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ABSTRACT Some critics worry that the average qualiry of public discourse in liberal democracies
1s deplorably low. An example of this is that superficial media content enjoys a much broader audi-
ence than highly informative content. States can take various measures to improve the quality of
public discourse. For example, states can implement strong incentives for private outlets to produce
content of high quality. Should states implement such measures? This article argues thar answers to
this question face a dilemma. Accepting the existence of a dumbed-down discourse is difficult
because of several negative consequences that dumbed-down discourses create. Improving the qual-
1ty of public discourse is problematic because some of the most promising interventions to improve
discourse quality cannot be justified in ways that are compatible with liberal neutrality. The article
assesses two possible solutions to the dilemma and finds both of them wanting.

1. Introduction

The way in which public discourses in liberal democracies ought to be regulated is subject
to heated debates. For example, there is disagreement over the requirements of freedom of
expression and its implications for the regulation of disinformation and hate speech.!
There is also significant debate about problems associated with polarization and fragmen-
tation of discourse, as well as the phenomenon of populism.?

At the intersection of these debates lies a problem that has to do with the quality of pub-
lic discourse. Some critics worry that the average quality of public discourse in most liberal
democracies is deplorably low.? In particular, there is increasing concern over the preva-
lence of so-called ‘brain rot’ content, which can be defined as content that is both highly
captivating and very trivial. Relatedly, we are witnessing outcries over so-called ‘Al slop’
and a tendency towards the so-called ‘enshittification’ of content on various digital
platforms.*

While these pejorative terms are normally used to describe digital content, they can also
be interpreted to apply to more traditional media formats, such as newspapers, magazines,
and TV programmes. For example, there are many who worry that highly sensational and
superficial news sources, such as the ‘yellow press’, enjoy a broad audience while highly
informative and well-researched newspapers struggle to sell enough copies to make ends
meet.’

States can take various measures to improve the quality of public discourse. Consider
some examples. States can fund public broadcasting agencies that provide the public with
highly informative content. States can issue media vouchers that citizens can direct to
news providers that meet an independently monitored quality threshold.® States can also
take steps to redistribute media ownership to create so-called ‘media commons’ and
ensure a more broad-based ownership of news media.” Several measures haven been
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2 Malte Fauch

proposed to specifically improve the quality of digital content that is curated by social
media platforms. For example, states can require social media platforms to make transpar-
ent how their algorithms operate and require a vetting process to ensure that algorithms
comply with safety and accuracy standards.® Further to this, social media platforms can
be required to employ independent fact-checking and to label content that is false or mis-
leading. Other measures include forcing social media platforms to inform users why spe-
cific content is recommended to them, as well as legal options for individuals to sue
information providers when false content causes harm.’

Should states endorse and implement such measures? This article argues that answers
to this question face a moral dilemma. The existence of dumbed-down discourses is prob-
lematic because of harmful effects that they create and because dumbed-down discourses
are often the result of unintended processes and market failures. Improving the quality of
public discourse is problematic because it cannot be justified in ways that are compatible
with liberal neutrality.

The article assesses two promising avenues to justify discourse-improving policies. The
first of these appeals to individuals’ interest in participating in a deliberative democracy.
The second potential justification appeals to individuals’ fundamental interest in forming
a conception of the good life. My main claim is that neither of these avenues succeeds in
offering a politically neutral justification for improving public discourses. This should
not be understood to imply that no politically liberal justification for improving public dis-
course can exist. However, it shows that such a justification is surprisingly difficult to iden-
tify. Liberal proponents of discourse-improving interventions must look beyond their
standard repertoire of justifications to show how their agenda can appeal to all reasonable
citizens.

To preview, my analysis is structured as follows. Sections 2 and 3 explain why there is a
conflict between the value of liberal neutrality and the proposal to improve the quality of
public discourse. Section 4 assesses the value of democratic deliberation and its implica-
tions for discourse quality. Section 5 discusses the value of ethical
deliberation — understood as the capacity to form a conception of the good life — as a basis
for justifying improvements of public discourse. Section 6 concludes.

Before I begin, it is worth clarifying two things. First, this is a normative analysis of pro-
posals to improve the quality of public discourse. My goal is not to add to the extensive
body of empirical research on discourse quality. Rather, I draw on this research to assess
the strength of moral considerations that lie on either side of the debate about improving
public discourse. Second, I do not take a stance on the contentious question of whether
the quality of public discourse has worsened over time. Complaints about dumbed-down
discourses have always existed and some scholars even claim that we have seen improve-
ments in discourse quality over time.'® My analysis is based on the less controversial
observation that the share of low-quality information in many contemporary societies is
relatively high, when compared to the share of high-quality content.

