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Abstract 

How can we assess the epistemic quality of democratic decision-making? Sceptics doubt such 

assessments are possible, as they must rely on controversial substantive standards of truth and 

rightness. Challenging that scepticism, this paper suggests a procedure-independent standard 

for assessing the epistemic quality of democratic decision-making by evaluating whether it is 

adequately supported by reasons. Adequate support for conclusion is a necessary (but insuffi-

cient on its own) aspect of epistemic quality for any epistemic justification of democracy, though 

particularly relevant to theories that emphasize public deliberation. Finding existing methods for 

measuring the quality of public discourse to fall short, we draw on an epistemological theory of 

argumentation to provide a more sophisticated approach to evaluating the epistemic quality of 
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democratic decision-making, illustrate how the approach can be used, and demonstrate its rele-

vance for the epistemic turn in democratic theory. 
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1. Epistemic quality – impossible to measure? 

How can we assess the epistemic quality of democratic decision-making? Recent years have seen 

increased academic interest in the epistemic dimensions of democracy, as political theorists have 

debated whether and how democracy can be justified in terms of producing better decisions 

than feasible alternatives (e.g. Estlund 2008; Landemore 2013; List and Goodin 2001), while 

empirical researchers have examined the epistemic effects of various decision-making procedures 

(e.g. Caluwaerts and Ugarriza 2012; Niemeyer 2011). 

Yet this growing literature on epistemic democracy still lacks viable methods for assessing 

the epistemic quality of democratic decision-making. For instance, while the theory of delibera-

tive democracy has long claimed that producing more robust, well-informed decisions is a key 

advantage of deliberation over alternative procedure, recent overviews of current methods for 

analysing group deliberation report no approaches that aim to measure epistemic quality (Black 

et al. 2011; Beste 2013). Some even claim that measuring the epistemic quality of democratic 

decision-making would be virtually impossible. For one thing, any such measure would be in-

herently controversial, involving the use of ‘external … standards of fairness or rightness, on 

which even heated philosophical debates proved endless’ (Caluwaerts and Ugarriza 2012, 5; cf. 

Beste 2013, 28; Cooke 2000, 955). And even if we could agree on the relevant standards of cor-

rectness, we will probably disagree ‘over how particular decisions measure up against those 

standards’ (Ingham 2013, 139). 

In this paper, we will accept the challenge of this scepticism. We shall propose a proce-

dure-independent approach for assessing the epistemic quality of democratic decision-making 

that is neither dependent on substantive external standards of correctness nor determined by 

specific measurements based on such standards. Expanding on previous suggestions to employ 

argumentation theory to assess the rationality of the product of democratic decision-making 
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(Knops 2006; cf. 2017 [this issue]; Friberg-Fernros and Schaffer 2014), we propose that one can 

measure an important aspect of epistemic quality by assessing whether democratic decision-

making is adequately supported on reasons. Our approach draws on established practices in 

formal and informal logic to evaluate whether the inferences that a collective decision comprises 

are logically sound or internally valid: Does the conclusion follow from the premises? In prac-

tice, this approach entails, first, that one reconstructs inferences, either from speeches made in 

the deliberative phase preceding a decision or from the decision itself. Second, one evaluates 

whether the inference meets the relevant epistemic criteria for the argument scheme being used. 

An inference that fails to pass this test is inadequately supported by reasons, and, we submit, 

should be considered as having less epistemic value than one that is adequately supported by 

reasons, ceteris paribus.  

Consequently, the epistemic quality of democratic decision-making can be assessed in 

terms of how well the inferences made through the process or in the decision meet these crite-

ria. This, we shall argue, suggests a necessary but – importantly – insufficient element of epis-

temic quality for any epistemic justification of democracy, though it is particularly crucial to 

deliberative theories of democracy, as they emphasize that the public reason-giving aspects of 

democratic decision-making promote epistemic quality. 

Hence, the paper makes two important contributions: First, meeting the sceptics’ chal-

lenge, we make a theoretical contribution by demonstrating that a procedure-independent 

standard for assessing the epistemic quality of decision-making need not rely on external stand-

ards of moral or factual correctness, which may be both inherently controversial and difficult to 

employ in empirical research. Second, drawing on an epistemological theory of argumentation, 

we offer a framework for assessing the epistemic quality of democratic decision-making by de-

tecting inadequate support for conclusions, and demonstrate the potential of the approach. 



 3 

The rest of this paper is structured in five parts. In section two, we engage with the scep-

tics’ challenge by arguing that the epistemic quality of decision-making can be detected without 

assessing whether the decision in question is morally or factually correct. We also show how the 

approach matters for different theories about what mechanisms make democratic decision-

making epistemically superior. In section three, we survey methods for measuring the epistemic 

quality of decision-making in existing research, and show why even the much-used Discourse 

Quality Index (Steiner et al. 2004) falls short of assessing whether reasons adequately support 

conclusions. In section four, we present our approach in greater detail: Inspired by argumenta-

tion theory, we suggest three types of argument schemes and their corresponding criteria of 

inadequate support, and outline how those criteria can be used to assess the epistemic quality of 

democratic decision-making. In section five, we respond to three important challenges to our 

framework, before we finally conclude the paper by elaborating what our argument implies for 

empirical and theoretical research on the epistemic aspects of democracy. 

