops a new approach aimed at understanding them. In contrast to prominent accounts
from political psychology—group polarization theory and cultural cognition theory—which argue that
polarization leads individuals to form unreliable political beliefs, this study focuses on system-level
diversity. It argues that polarization’s epistemic harms are best located in its tendency to reduce the
diversity of perspectives utilized in a democratic system and in how this weakens the system’s ability to
identify and address problems of public concern. Understanding such harms is also argued to require a
greater consideration of the political dynamics of polarization and issues of elite discourse, alongside
political psychology.

INTRODUCTION

P
olitical polarization has become one of the most
discussed challenges facing contemporary
democracies and has been associated with a

range of ills, from political instability to democratic
backsliding (Iyengar et al. 2019). It is also often linked
to a broader “epistemic crisis” of democracy involving
concerns for misinformation, a breakdown of public
debate, and a loss of political problem-solving
(Benkler, Faris, and Roberts 2018). While producing
a broad literature within political science, polarization
and its associated epistemic harms have significant
implications for normative democratic theory. Demo-
cratic institutions are rightfully valued for their proce-
dural fairness but must also be able to effectively
identify and address pressing problems of public con-
cern, a point recently reemphasized by several demo-
cratic theorists (Anderson 2006; Benson 2019b;
Landemore 2013; Warren 2017). This study is inter-
ested in the epistemic problems political polarization
may pose to democracy and develops a new account
aimed at understanding them. Stated briefly, I argue
that polarization has the tendency to reduce the diver-
sity of perspectives utilized in a democratic system and
that this weakens its capacity to identify and address
problems of public concern.
By locating political polarization’s epistemic harms in

a system-level reduction in diversity, my account differs
from previous approaches. Two prominent candidates
are group polarization theory, associated with Sunstein
(2000; 2018) and Talisse (2019; 2021), and cultural

cognition theory associated with Kahan (2012; 2016).1

These accounts focus on certain psychological mecha-
nisms involved in polarization—particularly issue and
affective polarization—and their tendency to lead indi-
vidual citizens to form unreliable or false political
beliefs. I argue that there are two problems with these
current approaches. Firstly, these psychological mech-
anisms are not necessarily dysfunctional in how they
influence individual beliefs; secondly, the individual
harms they are said to create are often mitigated by
other institutions in a democratic system. These
accounts therefore struggle to explain the epistemic
problems polarization creates for democracy.

Given these limitations, I argue that the epistemic
problems of polarization are best located in a system-
level reduction in diversity, rather than in the formation
of individual false beliefs. The positive argument of the
paper proceeds in two steps. In the first step, I develop an
epistemicmodel of democracy, which places emphasis on
a democratic system’s ability to utilize a diversity of
perspectives. Without perspectival diversity, I argue that
we cannot have confidence that such a system will effec-
tively identify and address the full range of problems of
public concern. In the second step, I show how polariza-
tion tends to reduce such diversity and how this requires
giving greater attention to the political dynamics of
polarization, alongside political psychology.While group
polarization and cultural cognition struggle to explain
reductions in perspectival diversity, I combine them with
a discursive account of polarization, which emphasizes
the role of elite framing in aligning political identities
along an “us vs them” cleavage and encouraging the
adoption of a limited range of perspectives.

My central claim, then, is that the epistemic problems
of polarization are best located in a system-level reduc-
tion in diversity, rather than in individual false beliefs,Jonathan Benson , Hallsworth Research Fellow, Department of

Politics, The University of Manchester, United Kingdom, j.benson@-
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1 While these accounts produce other concerns, such as Talisse’s
concern for “civic friendship,” my focus will be purely epistemic.
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and that appreciating this requires greater consider-
ation of polarization’s political dynamics. Before con-
tinuing, I wish to clarify the scope of this study. Its
primary interests are normative in aiming to identify
the epistemic harms that political polarization creates
for democracy. In doing so, however, it also aims to
identify the mechanisms involved in polarization that
produce these harms. My discussion of alternative
approaches is therefore in part normative (can they
identify a particular epistemic harm for democracy?)
and in part explanatory (can they explain how polari-
zation produces this harm?). Importantly, the explan-
atory component is limited to polarization’s epistemic
problems, rather than a broader account of its origins,
causes, or dynamics. I therefore focus on identifying
and explaining the epistemic problems polarization
presents to democracy, rather than defending a larger
explanatory account of polarization itself.

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF POLARIZATION

Political polarization is a multifaceted phenomenon,
but three often connected forms are particularly rele-
vant to this study. The first, which I will refer to as
sorting polarization, refers to the greater alignment of
social divisions and identities (McCoy, Rahman, and
Somer 2018). In the United States, for instance, ideo-
logical, religious, and ethnic divisions have increasingly
aligned with the partisan divide (Mason 2015). The
second is issue polarization,which refers to the distance
between the policy preferences of opposing partisans,
and the third is affective polarization, which refers to
the gap between in-group and out-group sentiments
(Iyengar et al. 2019; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal
2016). The epistemic problems that political polariza-
tion creates for democracy may then be associated
more or less with any one of these different forms of
polarization.
Two prominent candidates for understanding such

problems are group polarization theory (GPT) and cul-
tural cognition theory (CCT). Both accounts focus on
certain psychological mechanisms involved in issue and
affective polarization at the mass level and are argued to
lead individuals to formmore unreliable or false political
beliefs. To the extent that these distorted beliefs
adversely impact voting at the ballot box and delibera-
tion in the public sphere, political polarization can be
said to reduce the epistemic quality of democracy.
GPT argues that like-minded groups tend to adopt

more extreme beliefs (Sunstein 2000). It suggests that
enclave deliberation will lead to a convergence onmore
extreme versions of a group’s initial disposition. For
example, groups of conservatives are found to become
less supportive of same-sex unions after discussion, and
liberals are more supportive of climate change treaties
(Sunstein 2018). Extremity can refer to increases in
confidence (e.g., more confident that taxes should be
cut by 5%) and/or a change in the content of that belief
(e.g., taxes should be cut by 10% rather than 5%). This
effect is often linked to political polarization due to the
social segregation of partisans. Sunstein (2018), for

instance, argues that the Internet has led individuals
into politically homogeneous bubbles, while Talisse
(2019) argues that partisans have moved geographically
into politically segregated communities.2 This then pro-
duces group polarization on a large scale where oppos-
ing partisans become and perceive each other to be
“extreme versions of themselves,” increasing both issue
and affective polarization (Talisse 2019, 159).

Group polarization is associated with epistemic prob-
lems due to themechanisms that produce it. Firstly, like-
minded groups tend to produce a biased argumentative
pool giving groupmembers greater reasons to adopt the
dominant position. Secondly, individuals face social
pressures to conform and therefore express extreme
versions of the dominant disposition to gain a positive
reputation within the group. Thirdly, shifts may occur
due to a corroboration effect where an individual
increases their confidence after seeing their views con-
firmed and supported by others. All three mechanisms
suggest that changes in citizens’ beliefs are epistemically
flawed: they result from a biased set of arguments and
social cues, rather than from a consideration of diverse
reasons and rational persuasion.Although any one like-
minded group may, by chance, polarize toward the
correct view, these mechanisms suggest that the public
will come to hold beliefs with higher confidence than
their (subjective) evidence would suggest.

CCT argues that an individual’s assessment of risk and
new information is tightly linked to their cultural identity
(Kahan 2012; 2016). Individuals do not weigh the avail-
able evidence in an impartial manner, but rather through
its perceived congruence or conflict with their group
identities. Conservatives and liberals, for instance, will
evaluate claims concerning climate change in different
ways depending on whether they threaten their group
membership and preferred social order.3 CCT therefore
points to mechanisms of “identity-protective cognition”
where individuals resist information that contradicts their
preexisting political views and too easily accept content
that reaffirms them (Kahan, Jenkins-Smith, and Braman
2011; Sherman and Cohen 2006). There are two compo-
nents to identity-protective cognition. The first leads
individuals to accept the view of their cultural group to
maintain their standing and express their commitment.
This is said to be rational given that an individual’s views
have little effect on public policy but a significant impact
on their in-group relationships. The second leads indi-
viduals to see opposing world views as a threat to their
standing and therefore to view opposing partisans as
either ill-intentioned or unintelligent.

These components suggest that political topics
related to prominent group identities—such as climate
change or gun rights in the United States—will

2 Evidence for increased social segregation of partisans is mixed. In
the United States, partisan geographical segregation is high but
constant (Mummolo and Nall 2017), while research suggests that
online echo chambers are less significant than often feared
(Gentzkow and Shapiro 2011).
3 Alternative accounts explain such differences through the differing
Bayesian priors of conservatives and liberals (Druckman and
McGrath 2019).
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experience both issue and affective polarization. They
also suggest that they will be epistemically dysfunc-
tional. Citizens will tend to value their sense of identity
over accuracy and will therefore form unreliable polit-
ical beliefs. Some empirical studies, for instance, find
that people are more likely to accept political informa-
tion that is concordant with their political partisanship,
to question arguments that counter their partisan views
while passively accepting arguments that support them,
and to resist corrections of their false partisan beliefs
(Nyhan and Reifler 2010; Vegetti andMancosu 2020).4

A PROBLEM OF INDIVIDUAL BELIEFS?