2. The Dilemma

The first horn of the dilemma arises from the observation that public discourse in liberal
democracies is of much lower quality than we might want it to be and that this creates
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The dumbed down discourse dilemma 3

various negative consequences. To better understand this observation, it is helpful to clar-
ify what it can mean for a public discourse to be of low quality.

Philosophers and empirical researchers have dedicated significant attention to the ques-
tion of how discourse quality can be conceptualized and measured.'! At a conceptual
level, a discourse might be deemed to be of high or low quality depending on (a) how close
to the truth average contributions to the discourse are, and (b) how socially relevant con-
tributions are. Here, I do not engage with the difficult questions of how exactly we should
define the contested terms of ‘truth’ and ‘social relevance’. I assume that there is a mean-
ingful way of defining these terms and that these terms can be helpfully invoked in defini-
tions of discourse quality.

Empirical approaches to studying discourse quality can be grouped into two types. One
type of approach uses surveys to assess individuals’ subjective assessments of various types of
media content to determine whether this content is perceived to be of high or low quality.
From this perspective, a given discourse is of poor quality when a large number of respon-
dents perceive it to be of poor quality. Surveys of this kind measure the quality of media
content through the use of proxies, such as trustworthiness and credibility.'?

A second type of approach analyses media content and judges the quality of this content
against a list of pre-determined criteria.'® For example, researchers have measured the
share of ‘hard news’ in newspapers, the amount of political information in TV
programmes, and the diversity of frames in news reporting.'* Similarly, the Discourse
Quality Index determines the quality of discussions of a given topic by measuring
(a) whether participants in a deliberative process have roughly equal voice, (b) the extent
to which speakers offer justifications for their views and make their views accessible to
rational critique, (c) the extent to which speakers offer justifications for their views that
are acceptable to all reasonable individuals, (d) the extent to which speakers are respectful
of other groups and of counterarguments, (e) the degree of interactivity between partici-
pants, (f) the degree to which participants attempt to achieve consensus, and (g) the extent
to which participants are sincere.'’

Many commentators draw on this research to establish that we should worry about the
quality of public discourses in liberal democracies.'® For example, we might worry that
sensationalist reporting, gossip, half-truths, brain rot, and misinformation are so prevalent
that they dominate the formation of public opinion and that they crowd out highly infor-
mative content.

A consequence of this can be that individuals are more likely to commit mistakes when
they take important decisions. An example of an important decision is the design of polit-
ical systems. In democracies, individuals must use their political judgement to vote and to
co-determine the design of societies’ basic institutions. We can expect the outcomes of
democratic decision processes to be the worse and the more harmful, the less informed
and the less competent individuals are.!” In extreme cases, ‘A largely uninformed citi-
zenry, unprotected against misinformation and fake news, might easily fall prey to dema-
gogues and end up favoring policies that undermine basic democratic values’.'®

Ill-informed decisions can have harmful effects not only at the level of politics, but also
in the private realm when individuals make choices regarding how to live their lives. For
example, individuals are likelier to enjoy good health the more educated and informed
they are.'? Since public discourse plays an important role in informing and educating indi-
viduals, we can speculate that high-quality discourses help individuals avoid risks that can
negatively impact their health.
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4 Malte Fauch

Here, I do not have enough space to review all the ways in which dumbed-down dis-
courses might cause harm. I merely want to establish that dumbed-down discourses have
some harmful effects and that these harmful effects provide us with a reason to prefer high-
quality over low-quality discourses.

Concerns about dumbed-down discourses are fuelled not only by the harmful effects of
these discourses, but also by the mechanisms through which these discourses emerge.
Importantly, there is reason to think that dumbed-down discourses are the unintended
product of a vicious spiral and market failures that make it difficult for many individuals
to develop preferences for information of high quality. I will explain both of these in turn,
starting with the vicious spiral. The vicious spiral has three elements, each of which
appears to be rather innocuous. However, taken together, they generate a worrying
outcome.

The first element of the vicious spiral is that individuals often form preferences, values,
and beliefs spontaneously, as an unintended side-product of exposure to information on a
given topic. What this means is that there are many cases where we do not consult a source
of information, say, an online magazine, with the intention of forming a view on a partic-
ular subject. We frequently browse information without a clear intention of forming a view
on a specific subject. For example, we might browse the newsfeed on our devices, TV
channels, or newspaper displays without aiming to form a specific view. Rather, we
encounter information that arouses our interest and continue to engage with this informa-
tion once our interest has been aroused. A side-effect of such encounters is often that we
form a view on a particular subject. In many cases, this happens very quickly. In other
words, the time that passes between exposure to information and view-formation can be
very short. Research in political psychology suggests that a very large share of our views,
preferences, and opinions is formed quickly, and as a result of exposure to unexpected
information.?® We can refer to this element of the vicious spiral as sponzaneiry.