2. Political cognitivism and support adequacy 

Now, our first task is to meet the sceptics challenge by showing that it is possible to evaluate the 

epistemic quality of democratic decision-making by the procedure-independent standard (ade-

quate support for conclusion) we shall present in subsequent sections. In doing so, we subscribe 

to the view Hélène Landemore (2013, 210) calls political cognitivism: the position that ‘at least 

some political questions admit of something like a “better” or “worse” answer.’ In other words, 

there is a standard independent of the decision-making procedure that one can use to assess the 

result of that procedure. We endorse political cognitivism, but we also acknowledge certain 

flaws in existing justifications of it – flaws that our proposed method can address, we shall ar-

gue. 
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Political cognitivism comes in two versions: weak and strong (Landemore 2013, 211). 

Weak political cognitivism builds the epistemic case by arguing that democratic decision-

making helps us avoid bad decisions. It refrains from positing a substantive idea about good 

decisions; rather, it remains agnostic about what a good outcome is, beyond the avoidance of 

major harm. It helps us evade bad decisions, rather than reach good ones. Weak political cogni-

tivism may hold different ideas about the procedure-independent standard. For instance, David 

Estlund (2008, chap. IX) suggests a list of ‘primary bads’, such as war, famine or genocide, that 

we all agree are undesirable, while James Bohman (2007) suggests that multiperspectival delib-

eration is epistemically valuable in terms of reducing error, rather than maximizing the truth. By 

contrast, strong political cognitivism more assertively holds that democratic decision-making 

helps us reach good decisions by some substantive standard, such as respect for basic rights 

(Arneson 2003), the maximization of aggregate utility (Mill 1991), the general will (Rousseau 

1762) or, more generally, tracking the truth, whatever we take it to be (Landemore 2017 [this 

issue]).  

Now, whatever the merits of these two approaches, they seem to invite precisely the sort of 

worries sceptics raised, especially if we are looking for a way to turn them into a measure that 

can be used to assess real-world democratic decision-making outcomes. First, whether we en-

dorse weak or strong political cognitivism, the procedure-independent standard as such seems to 

involve substantive assumptions about moral or factual correctness, which seem inevitably to stir 

controversy (Estlund 2008, 99). True, we might sometimes manage to resolve such disagree-

ments about facts or values – Landemore (2013, 213ff) suggests how this could be achieved – 

but this might seem to jeopardize the instrumentalist epistemic justification of democracy: Be-

fore we can assess whether democracy promotes the procedure-independent standard, we have 

to resolve, by some second-order decision-making procedure, our differences about what that 

standard is (error avoidance, truth, rights, utility?). Second, there is the ‘just off on timing’ prob-
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lem (Landemore 2013, 212): If the procedure-independent standard is some desirable state of 

the world that political decisions may or may not produce, it would seem possible to evaluate 

them only in hindsight. But exactly when should we draw the deadline? How should we weigh 

short-term against long-term consequences? Given that democracy is an open, on-going process 

(Saffon and Urbinati 2013, 448), there may be no point in time from which to test the correct-

ness of decisions retrospectively.  

The approach we propose here can avoid these problems. While we share the political 

cognitivist argument against scepticism, we believe existing theories fall short in suggesting via-

ble standards and hands-on methods for testing the epistemic quality of democratic decision-

making. The method, which we shall present in further detail in the fourth section, is based on 

the idea that a necessary-but-insufficient condition for epistemic quality (on any version of po-

litical cognitivism) is that concluding decisions are adequately supported by reasons. ‘Adequate 

support for conclusion’ provides a procedure-independent standard that can withstand some of 

the problems other such standards face. First, unlike the primary bads version of weak political 

cognitivism, our method can assess the epistemic quality of decision-making of a more mundane 

nature, where any impact on primary bads is so indirect and piecemeal so as to make it practical-

ly indistinguishable. Our method also avoids the problem that there may be reasonable disa-

greement about the causes and injustice of primary bads (Gaus 2011, 293ff). Second, our meth-

od is also unaffected by the timing problem: The adequacy with which reasons support the con-

clusion can be assessed as soon as a decision has been made, without having to take into account 

possible effects in some near or distant future. Third, the standard we suggest is compatible 

with a range of ideas about good or bad outcomes, with a range of theories of the epistemic 

mechanisms at work in democracy (Anderson 2006) and with a range of epistemological theo-

ries (Misak 2008). Finally, our approach suggests a hands-on method for empirical research. 
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While the method needs further specification, it integrates well with existing empirical methods 

in research on democratic decision-making. 

Thus far we have (a) sided with political cognitivism by claiming that it is possible to as-

sess outcomes of democratic decision-making by some procedure-independent standard of epis-

temic quality and (b) hinted that ‘adequate support for conclusion’ suggests one such standard 

that can withstand some of the problems facing more substantive standards of moral or factual 

correctness or error avoidance. Now, we need to show in greater detail the nature of support 

adequacy as a procedure-independent standard and what traction it provides on the epistemic 

aspects of democracy. We shall argue that support adequacy is a necessary but insufficient con-

dition for the epistemic quality of any democratic decision-making procedure. 

How does support adequacy matter for political cognitivism? Consider a situation in which 

democratic decision-makers reach a decision, yet fail to provide any reason whatsoever for it. 

The decision may still be correct, according to some procedure-independent standard of cor-

rectness (or it may have avoided some egregious errors or primary bads). Hence, even if deci-

sion-makers provide no support for the conclusion, we cannot rule out that the decision is cor-

rect (or, alternatively, non-erroneous). However, in that case, we have no reason to believe the 

decision to be correct (or non-erroneous), nor to believe that the decision-making procedure is 

producing correct decisions (or avoiding error). Consequently, if the aim is to make correct de-

cisions (or avoid errors) in a reliable way, providing adequate support for conclusions is essential. 