Current discussions of GPT and CCT identify the epi-
stemic problems polarization produces for democracy in
its tendency to lead individual citizens to form false or
unreliable beliefs, and they point to certain psycholog-
ical mechanisms to explain these harms. These accounts
face two important limitations. Firstly, the psychological
mechanisms involved are not necessarily dysfunctional
in the ways they influence individuals’ beliefs, and sec-
ondly, any epistemic harms they do create at the indi-
vidual level are often mitigated by other institutions in a
democratic system.
GPT, for instance, can point to certain epistemic ben-

efits in terms of promoting new discourses and herme-
neutical resources that may otherwise struggle to emerge
in a democratic system. Democratic systems can exhibit
biases and inequalities that mean that certain political
positions or concepts become marginalized or even
silenced within public discourse. Homogeneous forms
of deliberation and the dynamics of group polarization
can therefore work to counteract these systemic biases
and inequalities. Dryzek (2012), for instance, argues that
the exclusion of certain environmental groups from
mainstream German politics allowed them to produce
radical environmental discourses not possible within
established institutions and dominant narratives around
environmental politics. Similarly, Fricker (2007) argues
that feminist groups were vital to forming a language of
sexual harassment, whichwas not possible in the broader
public sphere dominated by sexist norms.
In these cases, the enclaves and psychological dynam-

ics associated with GPT do not necessarily lead to beliefs
that are false or less reliable, but instead work to protect
against the wider biases and inequalities that can influ-
ence democratic debate. They provide “safe spaces,”
which allow for the production of political positions
and concepts that may have otherwise struggled to
emerge in an imperfect democratic system (Nguyen
2021). Although often absent in more recent accounts
(e.g., Talisse 2019), Sunstein (2000, 111) often empha-
sized the potential of group polarization to produce
positive contributions. The point here, however, is that
group polarization effects are not necessarily dysfunc-
tional at the level of individual beliefs, and their mere

presence is therefore alone insufficient as an explanation
of how political polarization produces epistemic prob-
lems for democracy.

The same can be said of CCT, as the influence of
cultural identity on political beliefs may make one
more, rather than less, epistemically reliable. Cham-
bers (2018), for instance, argues that group identity
may well be an effective (although imperfect) cognitive
heuristic as one’s individual interests often overlap with
those of a group. In a world where group identity is
important and group members share similar social
problems and experiences, one’s group identity is
unlikely to be irrelevant to which policy or party to
favor. Group identities may therefore allow citizens to
more easily act on their interests, providing themwith a
cognitive heuristic that can be applied in a complex
environment.

Lepoutre (2020) goes further in arguing that group
identity may even be relevant to the assessment of
factual scientific claims, as one’s epistemic standards
will in part depend on the costs they associate with a
false positive. If an individual comes from a rural com-
munity where jobs are scarce and likelymade scarcer by
increased environmental regulation, then they may rea-
sonably desire a higher epistemic standard for claims
concerning climate change than someone who is
unaware or unaffected by these costs. At least in prin-
ciple, then, assessing even scientific claims in relation to
the normative concerns linked to one’s group identity is
not necessarily an epistemic failure.5 CCT and GPT are
not therefore sufficient to explain how polarization
produces epistemic problems for democracy at the level
of individual beliefs. In fact, these mechanisms may
produce epistemic benefits at this level.

To the extent that GPT and CCT do negatively
influence individual beliefs, this may also not adversely
affect the epistemic quality of a democratic system. A
substantial amount of empirical research has long found
that citizens generally hold unreliable and incorrect
beliefs about politics, and this is true in both polarized
and non-polarized conditions (Somin 2016). It is there-
fore unclear whether these accounts identify epistemic
problems specific to political polarization. More impor-
tantly, because it is generally the case that citizens
possess limited amounts of political knowledge, democ-
racies tend to possess institutional divisions of labor that
deal with this fact. As recent work in democratic theory
has emphasized, citizen beliefs do not directly inform
public policy, but are rather mediated by a range of
institutions, which clarify and filter their concerns and
allow for the input of more sophisticated political
knowledge (Benson 2019b; Christiano 2012; Elliott
2020).

These mediating actors include elected representa-
tives, political parties, civil servants, and expert com-
mittees, all of whom play a role in laundering the views
of the public and constructing policy packages based on
more reliable and specialized knowledge. They also

4 There is a body of counter-evidence to these findings (Pennycook
and Rand 2021; Wood and Porter 2019).

5 How much disagreement can be explained this way is an open
question (Hannon 2023).
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include institutions within what Habermas (2015, 367)
calls the “organizational substratum” of the public
sphere, such as social movements, charities and non-
governmental organizations, labor unions, and media
organizations. Often specializing in particular policy
issues, these institutions function to filter and transmit
the concerns and views of the public in ways that allow
them to influence more informed public policy. While
always imperfect and unable to completely eradicate
potential problems, it is these mediating institutions
that create a division of epistemic labor and allow a
democratic system to function effectively even with low
levels of voter knowledge, a feature common to democ-
racies in polarized and non-polarized times. The psy-
chological mechanisms highlighted by both CCT and
GPT are not therefore necessarily dysfunctional in how
they influence individual-level beliefs, and to the extent
that they are, this is often offset by other institutions in a
democratic system.

THE EPISTEMIC FUNCTIONS OF A

DEMOCRATIC SYSTEM

In their current form, neither GPT nor CCT satisfacto-
rily identify and explain the epistemic problems polar-
ization produces for democracy. I therefore aim to offer
an alternative account that focuses not on individual-
level beliefs, but on system-level diversity. While GPT
and CCT can contribute to our understanding of this
problem, this is only possible if their psychological
mechanisms are combined with a broader account of
the political dynamics of polarization. First, however,
we need a better understanding of the epistemic func-
tions of a democratic system and why diversity is
important to them.
In broad terms, the epistemic task of a democratic

system is to address pressing problems of public con-
cern (Anderson 2006). Following Habermas (2015,
307), this task can be separated into two connected
functions: justification and discovery. The first refers to
the process of making politically binding decisions and
involves “justifying the selection of a problem and the
choice among competing proposals for solving it”
(Habermas 2015). A democratic system needs to deter-
mine which social problems should be prioritized given
the constraints of time and resources and then which of
the available solutions is best placed to ameliorate
them. The function of justification, however, is not
aimed at “discovering and identifying problems,” nor
at developing a sensitivity “to new ways of looking at
problems” (Habermas 2015). These tasks instead form
part of the function of discovery. This second function is
concerned with detecting the many problems facing
citizens, identifying their implications for the public
interest, and producing and communicating their dif-
ferent interpretations and potential resolutions. The
function of justification is therefore always dependent
on an effective function of discovery, which identifies
the problems that may require regulation through the
state and produces the competing proposals to be
considered. There will then often be feedback

dynamics where processes of justification and
decision-making make necessary further processes of
discovery.

A range of institutions in a democratic system is
necessary to perform these two functions, and some
mayplay a role in both.Habermas (2015, 300) suggested
a division of labor between formal political institutions
tasked with justifying binding decisions through struc-
tured deliberation and a more unstructured public
sphere acting as “a far-flung network of sensors that
react to the pressures of society-wide problems and
stimulate influential opinions.” However, we do not
need to endorse such a strict division of labor, nor
Habermas’ broader deliberative theory, to recognize
the importance of these two functions.

While formal institutions must play a central role in
political decision-making, many parts of a democratic
system can contribute to processes of justification,
including the giving of reasons by supporters and detrac-
tors of government policy in the public sphere. Likewise,
institutions such as social movements, labor unions, and
community associations play a vital role in discovering
the problems facing citizens, but formal political institu-
tions can also help detect and understand these prob-
lems through official statistical bodies, parliamentary
committees, citizen consultation processes, and other
initiatives. Similarly, while these two functions are taken
from a deliberative theory of democracy, many concep-
tions of democratic politics will see at least part of its
value as coming from its ability to solve problems of
public concern. To this extent, they will also require
some process of justifying the selection of problems and
the adoption of available solutions and some process of
discovery that puts these problems and solutions on the
table.