The second element of the vicious spiral is self-reinforcing loops that make it the case
that individuals that are currently exposed to information of poor quality are more likely
to be exposed to information of poor quality in the future. Consider the example of polit-
ical election campaigns. Polls often find that the average voter has little interest in politics.
Political consultants use such findings to recommend that candidates use snappy
soundbites and emotional statements instead of detailed facts and careful argumenta-
tion.?! As a result, voters are exposed to superficial election coverage and consequently
forgo opportunities to acquire more detailed knowledge. This outcome is then detected
by pollsters and sets off a self-reinforcing dynamic.??

Similar dynamics can be found in other areas of life. For example, advertisers might
observe that the average news consumer has little interest in complex information and
careful argumentation. News outlets use this observation as a basis for editorial decisions,
with a view to attracting as many readers as possible. Consequently, readers forgo oppor-
tunities to acquire greater knowledge. This in turn feeds back into advertisers’ market
research.

Self-reinforcing dynamics of this kind are further amplified by a psychological fallacy
that is often referred to as ‘confirmation bias’. Humans are more likely to engage with
information that confirms their pre-existing views than they are to engage with informa-
tion that challenges their views.?> This fallacy has been described as one the most widely
accepted results of research on human psychology.?*
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The dumbed down discourse dilemma 5

The effect of self-reinforcing dynamics can be a kind of path-dependency whereby indi-
viduals initially form a preference for information of poor quality and are subsequently
unlikely to question this preference because they lack opportunities to engage with alter-
native information of better quality. We can refer to this dynamic as endogeneity.

The third element of the vicious spiral is time scarcity. The amount of time that individ-
uals can dedicate to informing themselves is sharply limited. Individuals must weigh the
time they dedicate to informing themselves against alternative uses of their time. After
meeting the demands of economic subsistence, social obligations, and personal care, we
often have little time left for sophisticated deliberation.?’

Taken together, spontaneiry, endogeneity, and time scarcity create a vicious spiral. An
abundance of superficial content to which individuals are frequently exposed makes it
the case that many individuals spontaneously form preferences for superficial content.
Subsequently, endogeneity and time scarcity make it the case that individuals are unlikely
to revise their preferences for information of poor quality. Once there is substantial
demand for information of poor quality, the vicious spiral ensures that this demand per-
petuates itself over time. What is worrying about this is that the vicious spiral is
unintended, in the sense that it does not result from deliberate decisions to prefer low-
quality content over high-quality content. This means that individuals’ preferences for
content of low quality carry less normative weight than they would carry if the vicious spi-
ral did not exist.

Apart from the vicious spiral, there is a second explanation why low-quality content,
such as sensationalism and gossip, is very prevalent. This explanation has to do with the
tendency of markets to underprovide public goods.?° Highly informative content is a pub-
lic good because it benefits individuals in various ways. However, producing information
of high quality is expensive and has limited potential for monetization. An example of this
is investigative journalism. Uncovering political corruption, corporate crime, and other
important issues often takes a very long time and costs large sums of money. Once a story
is published, its content is to some extent non-excludable in the sense that it can easily be
replicated by other news outlets. This in turn limits its potential for monetization. More-
over, news consumers are often not willing to spend significant amounts of money on
journalistic products of high quality. Sensational stories, on the other hand, are cheap to
produce and sell well.?” The upshot of this is that in the absence of incentives, regulations,
and subsidies, markets cannot be expected to produce high-quality information and there-
fore fail to provide us with an important public good. This provides us with another reason
to be wary of dumbed-down discourses. The fact that they are partly the result of
unintended market failures means that there is a pro ranto reason to reject them.?®

Let us take stock. I have explained that dumbed-down discourses are concerning
because of their potential harmful effects. I then established that there is an additional rea-
son to worry about dumbed-down discourses that has to do with the unintentional nature
of the mechanisms through which they arise. We are now in a position to ask whether these
concerns can ground a justification for policies to improve discourse quality. For example,
should states implement incentives for private outlets to produce content of high quality?