Therefore, we shall assume that ‘truth-tracking is a stronger aim than just making a factually 

right decision. It means to make the right decision for the right reasons’ (Hartmann and 

Sprenger 2012, 213). Hence, truth-tracking is a reliable process through which to discover the 

truth (or the rightness) (List 2004, 526, n.7). You might arrive at the truth by mere chance (say, 

by flipping a coin), but the process would not be truth-tracking, but rather truth-picking. Alter-
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natively, on weak political cognitivism, a strong case for democracy’s epistemic superiority 

should show that it avoids error for the right reasons. 

The upshot of this argument is that one can evaluate the truth-tracking or error-avoiding 

potential of democratic decision-making procedures by examining whether the decisions consist 

of valid inferences, i.e., whether the conclusions are supported by reason. Hence, support ade-

quacy, we submit, is a necessary condition for truth-trackingness and robust error-avoidance. 

While it is not entirely uncontroversial, most theorists accept support adequacy as a necessary 

condition for the rational credibility of a claim or belief (Pinto 2001:37).  However, it is not a 

sufficient condition, since a perfectly valid conclusion can still be false if the premises are false. 

The approach we suggest here does not involve testing whether the premises are also correct or 

plausible, as any such tests would lead us back to the problem of disagreements over external 

standards of moral or factual correctness and, in particular, specific measurements of such stand-

ards, but in the final section, we shall suggest some strategies for how to deal with this limita-

tion of the support adequacy approach. Let us conclude, however, by noting that any presump-

tive method for assessing decision-making according to some procedure-independent standard 

of moral or factual correctness (or incorrectness) would also have to involve an assessment of 

whether decisions are based on valid inferences, at least if it is to assess whether democratic 

decision-making track the truth for the right reasons, rather than by mere chance.  

Support adequacy is also an insufficient criterion in another sense: It is only a measure of 

epistemic quality, not an exhaustive standard by which to assess political decision-making. For 

example, there might be circumstances where managing to find a compromise is more im-

portant than to provide reasons for decisions (e.g., a so-called ‘under-theorized agreement’). 

Sometimes decisions that would score low on support adequacy may perform well on other 

standards. Support adequacy does not suggest a notion of general desirability, but by capturing 

one important, epistemic aspect of decision-making, it may help researchers explore correlations 
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between different standards of decision-making quality (for a similar view, see Landemore 2017 

[this issue]). 

2.1 Support adequacy and competing accounts of epistemic democracy 

Support adequacy may provide useful resources for evaluating the epistemic performance of 

different democratic decision-making procedures. To illustrate this utility, consider two promi-

nent, competing arguments for the epistemic value of democracy. On the aggregative approach, 

which follows the logic of the Condorcet Jury Theorem, a group best tracks the truth by aggre-

gating individual judgements (List and Goodin 2001). Thus, the procedure must secure that 

individual voters reach their judgements independently of each other. Some even claim that 

public interaction may actually lead to worse decisions than would otherwise have occurred 

(Schkade, Sunstein, and Hastie 2010). By contrast, the deliberative approach assumes better 

decisions to follow from a process of public deliberation among individuals who must be ready 

to be swayed by the ‘forceless force of the better argument’ (Habermas 1971, 131).  

With its focus on public reason-giving as the key causal mechanism producing epistemi-

cally better decisions, deliberative democratic theory already entails an expectation that delibera-

tion increases the adequacy of support for conclusion – after all, this is what it means for the 

better argument to triumph. Support adequacy may seem to matter less, however, for the aggre-

gative approach: On this approach, the truth is tracked by aggregating individual, independent 

judgments on the conclusion, but the mechanism by which democratic decision-making may 

outperform alternative procedures does not depend as directly on argumentative soundness as 

does the deliberative approach. Moreover, given that individuals might endorse the conclusion 

for quite different reasons, the level of support reasons offer for the conclusion is irrelevant for 

assessing whether the decision-making procedure tracks the truth. In practice, when decisions 

are made by aggregating individual judgements, participants need not issue a joint statement of 
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their decision and its supporting reasons (though this problem also affects deliberative polls – 

see Thompson 2008, 503). Consequently, the support adequacy standard may seem less appli-

cable to an aggregative procedure of democratic decision-making.  

While this concern points to a potential limitation of the framework we propose here, we 

believe support adequacy is relevant for the aggregative procedure too, for three reasons. First, in 

actual democratic practice, decisions tend to be choices between reasoned policy alternatives. 

Even if a decision-making procedure does not engage individuals in actual public deliberation 

prior to the decision (which they normally do), the choice they face is typically not just between 

different policy options, but also between different justifications for and against those options. 

Second, support adequacy is relevant for the aggregative approach because, as we have already 

argued, in order to be truth-tracking rather than just truth-picking, the procedure must arrive at 

the better decision for the right reasons. If the aggregation of judgements failed to produce deci-

sions that are supported by reasons, it would meet serious objections in terms of democratic 

legitimacy. Third, while the aggregative approach may just axiomatically assume that citizens 

are more likely than chance to arrive at the truth, any explanation of that assumption must point 

to some capacity for reasoning or ‘deliberation within’ (Goodin 2000; Goodin and Niemeyer 

2003; Landemore and Mercier 2012). Indeed, precisely this innate human capacity for rational 

reflection may be distorted through public debate, some critics of the deliberative approach ar-

gue. Hence, both approaches may assume an individual capacity for reasoning, and disagree 

about whether it is best put to collective, epistemic use through aggregation of independent 

judgements or through public deliberation. Therefore, our support adequacy framework applies, 

in theory, to both approaches; in practice, how well it applies depends on the research design. 