What, however, does a democratic system need to
discover? I wish to differentiate three main and neces-
sarily connected tasks relevant to the function of discov-
ery. The first is to identify problems of public concern.
Social problems and their consequences are not readily
apparent to any political authority but must first be
discovered through a communicative process. This is
why the inclusiveness of a democratic system is not only
important for procedural reasons, but also because it
allows all those affected by social issues to raise their
concerns. Once problem situations are raised, they
also need to be understood in terms of whether they
amount to issues of public concern, which require regu-
lation through the state. Its possible implications and
impacts for members of society therefore need to be
uncovered and understood. This then gives rise to two
additional tasks: the discovery of information relevant to
social problems and the production and engagement
with reasons relevant to their conceptualization and
resolution.

Relevant information includes what Anderson (2006,
14) calls “situated knowledge,” which derives from
citizens’ “experiences of problems and policies of public
interest.” Such knowledge is asymmetrically distributed
across society and therefore requires an open and inclu-
sive communicative process to uncover. While such
knowledge is possessed by citizens, to gain traction in
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a democratic system, it often requires uptake by insti-
tutional actors, such as the media, NGOs, and political
parties, who have themeans to aggregate andpropagate
such insights on a larger scale (Benson 2019b, 431–6).
Relevant information also includes scientific knowledge
that enters the democratic system throughorganizations
such as universities and scientific bodies, as well as
official scientific committees and government advisers.
When scientific knowledge enters political discourse,
however, it will require a broader range of institutions
that interpret its implications with respect to normative
political judgments.
As this last point suggests, for new information to aid

in the understanding and resolution of social problems
it requires that it is considered and formulated into
reasons. While often making use of pieces of informa-
tion, political reasons combine them with different
values, principles, or interests and can therefore moti-
vate choices over the prioritization of social problems
and the selection of potential solutions. A democratic
system therefore needs to produce a range of compet-
ing reasons relevant to the interpretation and evalua-
tion of problems and their potential resolutions, as well
as encourage an engagement with these reasons so they
can then be taken up in the process of justification
and inform political decision-making. Collections of
reasons (and associated facts, values, and principles)
may then also be packaged together to form broader
political positions or platforms, which refer to many
social problems and place emphasis on certain kinds of
resolutions.

THE IMPORTANCE OF DIVERSITY

For a democratic system to effectively perform its
functions of justification and discovery, certain condi-
tions need to be in place. These include procedural
requirements, such as freedom of speech and associa-
tion, which allow different actors to speak and be heard.
Another is perspectival diversity, which I define as the
ability of a democratic system to utilize a diversity of
perspectives.
Perspectives are particular points of view that emerge

from the range of social positions and experiences in a
society and influence the ways individuals interpret
politics (Bohman 2003; 2006; Young 2002). They
emerge from the alternative social roles people inhabit
and are therefore shared by some but not all. Given
their varied experiences, individuals can possess multi-
ple, and sometimes conflicting, perspectives. Perspec-
tives are not reasons or opinions, but rather practical
points of view, which form the background against
which reasons are recognized, evaluated, and produced.
Reasons are therefore items that are considered in
deliberation, while perspectives “inform these reasons
and give them their ‘cogency’” (Bohman 2006, 179).
Having a different perspective also differs from simply
possessing different facts about the world, and they are
therefore distinct from Anderson’s situated knowl-
edge.6 Rather, perspectives refer to the background
against which people interpret information and

recognize it as important. To the extent they involve
knowledge, then, it is practical or tacit knowledge,
which is exercised through activity (Benson 2019a).
People with differing perspectives will therefore inter-
pret politics in different ways, produce different consid-
erations, and see different considerations as important.

Perspectives are also distinct from identities, although
closely related. To belong to and identify with a social
group is, in part, to hold a certain position in a social
structure and to have associated social roles and expe-
riences (Young 2002). Perspectives are similarly social in
the sense that they represent practical points of view
informed by one’s experiences and roles, which are
commonly sharedwith others in one’s group. Both one’s
perspectives and group identification will therefore be
formed with respect to often-shared experiences. To
offer an (overly) simplified example, a person’s experi-
ence growing up in a working-class community can
provide them with both a working-class perspective
and a working-class identity. Someone’s identity can
therefore influence how they evaluate politics, by its
connection to perspectives. A perspective does not nec-
essarily come with a strong group attachment, however,
and this is important as it allows perspectives to be
shared.

Although those directly occupying a social position
will likely see best through its associated perspective,
this perspective can still be taken up by others to the
extent that they understand the social role and related
experiences. It is therefore possible for economically
privileged individuals to attempt to take up a working-
class perspective, or for men to take up a women’s
perspective, although this requires a genuine process
of learning and reflection on the social position of
others.7 While there are good reasons to believe that
those inhabiting these social positions will tend to have
a better understanding on which to form the relevant
perspective, this does not stop others from attempting
to take up this perspective based on their (likely more
limited) understanding. Without this possibility, the
scope for dialog and understanding across perspectives
would be greatly constrained.8

The importance of perspectival diversity has been
recognized by epistemic democrats and most power-
fully defended by Landemore (2013).9 Using the

6 Young’s (2002) account of “social perspectives” combines situated
knowledge as the possession of certain facts with perspectives as
practical capacities to interpret. For clarity, I keep the two distinct.
7 For a discussion of these issues using different terminology, see
Tilton (Forthcoming).
8 At one point, Bohman (2006, 179) refers to perspectives as “cogni-
tive properties of deliberators.” However, perspectives cannot rep-
resent deep cognitive structures as this would limit the sharing and
understanding across perspectives that Bohman believes possible.
Bohman is therefore best interpreted as referring to the practical
dimension of perspectives as ways of viewing and interpreting poli-
tics.
9 Many models of epistemic democracy focus on the benefits of
aggregation, but these accounts would tend to focus on individual-
level beliefs when considering polarization. Jury theorems, for
instance, would focus onwhether polarization reduces the probability
of the average voter choosing the correct answer, while themiracle of
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diversity trumps ability theorem (DTA), Landemore
argues that the diversity of a group is central to its
problem-solving ability and that diverse groups even
outperform high-ability groups.10 The logic behind the
DTA is that high-ability groups think about problems
in similar ways and therefore quickly arrive at their
highest common local optima. Diverse groups, alterna-
tively, think about problems in very different ways,
recognize different kinds of solutions, and can there-
fore guide each other past their local optima to the
global optima. Landemore’s claim that diversity reli-
ably trumps ability has been criticized based on the
DTA’s demanding assumptions (Ancell 2017; Brennan
2016). However, my aim here is only to show that
diversity is important to democracy’s epistemic quality,
not that it outweighs all other variables or makes
democracy superior to all other political systems, and
the underlying logic of Landemore’s account has been
shown to demonstrate diversity’s benefits even under
less idealized conditions (Benson 2021).
Even under the best conditions, however, Lande-

more’s approach offers an incomplete picture of the
benefits of perspectival diversity. This is because it
primarily applies to the function of justification and to
formal and structured sites of deliberation. Landemore
(2014, 186–7) uses the DTA to model face-to-face
deliberation where individuals can engage in collective
problem-solving and assumes that the problem to be
solved has already been identified and that relevant
knowledge is given in advance. While a useful account
of diversities benefits to the function of justification, it
therefore leaves out the role of the wider democratic
system in addressing problems of public concern and
takes for granted that an effective process of discovery
has already occurred. Perspectival diversity, however,
is also relevant to the function of discovery and can be
distributed across a democratic system. Following the
discussion above, the discovery function is effectively
performed when a democratic system can uncover
pressing problems of public concern and produce a
broad range of information and reasons.
In terms of problem identification, a situation is only

ever perceived as problematic through the lens of one’s
perspective. Social problems and the interests of citi-
zens they affect are not given and awaiting representa-
tion, but must instead be uncovered and interpreted in
a discursive process (Saward 2006). Above bare neces-
sity, what constitutes an individual’s needs is open to
public contestation and interpretation and requires an
exchange of views to understand (Fraser 1989). Deter-
mining which situations constitute a problem requiring
regulation through the state therefore similarly needs
an exchange of views (Habermas 1985). Understanding
whether a problem is of public concern requires the
highlighting of alternative need interpretations and the

alternative problem perceptions these interpretations
create. Given that citizens are differently situated,
however, not all will recognize the same problem situ-
ations, produce the same need interpretations, or assign
these the same level of importance. Having a particular
perspective based on one’s position is to be attuned to
certain issues and problems, and not others.