Many commentators and politicians argue for such measures because these promise to
alleviate the above-mentioned harms that are associated with dumbed-down discourses.?’
However, these measures face an important objection, which constitutes the second horn
of the dilemma.
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6 Malte Fauch

Raising the quality of public discourse above and beyond the standard that is currently
provided by wealthy democratic societies might violate the requirement of liberal neutral-
ity. The idea behind this requirement is the following. States are very powerful entities that
routinely coerce us and that shape our lives in many ways. For example, states force us to
pay taxes and to abide by the law. Given our moral status as free and equals, this coercion
is in need of justification. After all, we are born into societies that are ruled by states and we
as individuals have neither created this rule nor have we explicitly consented to it. This is
troubling because we are rational creatures who can decide for ourselves how to lead our
lives. To make their rule over us acceptable, states must offer good reasons that we can
endorse in light of our status as free and equals. Crucially, states must justify their rule
to citizens of modern liberal societies, where a plurality of lifestyles and conceptions of
the good life exist. States must offer justifications that do not invoke any particular con-
ception of the good life. This is because doing so would signal a lack of respect toward
those citizens who do not agree with this particular conception of the good.>°

When states attempt to improve the quality of public discourse, they appear to violate
the requirement of liberal neutrality because not all reasonable citizens will agree that it
is valuable to do this. We can expect that there are at least some individuals whose concep-
tion of the good does not require access to a public discourse of particularly high quality.
These individuals can complain about subsidies and coercive regulation to improve the
quality of public discourse on the grounds that this one-sidedly benefits those whose life
plans benefit from access to sophisticated information while not benefiting their own con-
ceptions of the good.

This should not be taken to imply that al/ policies and institutions whose effect is to
improve discourse quality are incompatible with liberal neutrality. For example, the pro-
vision of quality public schools foreseeably improves public discourse because it enables
children to understand and appreciate debates about complex social issues. Similarly,
protecting freedom of conscience and freedom of the press is conducive to discourse qual-
ity because it protects individuals from censorship and indoctrination. Social media regu-
lations to curb the spread of disinformation also likely improve public discourse because
they decrease our exposure to false beliefs. Public schools, basic liberties, and disinforma-
tion controls are supported by reasons that all of us can endorse in light of the shared inter-
ests that we hold in virtue of our status as free and equal citizens. For example, we have a
shared interest in being free from manipulation and indoctrination and this interest can
justify some interventions, such as controls on disinformation. I will say more about this
in Sections 4 and 5. For now, I simply submit that some discourse-improving measures
are compatible with the liberal constraint.

But this is not true for all improvements. Recall that we are assessing relatively ambi-
tious proposals, such as promoting high-quality journalism through a system of subsidized
vouchers that all citizens receive and that they can use to consume the content of outlets
that meet demanding quality standards. Once basic liberties are protected and basic edu-
cation is offered to all citizens, the question of how far discourse quality ought to be further
enhanced becomes contentious. This is because measures to improve discourse quality
are costly. This is true not only for a system of subsidized media vouchers, but also for
many other interventions such as regulations of social media content. To illustrate, social
media providers currently seek to maximize users’ engagement and thereby generate large
amounts of advertisement revenue. The foreseeable effect of many regulations of social
media algorithms is that users will engage less compulsively with their devices and thus
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The dumbed down discourse dilemma 7

shrink advertisement revenue. This in turn reduces the amount of taxes that states can in
principle extract from social media providers.>! Measures to improve discourse quality are
also costly in the further sense that states must spend resources on implementing, moni-
toring, and enforcing these measures. This costliness makes discourse-improving mea-
sures contentious because reasonable citizens will disagree over how scarce resources
ought to be spent. Those with relatively little interest in regularly digesting high-quality
information can object to these measures because they seem to one-sidedly benefit indi-
viduals with preferences for high-quality information.>?

This suggests that we face a dilemma. States can either comply with liberal neutrality or
implement ambitious policies to improve discourse quality. The remainder of this article
discusses two potential solutions to the dilemma — the value of democratic deliberation
and the value of ethical deliberation. Discussing these two values is promising because
they constitute the flipside of the two kinds of harms that I discussed above. Recall that
the first kind of harm created by dumbed-down discourses is that they can impair the qual-
ity of democratic outcomes. The second harm is that they are likely to impair individuals’
wellbeing because they increase the risk for individuals to commit mistakes in their private
lives. Focusing on these two values is also promising because they are frequently invoked
by politicians and activists to justify discourse-improving policies.>> I now turn to
discussing these two values, starting with democratic deliberation.