Given that the deliberative approach has been more preoccupied with reason-giving aspects of 

decision-making, this is also where we find the most developed ideas about how to measure the 

quality of public discourse, to which we now turn. 
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3. Existing methods for measuring the quality of deliberative outcomes  

As deliberative democracy has matured as an empirical research programme, the methods for 

testing its key claims have become increasingly diverse and sophisticated (for overviews, see 

Thompson 2008; Black et al. 2011; Beste 2013; Neblo 2007). Yet for all the talk about reason-

giving, argumentation and justification, empirical research on deliberative democracy has mostly 

focused on other aspects of public deliberation than whether reasons given adequately support 

the conclusions when groups debate and decide on matters of public policy. This neglect is un-

fortunate, because it means that the deliberative research programme lacks empirical methods 

for assessing a key claim in deliberative democratic theory: that public deliberation improves the 

practical rationality of democratic outcomes (Cooke 2000, 952).  

To explore this lacuna in existing research, let us consider the Discourse Quality Index 

(DQI) (Steiner et al. 2004), a sophisticated coding scheme widely employed in empirical re-

search on deliberation in parliaments and other arenas (e.g. Lord and Tamvaki 2013; Lord 

2013; Himmelroos and Christensen 2014; Monnoyer–Smith and Wojcik 2012; Roger and 

Schaal 2013). On the DQI, one parameter, the ‘level of justification’, addresses the question of 

reasons offered for conclusions, which is evidently central to the truth-tracking function of de-

liberation (Steenbergen et al. 2003). The level of justification ‘refers to the nature of the justifi-

cation of demands’; it aims to ‘judge to what extent speech gives complete justification of de-

mands’, and, similar to our approach, focuses on inferences, as the ‘completeness of justification 

is judged in terms of the inferences that are made’ (Steenbergen et al. 2003, 28).  

The DQI proposes four levels of justification:  
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0. No justification: A speaker only says that X should or should not be done, but no rea-

son is given. 

1. Inferior justification: Here a reason Y is given as to why X should or should not be 

done, but no linkage is made between X and Y — the inference is incomplete. This 

code also applies if a conclusion is merely supported with illustrations. 

2. Qualified justification: A linkage is made as to why one should expect that X contrib-

utes to or detracts from Y. A single such complete inference already qualifies for code 

2. 

3. Sophisticated justification: Here, at least two complete justifications are given, either 

two complete justifications for the same demand or complete justifications for two 

different demands. 

Now, as a measure of whether conclusions are adequately supported by reasons (in order to de-

termine whether viable conditions for truth-tracking exist), the DQI parameter ‘level of justifi-

cation’ falls short, and admittedly, it was designed for other purposes. To see why this approach 

is insufficient for measuring the adequacy of support, let us consider the DQI’s illustration of 

what should be classified as a complete justification (code 2):   

‘Does the hon. Lady [Caroline Spelman, Conservatives, Meriden] agree that there is a fur-

ther point on the separate taxation of men and women? Women who are abused in the 

household sometimes find it difficult to get away from the home. Separate taxation helps 

women to have the courage to move out of an abusive household’ (Steenbergen et al. 2003, 

32).  

The authors interpret this example as providing a complete justification (code 2) for the demand 

that women and men be taxed separately: ‘such policy would give women the courage to escape 

from an abusive household’ (Steenbergen et al. 2003, 32). From our point of view, the im-
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portant question is whether the conclusion (that there should be a separate taxation of women 

and men) is sufficiently supported by reasons. To answer that question we need to reconstruct 

this inference: 

1. Women who are abused in the household sometimes find it difficult to move out. 

2. Separate taxation encourages women to move out of an abusive household. 

3. Therefore, there should be separate taxation of men and women. 

Formally, this inference obviously lacks a normative principle (p) about the desirability of pro-

moting women to ‘move out of an abusive household’, but we can assume that such an uncon-

troversial principle implicitly exists as a premise. However, even if we include some such norma-

tive principle (p) as a premise in the inference, the conclusion lacks support. Even if we grant 

that the premise (2) is true and adheres to the uncontroversial implicit normative premise (p), 

the conclusion (3), that there should be separate taxation of men and women, does not follow. 

The content of the premises certainly points in that direction, but the support is quite weak. For 

example, let us assume that such a law would indeed help women move out of abusive house-

holds, but also that the effects were quite small, and let us further assume that the law would 

also have other effects that would threaten other desirable values. Then the conclusion would 

not be supported, all things considered. Consequently, as long as premises are lacking which 

state that other effects would not be bad enough to undermine the desirability of separate taxa-

tion, the conclusion to enact such a law is only weakly supported (cf. Walton 2011).  

Since the DQI considers a conclusion that is only weakly supported by the premises to be 

complete, it cannot tell us whether inferences are maximally truth-tracking in the sense of hav-

ing premises which support the conclusion. Neither does the third level – the ‘sophisticated 

justification’ – add any stronger criterion for when to consider the conclusion to be supported. 

The difference between the second and the third level is only numerical: at the second level, the 

speaker offers just one constellation of premises to justify the conclusion, while s/he offers at 
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least two constellations of premises at the third level. Hence, the level of support for conclusions 

can be quite low even in ‘sophisticated justifications’. 

Besides the DQI, other noteworthy micro-analytic approaches for measuring the quality of 

the content of deliberation (Bächtiger et al. 2009) come some way in mapping arguments (e.g. 