Consider again Fricker’s example of sexual harass-
ment. In a public sphere dominated by male perspec-
tives, certain workplace behaviors were not interpreted
as problem situations, or to the extent that they were,
they were seen as private issues and not therefore
problems of public concern. The dominant experiences
and social positions that form the male perspective
were not attuned to identifying the important interests
at stake. It was the greater inclusion of women’s per-
spectives that then allowed such behaviors to be more
fully understood and discussed as potential issues for
state regulation. The campaign groups and organiza-
tions associatedwith the feminist movement allowed an
alternative set of experiences and social roles to be
voiced, and this allowed for new and competing inter-
pretations of women’s workplace needs. As Mans-
bridge (1999, 647–8) and Young (2002, 140) point
out, it was also usually female representatives who
saw such issues as important and raised them in formal
legislative debates. Similarly, it was the limiting of
earlier forms of feminism to white women’s perspec-
tives that restricted early understandings of what
counted as harassment, as it again limited the range
of experiences and positions through which it could be
interpreted. It was therefore the greater inclusion of a
range of differing perspectives that allowed this social
problem to be better understood over time and to be
raised in the democratic system as an issue of public
concern.

Having a certain perspective is to view politics
through a lens that will be partial with respect to certain
interests, some coming easily into focus and others
falling outside the field of vision. For a democratic
system to have the greatest possibility of identifying
the full range of problems confronting citizens, then, it
needs to utilize a diversity of perspectives. It is only
through having issues viewed through a diversity of
social positions and experiences that we can have
confidence that the system will not overlook important
problem situations or how they impact differently situ-
ated citizens. A lack of perspectival diversity, alterna-
tively, risks obscuring pressing problems that cannot
easily be identified from certain points of view, just as
the problem of sexual harassment was not easily seen
from the male perspective.

To aid the function of justification, a democratic
system should also aim at producing a broad range of
relevant information and reasons, so that political deci-
sions can be informed by all important considerations.
We may therefore think that we should directly aim at
the diversity of such items, as John Stuart Mill did in
aiming at the diversity of opinions. It is perspectives,
however, which aremore fundamental as they represent
the “experiential source” of opinions, information, and
reasons (Bohman 2007, 350). A diversity of these items

aggregation would focus on whether polarization produced system-
atic false beliefs, which would not cancel out. Given my argument
above, I focus on diversity-based accounts of epistemic democracy.
10 This formal work refers to cognitive diversity defined as the
“variety of mental tools that human beings use to solve problems
or make predictions in the world” (Landemore 2013, 69).
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is therefore only achieved through the inclusion and
utilization of a diversity of perspectives, which then
leads individuals to produce alternative considerations.
Anderson’s (2006, 14) experimental model of democ-
racy recognized this with respect to information, argu-
ing that including citizens from different walks of life
allows for the maximal inclusion of situated knowledge.
Perspectival diversity is not simply about including
specific pieces of information, however, but about hav-
ing political issues evaluated and assessed from alterna-
tive social positions. This allows a democratic system to
produce a broad range of considerations—knowledge
but also reasons and opinions—and allows these con-
siderations to receive attention and uptake.
While perspectives influence the facts and reasons

people produce, the mere presence of these items will
not lead to their inclusion in political decision-making
and processes of justification. It is perspectives, how-
ever, which also influence how such items are assigned
with importance by others, and so form the background
against which they can achieve uptake in a democratic
system. Perspectival diversity is therefore required
within the institutional structure of the democratic
system (e.g., in media, NGOs, and political parties) so
that a broad range of considerations will be recognized
as important and amplified at scale. Without these
institutional actors recognizing their value, information
and reasons will not receive attention in political
decision-making. For a variety of such items to not only
be produced but also receive attention requires that a
diversity of perspectives be utilized within the citizenry
and the institutional structure of a democratic system.
While thework of epistemic democrats such as Land-

emore therefore provides resources for understanding
how perspectival diversity aids the function of justifi-
cation, it is also important to show how a democratic
system performs the function of discovery. To clarify,
this argument need not claim that all perspectives are
equally valuable for all social problems. However, we
cannot tell in advance which perspectives will be most
useful and it is only through an open process where all
perspectives are utilized that we can discover their
respective values. This argument also does not entail
that the truth will always emerge from an unregulated
marketplace of ideas. A democratic system will pro-
duce many unorganized and erroneous considerations
during the process of discovery, and this is one reason
why they require many mediating institutions that clar-
ify and filter these considerations for political decision-
making. For a democratic system to effectively perform
the functions of justification and discovery, however,
requires perspectival diversity.

THE POLITICS OF POLARIZATION

The epistemic problemsof political polarization are best
identified in a system-level reduction in perspectival
diversity, rather than in the formation of false or unreli-
able individual beliefs. Defending this claim, however,
requires an understanding of the kind of polarization

relevant to perspectival diversity and the associated
mechanisms that explain how it comes to reduce it.

The form of polarization important to such a reduc-
tion is not issue or affective polarization as much as
sorting polarization, which refers to the alignment of
social divisions and identities. In this form, polarization
involves the increasing alignment of societal divides
along a single elevated cleavage. While politics always
involves differences and disagreements, sorting polari-
zationoccurswhen a society’smultiple and cross-cutting
“differences become aligned within (normally two)
camps with mutually exclusive identities and interests”
(McCoy, Rahman, and Somer 2018, 18). While the
nature of these camps (religious, cultural, ethnic, eco-
nomic, ideological, etc.) will differ depending on the
context, sorting polarization is defined as the coming
together of divisions under an elevated unitary axis
often defined in “us vs them” terms. This could be
“Republicans vs Democrats” in the United States,
“Chavistas vs anti-Chavistas” in Venezuela, or “nation-
alists vs cosmopolitans” in Hungary.11

This alignment can produce increased issue polari-
zation, but only to the extent that issue positions are
salient to the elevated social divide. In the United
States, for instance, ideological, religious, and ethnic
divisions have increasingly aligned with the elevated
partisan divide, but this has not produced significant
issue polarization at the mass level, apart from certain
particularly salient issues (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes
2012). Affective polarization, alternatively, is more
tightly connected as the alignment of social divisions
tends to promote a zero-sum perception of politics and
intensifies in-group identification and intergroup
rivalry (Mason 2015). While often connected to other
forms of polarization, it is the alignment of social
identities, rather than changing issue positions or affect,
which can impact perspective-taking. Understanding
how sorting polarization can reduce perspectival diver-
sity, however, requires going beyond GPT and CCT.

While the psychological mechanisms in these accounts
have been connected to issue and affective polarization,
neither provides a complete account of sorting polariza-
tion nor its impact on perspectival diversity. The reason is
that while these mechanisms can help crystallize perspec-
tives, they will only do this around identities which are
already politically salient in a democratic system.Neither,
however, provides an account of why certain identities
and perspectives become salient in the first place. CCT,
for instance, suggests that people evaluate risk and infor-
mationwith respect to their cultural identities and this can
help the formation of perspectives, allowing people’s
experiences and social positions to influence how they
view politics. The perspectives being formed, however,
are only those associated with the identities people
already find salient when evaluating political issues. Sim-
ilarly, if a group shares a common identity and this
identity is salient in their political discussions, then group
polarization may help to clarify and intensify the

11 The outcome of any polarized struggle may be normatively uncer-
tain, but it produces important risks, including epistemic risks.
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associated group perspective. The perspectives formed,
however, are again those associated with already salient
identities.
Both GPT and CCT therefore simply tend to reflect

the identities and perspectives already salient in a dem-
ocratic system, but neither provides an account of how
certain identities and perspectives become salient in the
first place. As a result, their impact on perspectival
diversity will depend on the nature of the identities
and perspectives already prominent in a society. If a
variety of identities are politically salient in a democratic
system, for instance, then cultural cognition and group
polarization may help to crystallize and intensify an
associated variety of perspectives, but they will not
necessarily lead to a reduction in the diversity of per-
spectives utilized. In fact, if this involves marginalized
groups coming together to voice their otherwise over-
looked viewpoint, then they may even help increase
perspectival diversity at the system level. On their own
then, GPT and CCT are ambivalent with respect to
perspectival diversity. What we need is to identify some
supplementary mechanisms involved in sorting polari-
zation, which can affect the kind and variety of perspec-
tives that become salient. Doing this, however, requires
a greater consideration of the political dynamics of
polarization and particularly its discursive dimension.
Comparative studies of sorting polarization show that

it is often, in part, a discursive process initiated by
political entrepreneurs who aim to activate key societal
cleavages for political advantage (Carothers and O’Do-
nohue 2019; McCoy and Somer 2019; Somer 2005).12

These actors use polarizing speech and divisive rhetoric
to create a perception of politics as based on an “us vs
them” conflict and, in doing so, create or undermine
political coalitions. Polarizing speech works to elevate
and highlight a particular social division and define the
relevant in-group and out-groups around certain social
identities (partisan, religious, ethnic, etc.). The result is
that these groups come to be perceived as mutually
exclusive, incompatible, and irreconcilable. Rhetoric
such as “Mexicans are rapists” or “Democrats are
communists,” for instance, demonizes opposing parti-
sans in ethnic and ideological terms, while claims that
“the media is the enemy of the people” undermine the
idea of legitimate opposition. Alternatively, statements
such as “we are the real Americans” and “make Amer-
ica great again” create an exclusive conception of the
legitimate demos defined with respect to a more ethni-
cally and religiously homogeneous past. The result is the
alignment of social divisions within mutually exclusive
and homogeneous camps and a perception that politics
amounts to a “us vs them” conflict.
While political actors may always engage in polariz-

ing speech, it can be incentivized by structural condi-
tions. In the United States, for instance, polarization
has been disproportionately driven by the Republican

Party, which has taken more extreme issue positions, is
less willing to compromise, and engages in greater
obstruction and democratic norm-breaking (Hacker
and Pierson 2015). The same goes for right-wing media
outlets that produce more explicitly partisan content
(Benkler, Faris, and Roberts 2018). While political
scientists disagree over their relative importance, two
factors are often highlighted to explain this increasingly
polarizing behavior. These are demographic changes
and increasing economic inequality, which both create
electoral challenges for Republicans (Grossmann and
Hopkins 2016; Hacker and Pierson 2020; McCarty,
Poole, and Rosenthal 2016).