Nanz and Steffek 2005; Dutwin 2003), but likewise lack tools for measuring whether they are 

sound and valid. For instance, the ‘argument repertoire’ (Cappella, Price, and Nir 2002), in-

cludes both the relevant reasons one has for a position and the reasons one knows of for the 

opposite position, while Stromer-Galley’s (2007) coding scheme for content analysis of delib-

eration has one component (‘reasoned opinion expression’) that seeks to capture whether partic-

ipants elaborate their views, by providing, for instance, a justification, a reason, a definition or a 

fact, etc. However, as an operationalization of the epistemic quality of deliberative outcomes, 

these approaches fail for similar reasons as the DQI: The numerical measures cannot distinguish 

whether the reasons sufficiently support the conclusion. Hence, the most advanced approaches 

for measuring deliberative reasoning seem insufficient for assessing a key aspect of epistemic 

quality. In order to close this gap in existing methods for assessing discourse quality, it seems 

fruitful to consult scholarly literatures in argumentation theory and informal logic (for a similar 

point, see Knops 2006), which specifically address the question of how to determine whether a 

conclusion is adequately supported by reasons. 

4. Assessing the adequacy of support for conclusions  

Now, we propose that one could capture an essential aspect of epistemic quality in democratic 

decision-making by assessing whether reasons adequately support the conclusion. Hence, we 

wish to complement the numerical approaches counting the number of justifications speakers 

offer for a demand with an approach that also tests whether their justifications are in fact good 

ones. In this section, we draw on an epistemological theory of argumentation in order to suggest 
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an analytical framework for assessing premise support in three generic types of arguments: de-

ductive, inductive and practical argument schemes. 

The epistemological approach to argumentation (Feldman 1993; Lumer 2011; Lumer 

2005; Biro and Siegel 2006; Aikin 2008) offers a compelling theoretical explanation of what 

makes an argument valid, and it can helpfully be distinguished from rival accounts of argumen-

tation by the way it views the function of argumentation: Rhetorical theories assume that argu-

mentation aims at persuading an addressee, while consensus theories, e.g., pragma-dialectics 

(Eemeren and Grootendorst 2004), assume that argumentation serves to reach shared beliefs 

through a discursive process. Epistemological theories of argumentation, by contrast, assume 

that the purpose of argumentation is to rationally convince – to produce rationally justified be-

lief, i.e., knowledge. 

An advantage of the epistemological approach, not least for our purposes, is that it offers 

criteria for assessing an argument’s epistemic value. The epistemological approach suggests that 

in order to convince rationally, arguments must rely on established principles of epistemology, 

which both help explain what makes a belief rationally justified and provide criteria for assessing 

it (Lumer 2000; Lumer 2011). These epistemological principles, along with acceptability criteria 

developed in logic, probability theory and prudential decision or desirability theory, also suggest 

an exhaustive typology of generic classes of argument (Lumer 2011): Deductive, inductive and 

practical argument schemes. For each type of argument scheme, inadequate premise support for 

the conclusion can take different forms, but we can distinguish two distinct, generic ways in 

which the premises of an inference can fail to support the conclusion: Either the argument 

scheme as such fails to convince because it rests on an inadequate epistemological principle, or it 

fails because the arguer applies the scheme in a distorted way. Now, let us look closer at how 

these failures may appear in deductive, inductive and practical argument schemes. 



 15 

Deductive argument schemes follow the rules of formal logic. According to formal logic, 

the premises support a conclusion if the conclusion follows necessarily from the premises 

(Johnson 1999; Johnson and Blair 1994). Hence, the inference is truth-preserving since the 

conclusion is true if the premises are true. Applied correctly, a deductive argument scheme is 

therefore per se effective, as anyone who accepts the premises must also accept the conclusion. 

The first type of failure is therefore an empty category since truth-preserving inferences are al-

ways epistemologically adequate. Needless to say, though, deductive argument schemes are not 

always sound since a deductively valid inference may contain false premises. Moreover, applied 

in a distorted way, a deductive argument scheme leads to a non-sequitur, i.e. a formal fallacy 

where the premises fail to support the conclusion, such as ‘affirming the consequent’ or ‘denying 

the antecedent’.  

Inductive argument schemes rest on a probabilistic principle in which the conclusion is in-

ferred on the basis of statistics. Unlike deductive reasoning, inductive reasoning is defeasible: 

The conclusion can certainly be wrong even though the premises are true, which makes induc-

tive validity less strict as a necessary truth-tracking condition. An example of an inductive argu-

ment schemes that apparently mobilizes a probability in support of the conclusion is ‘argument 

from cause to effect’, which predicts that one type of event tends to cause another (Walton, 

Reed, and Macagno 2008, 168). Many other kinds of argument schemes are also warranted by a 

probabilistic principle. For instance, in ‘argument from expert opinion’, the validity of the con-

clusion depends on the probability that the cited expert is correct and is telling the truth (Lumer 

2011, 6). For inductive argument schemes, inadequate support for conclusion may result either 

if the argument scheme is applied incorrectly (i.e., it fails to meet the probabilistic warranting 

principle) or if the scheme is ineffective per se. A common example of the former error would be 

to make generalizations on the basis of an unrepresentative sample. An example of the latter 

type of failure would be ‘argumentum ad consequentiam’, according to which an event will not 
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happen because it has negative consequences (Lumer 2000, 414), and its positive counterpart, 

‘wishful thinking’, which both rest on an inadequate epistemological principle.  

Practical argument schemes, finally, are arguments intended to justify and guide action. In 

contrast to deductive and inductive argument schemes, practical argument schemes do not con-

cern factual but normative matters: What should I, or we, do? They are supported on a norma-

tive logic according to which the desirability of different actions is determined. As with induc-

tive schemes, practical argument schemes can fail to provide premise support in two ways: be-

cause the argument scheme is ineffective per se and/or because the arguer uses an otherwise 

acceptable scheme in a distorted way. Exemplifying the first type of failure, ‘argument from 

waste’, i.e., an argument that a course of action should not be abandoned because of sunk costs, 

rests on a doubtful practical principle, at least in contexts where a pure cost–benefit rationality is 

relevant (Walton 2002). As for distorted applications of practical argument schemes, consider 

again the separate taxation example from the DQI mentioned above. The inference is a case of 

the practical argument scheme ‘argument from consequences’ and in order for its premises to 

offer sufficient support for the conclusion, they should consider other consequences of bringing 

about some state of affairs, i.e., possible negative effects of separate taxation relevant to the con-

clusion. Lacking such considerations, the use of the argument scheme is applied in a distorted 

way and the inference would not be truth-tracking. 

Offering a theoretically grounded explanation of what makes a good argument, this ap-

proach explicates two necessary but insufficient conditions for making truth-tracking inferences: 

It should (a) employ an argument scheme that rests on an epistemologically adequate principle 

in (b) a correct, undistorted manner. Assuming that this typology can be operationalized into a 

concrete empirical method, it may complement the DQI with more accurate and less arbitrary 

criteria for determining the support adequacy of arguments in political discourse. Moreover, by 

focusing on arguments – rather than on arguers, audiences, and their interaction – the episte-
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mological approach to argumentation also allows us to offer a procedure-independent method 

for assessing the epistemic quality of a variety of decision-making procedures and their output. 

The unit of analysis could be either individual statements presented in a more or less delibera-

tive context preceding a decision (e.g. speeches in parliament, as per the DQI, or bills and mo-

tions), or statements resulting from a collective a decision-making process (e.g. court judg-

ments). By comparison, attempts at applying pragma-dialectics to assess the quality of demo-

cratic decision-making (Knops 2006; Curato 2012) presuppose a sequential, dialogical situation 

that may be absent in some decision-making settings. 

A method for assessing support adequacy raises important issues of interpretation. As is 

standard in argumentation analysis, the approach we suggest here would proceed in two steps: 

First, one seeks to reconstruct the inferences in a way that corresponds as closely as possible to 

the way the arguer de facto made the inference, identifying explicitly stated conclusions and 

premises. However, since the aim is to present the inference as the arguer de facto made it, one 

must also consider that some premises may be left unstated, yet not make the argument better 

than the arguer intended. Here, the distinction between ‘used’ and ‘needed’ premises offers some 

help (Ennis 1982; Walton and Reed 2005, 341): ‘Used’ premises are those that the arguer meant 

to include in the argument, but left unstated, while ‘needed’ premises are propositions that make 

the argument rational or sound, regardless of whether the arguer intended to include them or 

not. In the reconstruction phase, only ‘used’ premises should be added, while ‘needed’ premises 

are relevant in the evaluation phase.  

4.2 Operationalizing support adequacy and argumentative errors 

Thus far, we have argued that it is possible in theory to hold democratic decision-making to a 

procedure-independent standard of epistemic quality, and that support adequacy forms an es-

sential part of that standard. However, in order to be useful for empirical research, the standard 

should preferably produce a quantifiable measure. Let us now consider how one could opera-
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tionalize support inadequacy for the three types of argument schemes and the two kinds of ar-

gumentative errors we described in the previous section.  

For deductive argument schemes, there is just one kind of error: distorted application, 

which results in a formal fallacy. This is a dichotomous phenomenon: Either the argument is 

deductively valid or it is not. For inductive and practical argument schemes, argumentative er-

rors can result either because the argument scheme rests on a flawed epistemological principle, 

or because it applies an otherwise acceptable argument scheme in a distorted way. Both of these 

kinds of error are matters of degree, rather than dichotomous. For both the inductive and prac-

tical type, various argument schemes have varying epistemic value depending on the epistemo-

logical principle at work. Although it seems impossible to provide an exhaustive, transitive rank-

ing of individual argument schemes in terms of their epistemological warrant, we may still clas-

sify them according to their epistemic strength as, say, strong, medium or weak schemes. 

For instance, as an example of a strong scheme, the inductive argument scheme ‘argument 

from cause to effect’ is directly warranted by a probabilistic principle. Other inductive argument 

schemes may be considered ceteris paribus somewhat weaker because they are more indirect or 

mediated, such as ‘argument from expert opinion’: In order to assess the argument, we must 

evaluate two probabilities: Is the cited expert likely to be correct and to truthfully reveal their 

opinion? Yet other argument schemes rest on epistemological principles that generally have low 

epistemic value, such as ‘argumentum ad hominem’, where an argument is rejected on the basis 

of the bad character of the arguer: While it might sometimes be relevant to consider the charac-

ter of the arguer in deciding the epistemic value of his/her argument, usually it is not (Walton, 

Reed, and Macagno 2008, 142).  

Likewise, practical argument schemes, which aim to guide action, can be classified accord-

ing to the strength of the epistemological principle warranting the inference. For instance, ‘ar-

gument from consequences’ seems to have a stronger epistemological warrant than ‘argument 
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from threat’, since the former, unlike the latter, considers not only potential negative outcomes, 

but also potential positive effects. Finally, ‘argument from waste’ may represent an epistemologi-

cally even weaker argument scheme, which in most situations commits a ‘sunk costs fallacy’. 

This indicates a rough classification of argument schemes according to their epistemic quality 

that could be useful when turning the framework into a concrete method. The weaker the ar-

gument scheme used, the lower the epistemic potential of the argument. 