Changing demographics present a direct electoral
challenge as the relatively homogeneous Republican
base is representing a shrinking proportion of the elec-
torate. High levels of inequality, alternatively, create
challenges as they cause the economic interests of the
general population to increasingly diverge from those of
traditional Republican donors who are disproportion-
ately wealthy—a divergence less significant for Demo-
crats who receive less support from this group (Hacker
and Pierson 2020). A polarizing discourse that inten-
sifies in-group identity and fosters hostility toward a
culturally distinct and threatening out-group is then a
strategy for dealing with these structural challenges. It
looks to consolidate a homogenous voting bloc in the
face of a diversifying public and motivate popular sup-
port despite an economic platform that favors an
increasingly wealthy minority, by promoting cultural
and identity-based issues.13 These structural incentives
therefore help explain the increase in polarizing speech
over time and are likely one reason why Republican
voters have polarized more than Democratic voters
(Hacker and Pierson 2015).

Sorting polarization can therefore be understood as
involving a discursive process where political actors
play an important role in aligning social divisions and
creating a politics based on a “us vs them” conflict.
While this discursive view is not incompatible with
other accounts of polarization and need not be the core
driver, it can help to explain how it reduces perspectival
diversity. The next section will therefore explore the
effect of polarizing discourse on perspectival diversity
and how GPT and CCT can be combined with these
broader political dynamics.

THELIMITINGOFPERSPECTIVALDIVERSITY

Once understood, in part at least, as a discourse-driven
process where political actors use polarizing speech to
create a certain discursive environment, sorting polari-
zation can be seen to involve a strong kind of framing.
Framing effects involve a “speaker’s emphasis on a
subset of potentially relevant considerations causing
individuals to focus on these considerations when

12 Out-group hostility is found to increase with exposure to electoral
campaigns and partisan media, which have become more negative
over time (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012; Levendusky and Mal-
hotra 2016).

13 The homogeneity of the Republican base also likely aids such
strategies as it is easier to build a coherent picture of the relative
in-group compared with the Democrats’ “rainbow coalition.”
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constructing their opinions” (Druckman2001, 1042).By
defining the essential problems and factors in any polit-
ical issue, they (re)organize cognition by altering the
weight that individuals give to different considerations,
be they facts, values, or reasons (Nelson, Oxley, and
Clawson 1997). This works by making certain consider-
ations available inmemory, making these accessible at a
given time, and making them applicable or central to
someone’s evaluation (Chong and Druckman 2007).
Based on the inferences that can be drawn from the
highlighted considerations, frames also tend to imply
certain judgments regarding an issue, such as who is to
blame or what is a reasonable solution.
Of course, framing is an unavoidable and not neces-

sarily problematic part of democratic discourse. The
effect of frames is not permanent or inaccessible for
citizens, and they can form part of a learning process
helping citizens organize considerations and views on
complex social problems (Nelson and Kinder 1996). In
fact, without framing citizens would struggle to form an
understanding of an issue or share a common set of
references for discussion with others. Political elites
therefore play an important role in framing issues and
helping to organize the concerns and views of the public
(Chambers 2017).
Frames and perspectives are easily confused, with the

terms sometimes being used as synonyms for one
another (Tversky and Kahneman 1985, 435). As
defined here, however, the two concepts are distinct.
Discussions of elite framing normally focus on “frames
in communication,”which refer to a speaker’s emphasis
on certain dimensions of an issue (Chong and Druck-
man 2007, 105–6). To say that energy policy is “an
economic issue,” for instance, is to invoke an economic
frame in communication, rather than an environmental
one. Frames in communication can then influence a
“frame in thought,”which refers to the different dimen-
sions of an issue an individual considers in forming an
opinion and the relative weights they assign them
(Chong and Druckman 2007). If a person believes that
environmental and economic concerns dominate deci-
sions about energy policy, then their frame in thought
for this issue includes these two dimensions and their
respective weights. Frames in communication therefore
refer to the emphasis in speech acts, while frames in
thought refer to a set of dimensions that people consider
with respect to an issue.
Perspectives, alternatively, refer to practical points

of view from which individuals form frames in thought
and evaluate frames in communication. To take a
certain perspective is to view politics from a certain
social position, and as we have seen, certain consider-
ations will appear more relevant and important from
this point of view. Those taking a certain perspective
will therefore tend to produce a particular frame in
thought when confronted with an issue. If someone
views the issue of sexual harassment from a woman’s
perspective, then certain dimensions of this issue will
appear more apparent or weighty, and a certain frame
in thought will form. Perspectives are therefore the
background position or general orientation from which
individuals form their frames in thought with respect to
different issues and are one reason differently situated

people come to alternative frames in thought. Frames
in communication, alternatively, refer to the emphasis
placed on certain dimensions in speech and are there-
fore items offered up and considered in deliberation.
Perspectives then represent the social positions from
which these items are considered. Empirical work
shows that people can reflect on and evaluate compet-
ing frames in communication, finding some more
appealing than others (Sniderman and Theriault
2004). Perspectives are the general position or orienta-
tion from which this is done and are one reason why
different people tend to find alternative frames in
communication appealing.

Frames in communication (henceforth simply
frames) have a two-way relationship with perspectives.
While certain frames may appear more appealing from
certain perspectives, certain perspectives may also be
activated by certain frames. Although work on framing
effects has mostly focused on the highlighting of facts,
reasons, or values, I wish to suggest that elite framing
can also prioritize perspectives. Given citizens’ varied
experiences and roles, an individual can possess multi-
ple perspectives and may utilize different perspectives
at different times. In the terminology of framing theory,
they have multiple perspectives available, but not all
will be accessed and applied when considering an issue.
Framing effects can then influence which perspective is
utilized, by placing emphasis on certain social positions
or sets of experiences, making a certain perspective
more easily accessible and applicable. The most direct
way of doing this is to place emphasis on certain iden-
tities, making that social position particularly salient
with respect to an issue and therefore activating the
associated perspective. Saying that an increase in ben-
efit payments is a “class issue,” for instance, can place
emphasis on a working-class identity and encourage the
use of a working-class perspective, while saying it is an
“act of Christian charity” may emphasize a Christian
identity and associated Christian perspective. While
individuals may possess both perspectives, these alter-
native frames make certain identities and social posi-
tions more salient, encouraging an audience to consider
politics from this point of view.

In this case, the frame makes accessible and applica-
ble a perspective that is already available to the audi-
ence. Given that perspectives can be shared, it is also
possible to make available perspectives that an audi-
ence did not already possess. As noted earlier, taking up
a new perspective involves coming to a significant
understanding of an alternative social position and
associated experiences, and it is therefore a much more
difficult task, requiring more intensive communication.
In most instances, then, elite framing is most likely to
target perspectives already available to an audience,
possibly altering how they are applied and understood.
What is important, however, is that, unlike GPT and
CCT, the mechanisms involved in elite framing can
affect the kinds of perspectives utilized by individuals
in a democratic system.