The second type of error, i.e., where an argument scheme is applied in a distorted way is 

also a matter of degree: The greater the distortion, the lower the epistemic value of the argu-

ment. For instance, the more the argument leaves out premises necessary to adequately support 

the conclusion, the lower its epistemic value. Empirical research in informal logic has identified 

some 60 different argument schemes, along with criteria that premises should meet in order to 

provide support for the conclusion (Walton, Reed, and Macagno 2008). Hence, running 

through the set of critical questions specific to each argument scheme may help to determine the 

degree of distortion in the way the argument scheme is being used.  

Of course, to classify arguments in terms of the strength of the used scheme’s epistemolog-

ical warrant and how well the scheme is applied requires qualitative evaluation, and it is hard to 

say, for example, exactly how much better ‘argument from consequences’ is compared to ‘argu-

ment from threat’. There is no objective, natural numerical scale that corresponds to these quali-

tative differences. Still, as long as researchers quantify in a systematic, unitary way, they may be 

able to generate comparative measures of whether reasons adequately support conclusions based 

on this approach, and, in turn, to capture an important aspect of epistemic quality of democratic 

decision-making.  
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5. Challenges and objections 

In this section, we respond to three challenges for our methodological framework: that it is 

meaningless because of its indifferentism to the plausibility of premises; that the method is too 

labour-intensive to be useful for empirical research; and that the approach fails as an evaluation 

of the epistemic performance of democracy writ large. 

5.1 Can you test truth-tracking without evaluating the plausibility of premises? 

First, can an approach for assessing whether decision-making tracks the truth do without evalu-

ating truth-claims? If it focuses solely on validity, the approach would fail to discriminate be-

tween valid inferences with more and less plausible premises. First, consider, the following in-

ference: 

1. All men are mortal. 

2. Socrates is a man. 

3. Therefore, Socrates is mortal. 

This inference is deductively valid and the premises are very plausible; thus, it is highly truth-

tracking. In contrast, consider now this (in)famous inference: 

1. All men are immortal. 

2. Socrates is a man. 

3. Therefore, Socrates is immortal. 

This inference is also deductively valid, but, needless to say, it contains a highly implausible 

premise. However, as our theoretical framework implies indifferentism with regard to the truth 

of premises, it would not differentiate between these inferences with regard to their truth-

trackingness since they are equally valid. Importantly, our approach would not accept false posi-
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tives (cf. Estlund 2008, 113), since it would not claim that a valid inference with implausible 

premises is truth-tracking; as we already stated above, the method does not allow for such af-

firmative judgments. Nevertheless, it might be considered problematic enough if the framework 

cannot differentiate between these two inferences with regard to their truth-trackingness. To 

put this objection frankly: Is a method that cannot differentiate between an obviously true infer-

ence and a patently absurd one, with regard to their truth-trackingness, relevant at all?  

The indiscrimination objection is an important challenge for our approach. Yet, we believe 

that the problems are mostly of a practical nature, not a principal error. There is nothing inher-

ently wrong with the method’s indifferentism to truth-claims; it does not suggest that a valid 

inference with implausible premises is truth-tracking, but only that the truth-trackingness of 

such an inference is not invalidated by lack of support for premises. Consequently, the indis-

crimination objection actually concerns the method’s practical utility. In most actual cases, the 

approach would be able to handle the objection, as the severity of the problem largely depends 

on how one employs the method in a research design. Empirical testing of democracy’s epistem-

ic potential will likely involve studies of deliberation in either small group experiments or real-

world decision-making arenas (Friberg-Fernros and Schaffer 2014), and so we shall suggest how 

each of these research designs could tackle the indiscrimination problem. 

First, in small-group experiments, one can simply avoid questions about the plausibility of 

the premises altogether by instructing the participants in the experiment to assess the premise 

support and to withhold their judgments about the plausibility of the premises. Therefore, an 

experimental study can be designed in a way that renders the indiscrimination objection irrele-

vant. Second, in studies of real-world deliberation the indiscrimination problem becomes more 

urgent because the researchers can control neither the inferences that participants use nor the 

considerations they address. One way to deal with the problem is simply to ignore the truth-

trackingness of inferences with regard to the plausibility of premises, and make reservations that 
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the method does not rule out the risk that some inferences that pass the test may contain im-

plausible premises.  

A more assertive strategy for mitigating the indiscrimination problem in studies of real-

world deliberation would be to extend the analysis by not just testing inferences one by one, but 

also to compare the content of different kinds of inferences. Cross-inference consistency analysis 

could reveal inconsistencies between inferences, which in turn may allow for assessing the plau-

sibility of premises without actually testing their truth-claims externally (Friberg-Fernros and 

Brommesson 2013). For instance, if an actor in one inference rests on the premise that Socrates 

is immortal, and in another inference on the premise that Socrates is mortal, then the actor 

would be guilty of inconsistency and obviously not truth-tracking. Furthermore, the more im-

plausible the premises, the more likely they are to conflict with premises in other inferences, and 

so this strategy may help to identify inferences with implausible premises. 