While the impact of frames on perspectives is not
necessarily problematic (as argued below), the problem
with polarizing speech is that it promotes “polarized”
frames and these polarized frames become increasingly
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“dominant” over an ever-larger number of social prob-
lems as polarization worsens.14 A polarized frame is
one that constructs political issues in an oppositional
way where the opposition is mutually exclusive and
threatening, while a dominant frame is one that
excludes alternative ways of viewing an issue.15 Sorting
polarization can therefore be understood, at least in
part, as involving the increasing dominance of a polar-
ized frame. Political actors activate certain social cleav-
ages and in doing so increasingly frame political issues
in terms of a single “us vs them” conflict between
homogeneous and mutually exclusive groups. The
result of such a framing is the elevation of these two
social identities as central to politics and therefore the
promotion of their associated perspectives.
By framing political issues in terms of an “us vs them”

struggle, political actors highlight these two social iden-
tities, making accessible and applicable their associated
perspectives. Put simply, if politics is represented as a
Manichean struggle between an “us” and a “them,” the
implication is that everyone must fall into one of these
two groups and see politics from their point of view.
Those already possessing the relevant identities and
perspectives will then be more likely to associate with
one side rather than the other. The result is that the
perspectives of these groups—whether it be Republi-
can and Democratic perspectives in the United States,
Chavista and anti-Chavista in Venezuela, or nationalist
and cosmopolitan in Hungary—will increasingly come
to represent the only relevant or important perspec-
tives through which to approach politics. Polarized
frames therefore work to limit the diversity of perspec-
tives utilized at both the individual and collective levels,
as they increasingly establish the two sides of an “us vs
them” conflict as the predominant social positions from
which to view politics.
There are at least two ways this kind of elite framing

reduces perspectival diversity. The first and simplest is
that the dominant polarized frame crowds out or pushes
out perspectives that do not easily fit with its chosen
dimension of conflict. As one social divide gets elevated
over others, perspectives directly linked to this divide
are promoted, and those not easily connected are mar-
ginalized. That is, certain perspectives are made more
accessible and applicable, while others are not. Empir-
ical work in the United States, for instance, has found
that elite party polarization can lead individuals to
prioritize partisan endorsements when evaluating poli-
cies, over frames which highlight substantive policy-
relevant arguments or reasons (Druckman, Peterson,
and Slothuus 2013). Under non-polarized conditions,
individuals tend to follow strong arguments over party
endorsements, but under polarization they follow the
party cue over the argument. One interpretation of
these findings is that polarization leads individuals to
prioritize the perspective of a Republican or Democrat,

and they therefore come to focus on those consider-
ations most important to these partisan perspectives
(e.g., party endorsements). This prioritization then
comes at the expense of other perspectives, which
would have been attentive to other considerations and
reasons. Polarized framings therefore promote these
partisan perspectives and push out those that do not
fit the frame of Republican vs Democrat conflict.

The second way is that the dominant polarized frame
works to align perspectives, reducing the variation
between them.Whilemultiple identitiesmay be empha-
sized in polarizing speech, and multiple perspectives
made accessible and applicable, this is done in ways
that emphasize their connections and therefore create a
perception that they are overlapping andmutually rein-
forcing. The dominant polarized frame does not there-
fore only elevate the two groups in an “us vs them”

conflict but also aligns other identities within these two
camps so that each group appears mutually exclusive
and internally homogeneous. The effect is that while
multiple identities may become salient, they are felt to
only reinforce the dominant cleavage. Empirical work,
for instance, finds that individuals possessing aligned
social identities tend to report stronger partisan identi-
fication (Mason and Wronski 2018). White, Christian
conservatives therefore identify more strongly as
Republicans, while non-white, secular liberals identify
more strongly as Democrats.

Mason (2018) has elsewhere referred to this align-
ment as the formation of “mega-identities,” but the
discussion here allows us to also see it as the formation
of mega-perspectives. As polarized framings align the
perspectives of different social positions, group mem-
berships and experiences that may have previously
provided distinct and differing points of view, increas-
ingly converge into a single lens. For example, while
Republican and Christian perspectives may have pre-
viously been attentive to different social problems and
recognized different information and reasons as impor-
tant, polarization brings these perspectives into greater
alignment so that they come to offer a more unified
point of view. The Republican and Christian perspec-
tives therefore start to focus on similar issues and
produce similar interpretations and reasons. By
emphasizing and connecting identities then, polarized
frames work to reduce the variation between the most
politically salient perspectives. As the Republican per-
spective becomes whiter, more conservative, and more
Christian, the diversity between these perspectives is
undermined. The dominant polarized frame therefore
reduces diversity not only because certain perspectives
are pushed out or marginalized—leading to fewer per-
spectives being utilized—but also because previously
varied and conflicting lenses come to converge within
more homogeneous mega-perspectives.

An account of elite framing can therefore point to
mechanisms involved in sorting polarization, which
help explain how it reduces perspectival diversity. By
pushing out certain perspectives and aligning others
within more homogeneous mega-perspectives, polariz-
ing frames reduce the range of perspectives utilized at
the system level. This is something GPT and CCT

14 Although polarization worsens as it impacts more issues, it can still
be damaging when affecting a single issue such as climate change.
15 For a discussion of polarized and dominant frames, see Calvert and
Warren (2014).

Jonathan Benson

10

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

23
00

10
89

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055423001089


struggle to account for, given that they simply tend to
reflect the identities and perspectives already salient in
the system. This tendency can, however, allow group
polarization and cultural cognition to contribute to
reductions in perspectival diversity once they are com-
bined with an account of elite framing.
We have seen that CCT may aid in the formation of

perspectives as it allows one’s identity to influence their
evaluations of politics, but it only does this for identities
people already find politically salient. While cultural
cognition will not therefore necessarily reduce perspec-
tival diversity in a society with multiple and cross-
cutting salient identities, it will help to reduce diversity
once a more limited set of mega-identities have started
to become prominent. If cultural cognition is therefore
combined with a broader political context where elite
actors engage in polarized framing and elevate a certain
“us vs them” conflict, then the mechanisms of CCT will
tend to promote the further formation and crystalliza-
tion of the associatedmega-perspectives. So, while CCT
is ambivalent with respect to perspectival diversity on its
own, it can be understood to contribute to reducing
diversity when supplemented with an account of elite
framing and the discursive dynamics of polarization.
Similarly, group polarization can help form and inten-

sify perspectives around the identities already shared
and salient within group discussion.While this is ambiv-
alent with respect to diversity in isolation, in a context
where elite framing elevates certain mega-identities,
group polarization will tend to further crystallize and
intensify the associated homogeneous perspectives. Of
course, this will only occur if those who share the
relevant mega-perspectives also tend to engage in
homogeneous deliberation with each other. The kinds
of social segregation pointed to by group polarization
accounts will therefore likely have an influence on the
extent to which polarizing framing reduces diversity.
While polarized frames reduce diversity by making a

more limited range of perspectives accessible and appli-
cable, this will be exacerbated if the associated identity
groups are also socially segregated and tend to engage
in enclave deliberation. Under these conditions, elite
framing will combine with group polarization effects,
further intensifying a limited range of mega-
perspectives. This is likely the case in the United States,
which exhibits high levels of social segregation
(Mummolo and Nall 2017). Conversely, low levels of
social segregation are likely to make polarized frames
less effective as people will more often encounter the
perspectives of others during political discussion, and
diverse deliberation may limit the influence of elite
framing (Chong and Druckman 2007). The levels of
social segregation and enclave deliberation in a demo-
cratic system will therefore likely be important to the
potential success of elite polarizing speech.

THE EPISTEMIC PROBLEMS OF

POLARIZATION

I have identified the epistemic problems of political
polarization in a system-level reduction in perspectival

diversity and introduced an account of elite framing to
better explain how this reduction comes about. As we
saw earlier, perspectival diversity is important to the
effective performance of the functions of justification
and discovery and therefore the ability of democratic
systems to address pressing problems of public concern.
It allows for the emergence and understanding of prob-
lems and considerations that may be overlooked from
any one point of view. In a society undergoing sorting
polarization, however, perspectival diversity is compro-
mised as individuals and the institutions they inhabit
increasingly view politics from two dominant mega-
perspectives. The result is a limiting of the problems
identified, and the information and reasons produced
and engaged with, to those seen as important from
these more homogeneous perspectives. A narrower
range of problems will therefore come to be discussed
in a democratic system, and those that receive attention
will be considered in more limited and binary ways.

Two popular complaints about polarized politics can
be recognized in this account. Firstly, it is common to
complain that polarization leads to certain problems
going unaddressed in favor of a deepening focus on
certain divisive issues, such as gun rights and abortion
in the United States. If polarization involves the
increasing dominance of two perspectives, however,
then this is to be expected. Those issues seen as impor-
tant from these perspectives will receive increased
attention in the democratic system at the expense of
otherwise pressing issues that may have been recog-
nized by alternative points of view. Secondly, it is also
common to complain that issues that are considered are
increasingly channeled through polarized conflicts. In
the United States, for instance, even highly technical
issues such as environmental regulation or the COVID-
19 pandemic are increasingly treated as just another
partisan debate. This complaint can be understood as a
limiting of the kinds of reasons and considerations
allowed to inform political decisions. This is again to
be expected on the account presented here, as those
reasons seen as important to the dominant perspectives
become prioritized in political discussion. Of course,
polarization is a process and not all societies will be at
the extreme. The reduction in perspectival diversity
will worsen as sorting polarization progresses, how-
ever, so that more polarized societies will experience
more of these epistemic problems, ceteris paribus.

It is worth reemphasizing how this view differs from
previous accounts, which focused on the formation of
false or unreliable individual beliefs, rather than system
diversity. While individuals may come to false beliefs
while viewing politics from a dominant perspective, this
is not required for there to be an epistemic problem on
this paper’s account. Similarly, it is not necessarily
problematic for any one individual to take on the
perspectives highlighted in any polarized conflict, as
such perspectives may call attention to important prob-
lems and considerations. Instead, epistemic harms only
occur when these perspectives become increasingly
pervasive so that the diversity of perspectives utilized
in the system as a whole is reduced. While any individ-
ual distortions may also be mitigated by the broader
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system, it is systemic distortions that work to under-
mine the general functions of discovery and justifica-
tion. My account therefore connects the individual-
level impacts of framing effects, GPT, and CCT to a
system-level reduction in the range of perspectives
utilized, and it is the latter that undermines democ-
racy’s epistemic quality.
Another problem with the previous accounts was

that GPT and CCT may provide epistemic benefits in
terms of individual beliefs, but something similar may
be thought true of elite framing and diversity. Political
actors could use frames to help crystallize relevant and
possibly marginalized perspectives, encouraging their
audience to view issues from alternative points of view
and promoting greater perspectival diversity. My
account has not taken issue with all forms of elite
framing, however, but with the increasing use of polar-
ized frames. Some kinds of elite framing may therefore
encourage a variety of perspective-taking, and these
can be epistemically productive for democracy. The
problem is that polarized frames do the opposite. They
look to limit the perspectives utilized to those in a
polarized “us vs them” conflict, and while they may
help in the formation of these mega-perspectives and
the crystallization of their associated concerns, the
overall result is a reduction in system-level diversity
and therefore democracy’s epistemic quality.

CONCLUSION

This paper has argued that the root epistemic problem
that political polarization creates for democracy is best
located in a system-level reduction in perspectival
diversity, rather than in individual false beliefs, and
that appreciating this fact requires an understanding
of polarization’s political dynamics. This account’s
unique combination of the discursive dimension of
polarization and its tendency to undermine diversity
also has broader significance for the field.
Firstly, while previous work in democratic theory has

focused on psychological accounts of polarization, this
paper has analyzed the interaction between psychology
and broader political dynamics. Psychology plays an
essential role, but polarization is also a political process
involving the discursive strategies of political actors,
and this will influence how it impacts democratic
values. Democratic theorists must therefore incorpo-
rate such dynamics if they are to understand the harms
of polarization and the best responses to it. While
measures aimed at the mechanisms of group polariza-
tion and cultural cognition (e.g., increasing intergroup
deliberation) remain relevant, this paper suggests that
they likely need to be combined with policies targeting
the polarizing speech of elite actors. This may include
forms of counter-speech and framing, but also mea-
sures to address broader structural conditions (e.g.,
economic inequality), which incentivize the use of
polarizing speech.
Secondly, this paper suggests that the recent episte-

mic turn in democratic theory also needs to pay greater
attention to broader political dynamics. Much work in

this field focuses on the relationship between demo-
cratic inclusion and diversity, rejecting nondemocratic
systems based on the epistemic costs of exclusion (e.g.,
Landemore 2013). However, my discussion of polari-
zation shows that even in a democratic system with a
universal franchise, democracy may not achieve the
epistemic benefits of diversity if political actors engage
in certain discursive strategies. Epistemic democrats
should therefore give more consideration to these
discursive behaviors as well as the costs of formal
exclusion.

Thirdly, while a work in democratic theory, this
paper suggests new directions for the empirical study
of polarization. Current research has investigated how
the alignment of cross-cutting cleavages influences
social identities and political attitudes and how forms
of polarization may influence framing effects. How-
ever, there is limited research on polarization and
perspective-taking and that which exists often focuses
on how taking the perspective of the other side—or
“stepping into their shoes”—may reduce affective
polarization (Saveski et al. 2022; Simas, Clifford, and
Kirkland 2020). This paper suggests that further
research should investigate how polarization and polar-
ized frames influence perspective-taking and its conse-
quences for political behavior and attitudes. I have
argued that such influences may have significant impli-
cations for democratic values and greater empirical
investigation would help broaden our understanding
of these threats.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The author would like to thank the organizers and
participants of the following events for their helpful
discussion of this study: the “Polarization, Technology,
and Democracy” workshop at Utrecht University, the
“Misinformation, Expertise, and Challenges to
Democracy” workshop at the MANCEPTWorkshops,
and the “Manchester Centre for Political Theory Sem-
inar Series” at the University of Manchester. The
author is also grateful for the number of conversations
they had on this topic with Vittorio Gerosa and would
like to express special thanks toUdit Bhatia for reading
and commenting on a revised version of this article.
Finally, the author would like to thank the journal
editors and three anonymous reviewers for their gen-
erous comments and constructive feedback.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST

The author declares no ethical issues or conflicts of
interest in this research.

ETHICAL STANDARDS

The author affirms that this research did not involve
human subjects.

Jonathan Benson

12

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

23
00

10
89

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055423001089


REFERENCES

Ancell, Aaron. 2017. “Democracy Isn’t that Smart (but weCanMake
it Smarter): On Landemore’s Democratic Reason.” Episteme 14
(2): 161–75.

Anderson, Elizabeth. 2006. “The Epistemology of Democracy.”
Episteme 3 (1–2): 8–22.

Benkler, Yochai, Robert Faris, and Hal Roberts. 2018. Network
Propaganda: Manipulation, Disinformation, and Radicalization in
American Politics. New York: Oxford University Press.

Benson, Jonathan. 2019a. “DeliberativeDemocracy and the Problem
of Tacit Knowledge.” Politics, Philosophy & Economics 18 (1):
76–97.

Benson, Jonathan. 2019b. “Knowledge and Communication in
Democratic Politics: Markets, Forums and Systems.” Political
Studies 67 (2): 422–39.

Benson, Jonathan. 2021. “The Epistemic Value of Deliberative
Democracy: HowFar CanDiversity TakeUs?” Synthese 199 (3–4):
8257–79.

Bohman, James. 2003. “Deliberative Toleration.” Political Theory
31 (6): 757–79.

Bohman, James. 2006. “Deliberative Democracy and the Epistemic
Benefits of Diversity.” Episteme 3 (3): 175–91.

Bohman, James. 2007. “Political Communication and the Epistemic
Value of Diversity: Deliberation and Legitimation in Media
Societies.” Communication Theory 17 (4): 348–55.

Brennan, Jason. 2016. Against Democracy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

Calvert, Aubin, and Mark E. Warren. 2014. “Deliberative
Democracy and Framing Effects: Why Frames Are a Problem and
how Deliberative Mini-Publics Might Overcome Them.” In
Deliberative Mini-Publics: Involving Citizens in the Democratic
Process, eds. Kimmo Grönlund, André Bächtiger, and Maija
Setälä, 203–24. Colchester, UK: ECPR Press.

Carothers, Thomas, and Andrew O’Donohue. 2019. Democracies
Divided: The Global Challenge of Political Polarization.
Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press.

Chambers, Simone. 2017. “Balancing Epistemic Quality and Equal
Participation in a System Approach to Deliberative Democracy.”
Social Epistemology 31 (3): 266–76.

Chambers, Simone. 2018. “Human Life Is Group Life: Deliberative
Democracy for Realists.” Critical Review 30 (1–2): 36–48.

Chong, Dennis, and James N. Druckman. 2007. “Framing Theory.”
Annual Review of Political Science 10: 103–26.

Christiano, Thomas. 2012. “Rational Deliberation among Experts
and Citizens.” In Deliberative Systems: Deliberative Democracy at
the Large Scale, eds. John Parkinson and Jane Mansbridge, 27–51.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Druckman, James N. 2001. “On the Limits of Framing Effects: Who
Can Frame?” Journal of Politics 63 (4): 1041–66.

Druckman, James N., and Mary C. McGrath. 2019. “The Evidence
for Motivated Reasoning in Climate Change Preference
Formation.” Nature Climate Change 9 (2): 111–9.

Druckman, JamesN., Erik Peterson, andRune Slothuus. 2013. “How
Elite Partisan Polarization Affects Public Opinion Formation.”
American Political Science Review 107 (1): 57–79.

Dryzek, John S. 2012. Foundations and Frontiers of Deliberative
Governance. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Elliott, Kevin J. 2020. “Democracy’s Pin Factory: Issue Specialization,
the Division of Cognitive Labor, and Epistemic Performance.”
American Journal of Political Science 64 (2): 385–97.

Fraser, Nancy. 1989. “Talking about Needs: Interpretive Contests as
Political Conflicts in Welfare-State Societies.” Ethics 99 (2):
291–313.