The cross-consistency strategy assumes that inferences should be substantially consistent 

with each other, an assumption which seems reasonable in many situations (Ottonelli 2010); for 

instance, we expect the law to be coherent in this sense (Dworkin 1986). However, in some 

situations there are no parallel inferences across which to examine consistency, as for example in 

the DQI illustration cited above. In such cases, one way to mitigate the indiscrimination prob-

lem is to trace the inferences behind the premises. Inferences are rarely presented in isolation; 

rather, they are embedded in a wider web of argumentation, which, for example, aims to defend 

the specific content of the inferences. In other words, inferences are being made in support of 

other inferences. Here, it might be possible to test the support for conclusions in inferences that 

aim to support the premises in the main conclusion. By assessing these underlying inferences, 

one could differentiate between valid inferences with, respectively, plausible and implausible 

premises, as implausible premises are likely to be harder to defend than plausible ones. In theo-

ry, there might be cases where there is only one isolated inference to analyse, but in real-world 
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political deliberation such cases are too rare to invalidate the relevance of our methodological 

framework. 

Finally, the framework’s indifferentism to truth claims also offers certain advantages, as it 

makes the method compatible with a wider range of epistemic theories of democracy, including 

correctness theories (Estlund 2008, 103ff), and a variety of related epistemological theories 

(Misak 2008). Any attempt at evaluating the plausibility of premises would lead back to sub-

stantive standards of correctness, and limit the method’s applicability correspondingly. 

5.2 Isn’t this approach too labour-intensive to be practically useful? 

A second challenge for our methodological framework concerns its feasibility as a method for 

testing the epistemic quality of democratic outcomes on a mass scale. Even if one accepts that 

the methodology, in principle, would make it possible to reconstruct inferences and evaluate 

whether premises adequately support conclusions, the method would be too cumbersome to be 

practically useful for testing the truth-trackingness of democratic procedures and decisions, or 

for any other empirical purpose. 

Since we claim to present a theoretical framework that could provide a foundation for 

hands-on methods useful for empirical research, this objection is important. However, the prob-

lem is not unique for our approach; all forms of manual content analysis face similar problems 

and trade-offs between accuracy and feasibility (Black et al. 2011). As for the reconstruction 

phase, recent advances in research on argumentation may provide a useful path forward. Argu-

mentation schemes have been used as an analytical tool in empirical studies of argumentation in 

diverse contexts, e.g. artificial intelligence (Bench-Capon and Dunne 2007), science education 

(Jiménez-Aleixandre and Erduran 2007), and legal reasoning (Verheij 2003). The process of 

reconstructing naturally occurring arguments can also be facilitated by various tools for argu-

mentation mining (Mochales and Moens 2011). And while the evaluation phase, i.e. the actual 

assessment of premise support adequacy, must always involve possibly time-consuming interpre-
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tation and contextual sensitivity (Pinto 2001, 27), the method we have suggested here provides 

guidelines that will make the evaluation phase both easier and more transparent. 

5.3 How does this indicator help us assess the epistemic performance of democracy as a system? 

Finally, critics may worry that the approach we have presented here might perhaps be useful in 

assessing an essential aspect of epistemic quality of arguments made in democratic decision-

making procedures. It may fall short, however, if we wish to assess how well democracy per-

forms as a complex, dispersed system with emergent properties, since the epistemic quality of 

democracy at the systems level is more than the mere sum of sound arguments in particular in-

stances (Mansbridge et al. 2012, 5f). This is a reasonable concern, especially given recent inter-

est in systemic approaches to democracy, which seek to move beyond the narrow theorising of 

discrete deliberative initiatives to re-focus, instead, on how the public sphere relates to the state 

(Chambers 2009; 2017 [this issue]). 

However, we make a valuable contribution per se by providing a way to assess the epistem-

ic merits of democratic decision-making in specific institutions, even if epistemic quality at the 

systems level cannot be measured by simply aggregating from such cases. For instance, there is a 

dynamic research programme on democratic deliberation in various settings (e.g., parliaments or 

micro-publics) that has thus far lacked methods for testing a key epistemic claim in deliberative 

democratic theory – a gap our approach attempts to bridge.  

Yet even for research that focuses more on democracy as a complex system, it is crucial to 

assess how specific, discrete initiatives or institutions contribute to the system’s epistemic func-

tion, which consists just in ‘producing preferences, opinions and decisions that are appropriately 

informed by facts and logic and are the outcome of substantive and meaningful consideration of 

relevant reasons’ (Mansbridge et al. 2012, 10). Thus, the epistemic functions performed by the 

components, which include delivering decisions adequately supported on reasons, are central for 

understanding how a complex deliberative system works. Hence, the approach we have suggest-
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ed here offers resources for assessing the epistemic performance of both discrete instances of 

deliberation and the systems they comprise. 

6. Conclusion 

The epistemic turn in democratic theory yearns for ways to evaluate the epistemic performance 

of different democratic decision-making procedures, but such methods have been lacking, pre-

sumably because many believe that assessing epistemic quality implies that one must employ 

some inherently controversial procedure-independent substantive standard of moral or factual 

correctness. 

In this paper, we have presented and defended a procedure-independent way to assess the 

epistemic quality of democratic decisions that steers clear of substantive standards of correctness, 

by assessing, instead, whether conclusions are adequately supported by reasons. Adequate sup-

port for conclusion is a necessary feature of epistemic quality, whether one understands epistem-

ic quality to consist only in the avoidance of erroneous decisions or in some more substantive 

notion of desirable features. To the extent that democratic decision-making procedures produce 

decisions that are inadequately supported by reasons, we can fairly say that they are also lacking 

an important aspect of epistemic quality.  

This paper has demonstrated the fruitfulness of connecting theoretical literatures on epis-

temic democracy and empirical methods for assessing discourse quality with the toolbox of ar-

gumentation theory. Now, while this paper has aimed to offer proof of concept, the ultimate 

proof is in the pudding: The framework we suggest here needs to be elaborated into an opera-

tional method and tested through empirical studies. 
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