Fricker, Miranda. 2007. Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of
Knowing. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Gentzkow, Matthew, and Jesse M. Shapiro. 2011. “Ideological
Segregation Online and Offline.” Quarterly Journal of Economics
126 (4): 1799–839.

Grossmann, Matt, and David A. Hopkins. 2016.Asymmetric Politics:
Ideological Republicans andGroup Interest Democrats. NewYork:
Oxford University Press.

Habermas, Jürgen. 1985. The Theory of Communicative Action:
Volume 2: Lifeword and System: A Critique of Functionalist
Reason. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.

Habermas, Jürgen. 2015. Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to
a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy. Cambridge: Polity
Press.

Hacker, Jacob S., and Paul Pierson. 2015. “Confronting Asymmetric
Polarization.” In Solutions to Political Polarization in America, ed.
Nathaniel Persily, 59–70. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hacker, Jacob S., and Paul Pierson. 2020. Let Them Eat Tweets: How
the Right Rules in an Age of Extreme Inequality. New York:
Liveright.

Hannon, Michael. 2023. “Public Discourse and its Problems.”
Politics, Philosophy & Economics 22 (3): 336–56.

Iyengar, Shanto, Yphtach Lelkes, Matthew Levendusky, Neil
Malhotra, and Sean J. Westwood. 2019. “The Origins and
Consequences of Affective Polarization in the United States.”
Annual Review of Political Science 22: 129–46.

Iyengar, Shanto, Gaurav Sood, and Yphtach Lelkes. 2012. “Affect,
Not Ideology: A Social Identity Perspective on Polarization.”
Public Opinion Quarterly 76 (3): 405–31.

Kahan, Dan M. 2012. “Ideology, Motivated Reasoning, and
Cognitive Reflection: An Experimental Study.” Judgment and
Decision Making 8 (4): 407–24.

Kahan, Dan M. 2016. “The Politically Motivated Reasoning
Paradigm, Part 1: What Politically Motivated Reasoning Is and
how to Measure It.” In Emerging Trends in the Social and
Behavioral Sciences, eds. Robert A. Scott, and Michael Kosslyn,
1–16. New York: Wiley.

Kahan, Dan M., Hank Jenkins-Smith, and Donald Braman. 2011.
“Cultural Cognition of Scientific Consensus.” Journal of Risk
Research 14 (2): 147–74.

Landemore, Hélène. 2013. Democratic Reason: Politics, Collective
Intelligence, and the Rule of the Many. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

Landemore, Hélène. 2014. “Yes, We Can (Make it up on Volume):
Answers to Critics.” Critical Review 26 (1–2): 184–237.

Lepoutre, Maxime. 2020. “Democratic Group Cognition.”
Philosophy & Public Affairs 48 (1): 40–78.

Levendusky, Matthew, and Neil Malhotra. 2016. “Does Media
Coverage of Partisan Polarization Affect Political Attitudes?”
Political Communication 33 (2): 283–301.

Mansbridge, Jane. 1999. “Should Blacks Represent Blacks and
Women Represent Women? A Contingent "Yes.” Journal of
Politics 61 (3): 628–57.

Mason, Lilliana. 2015. “‘I Disrespectfully Agree’: The Differential
Effects of Partisan Sorting on Social and Issue Polarization.”
American Journal of Political Science 59 (1): 128–45.

Mason, Lilliana. 2018. Uncivil Agreement: How Politics Became our
Identity. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Mason, Lilliana, and Julie Wronski. 2018. “One Tribe to Bind Them
all: How our Social Group Attachments Strengthen Partisanship.”
Political Psychology 39 (S1): 257–77.

McCarty, Nolan, Keith T. Poole, and Howard Rosenthal. 2016.
Polarized America: The Dance of Ideology and Unequal Riches.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

McCoy, Jennifer, Tahmina Rahman, and Murat Somer. 2018.
“Polarization and the Global Crisis of Democracy: Common
Patterns, Dynamics, and Pernicious Consequences for Democratic
Polities.” American Behavioral Scientist 62 (1): 16–42.

McCoy, Jennifer, and Murat Somer. 2019. “Toward a Theory of
Pernicious Polarization and how it Harms Democracies:
Comparative Evidence and Possible Remedies.” Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science 681 (1): 234–71.

Mummolo, Jonathan, and Clayton Nall. 2017. “Why Partisans Do
Not Sort: The Constraints on Political Segregation.” Journal of
Politics 79 (1): 45–59.

Nelson, Thomas E., and Donald R. Kinder. 1996. “Issue Frames and
Group-Centrism in American Public Opinion.” Journal of Politics
58 (4): 1055–78.

Nelson, Thomas E., Zoe M. Oxley, and Rosalee A. Clawson. 1997.
“Toward a Psychology of Framing Effects.” Political Behavior
19 (3): 221–46.

Nguyen, C. Thi. 2021. “Was it Polarization or Propaganda?” Journal
of Philosophical Research 46: 173–91.

Nyhan, Brendan, and Jason Reifler. 2010. “When Corrections Fail:
The Persistence of Political Misperceptions.” Political Behavior
32 (2): 303–30.

Democracy and the Epistemic Problems of Political Polarization

13

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

23
00

10
89

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055423001089


Pennycook, Gordon, and David G. Rand. 2021. “The Psychology of
Fake News.” Trends in Cognitive Sciences 25 (5): 388–402.

Saveski, Martin, Nabeel Gillani, Ann Yuan, Prashanth
Vijayaraghavan, and Deb Roy. 2022. “Perspective-Taking to
Reduce Affective Polarization on Social Media.” Proceedings of
the International AAAI Conference on Web and Social Media 16:
885–95.

Saward, Michael. 2006. “The Representative Claim.” Contemporary
Political Theory 5 (3): 297–318.

Sherman, David K., and Geoffrey L. Cohen. 2006. “The Psychology
of Self-Defense: Self-Affirmation Theory.” Advances in
Experimental Social Psychology 38: 183–242.

Simas, Elizabeth N., Scott Clifford, and Justin H. Kirkland. 2020.
“How Empathic Concern Fuels Political Polarization.” American
Political Science Review 114 (1): 258–69.

Sniderman, Paul M., and Sean M. Theriault. 2004. “The Structure of
Political Argument and the Logic of Issue Framing.” In Studies in
Public Opinion: Attitudes, Nonattitudes, Measurement Error, and
Change, eds. Willem E. Saris and Paul M. Sniderman, 133–65.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Somer, Murat. 2005. “Failures of the Discourse of Ethnicity: Turkey,
Kurds, and the Emerging Iraq.” Security Dialogue 36 (1): 109–28.

Somin, Ilya. 2016. Democracy and Political Ignorance: Why Smaller
Government Is Smarter. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Sunstein, Cass R. 2000. “Deliberative Trouble? Why Groups Go to
Extremes.” Yale Law Journal 110 (1): 71–119.

Sunstein, Cass R. 2018. #Republic: Divided Democracy in the Age of
Social Media. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Talisse, Robert B. 2019. Overdoing Democracy: Why we Must Put
Politics in its Place. New York: Oxford University Press.

Talisse, Robert B. 2021. Sustaining Democracy: What we Owe to the
Other Side. New York: Oxford University Press.

Tilton, Emily C. R. Forthcoming. “‘That’s Above My Paygrade’:
Woke Excuses for Ignorance.” Philosophers’ Imprint.

Tversky, Amos, and Daniel Kahneman. 1985. “The Framing of
Decisions and the Psychology of Choice.” Science 211 (4481):
453–8.

Vegetti, Federico, and Moreno Mancosu. 2020. “The Impact of
Political Sophistication and Motivated Reasoning on
Misinformation.” Political Communication 37 (5): 678–95.

Warren, Mark E.. 2017. “A Problem-Based Approach to
Democratic Theory.” American Political Science Review 111 (1):
39–53.

Wood, Thomas, and Ethan Porter. 2019. “The Elusive Backfire
Effect: Mass Attitudes’ Steadfast Factual Adherence.” Political
Behavior 41 (1): 135–63.

Young, Iris Marion. 2002. Inclusion and Democracy. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Jonathan Benson

14

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

23
00

10
89

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055423001089

	Democracy and the Epistemic Problems of Political Polarization
	INTRODUCTION
	THE PSYCHOLOGY OF POLARIZATION
	A PROBLEM OF INDIVIDUAL BELIEFS?
	THE EPISTEMIC FUNCTIONS OF A DEMOCRATIC SYSTEM
	THE IMPORTANCE OF DIVERSITY
	THE POLITICS OF POLARIZATION
	THE LIMITING OF PERSPECTIVAL DIVERSITY
	THE EPISTEMIC PROBLEMS OF POLARIZATION
	CONCLUSION
	Acknowledgments
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST
	ETHICAL STANDARDS