3. Democratic Deliberation

It is widely accepted that healthy democracies must enable individuals to deliberate and
participate in democratic processes. The epistemic requirements of deliberative and par-
ticipatory democracy are often thought to be quite demanding and therefore capable of
justifying strong measures to improve the quality of public discourse.>*

To understand why this might be the case, it is helpful to sketch a demanding ideal of
democracy and ask what kind of public discourse might be needed to enable this ideal.
Demanding conceptions of democracy insist that democracy consists not only of formal
rights and procedures, such as the right to vote and competitive elections, but also of sub-
stantive opportunities for participation and deliberation.>”

More specifically, this means that states must (a) guarantee competitive elections,
(b) protect a range of civil liberties and basic rights, such as freedom of speech, freedom
of the press, and freedom of assembly, (c) protect opportunities for participation in dem-
ocratic procedures, and (d) protect opportunities for deliberation about social issues.>®

We can understand this demanding ideal better by spelling out its implications for the
epistemic environment that shapes individuals’ participation and deliberation. Here, I
identify two particularly important epistemic requirements that liberal democracies must
meet. While it might be possible to identify further requirements, I focus on these two
because I believe that they are the most demanding in terms of their consequences for
the quality of public discourse.

First, liberal democracies must allow citizens to freely form and exchange views about
important issues. Individuals must be able to contemplate and communicate their views
independently, without fear of repression or censorship, and they must not be prevented
from acquiring information that interests them. We can refer to this as the free deliberation
requirement because it restricts the extent to which governments can interfere with
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8 Malte Fauch

individuals’ deliberative efforts. The most important implication of the free deliberation
requirement is that states must refrain from indoctrination and censorship and that a free
press must be allowed to exist. Moreover, this ideal places limits on how much control
individuals can exercise over the flow of information in public discourse. For example,
large concentrations in private ownership of media outlets can violate this requirement
because they can have a censoring effect.?”

Second, liberal democracies must offer individuals substantive opportunities to con-
template, deliberate, and discuss their views with others. This requirement insists that it
is not enough that individuals are legally permitted to deliberate and participate in demo-
cratic processes. Individuals must also have genuine chances to make use of this opportu-
nity.3 8 To be able to deliberate, individuals need certain faculties for reasoning and access
to basic information about social and political issues. Moreover, individuals require suffi-
cient free time to participate and to engage in deliberation. We can refer to this as the sub-
stantive opportunities requirement.

One important implication of this requirement is that states must provide individuals
with decent public education so that individuals can acquire reasoning faculties and
knowledge of relevant information.>* Another important implication is that states must
protect individuals from threats to their access to free time. For example, states must make
sure that no one’s income and wealth are so low as to force them to work extremely long
hours to make ends meet. Being forced to work too much deprives individuals of free time
and thereby prevents them from being able to participate in democracy.*° The substantive
opportunities requirement thus entails that states must take steps to ensure that individuals
have sufficient free time for active citizenship.

With this rough sketch of the demands of democracy in mind, we are now in a place to
ask whether the value of democracy can justify measures whose goal it is to improve the
quality of public discourse above and beyond the standard that is currently available in
wealthy liberal democracies. To begin, it is important to observe that states that abide
by the free deliberation requirement and the substantive opportunities requirement are likely to
have a public discourse of much higher quality than states that do not abide by these
requirements. It is also worth emphasizing that these two requirements are not fully
met, even in the most progressive of liberal democracies. To illustrate how existing states
fall short of these requirements, consider how ownership of private news media is highly
concentrated in many liberal democracies.*! This can limit the diversity of news reporting
and grants media moguls an important agenda-setting and gatekeeper function.*?
Wealthy owners can exercise power over editors to shape news reporting in their interest.
This generates a censoring effect that affects individuals’ freedom to inform themselves
and to contribute to public discourse. Another example of how liberal democracies fall
short of the two epistemic requirements is that these countries have been unsuccessful
at eliminating poverty and extremely low wages. This means that there is a sizeable group
of disadvantaged individuals who must work very long hours and thus cannot participate
in public discourse through deliberation and active citizenship.

The two epistemic requirements taken together thus spell out a relatively demanding
ideal that is not fully met in any country. Therefore, we can expect that the public dis-
course of a state that fully met the two epistemic requirements would be significantly
higher than the kinds of public discourse that currently exist in liberal democracies.

Yet there are reasons to think that the value of democracy cannot condemn several
important flaws that characterize public discourses in liberal democracies and that are
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The dumbed down discourse dilemma 9

likely to persist even under more ideal conditions where the free deliberation requirement and
the substantive opportunities requirement are met. These flaws include pervasive sensational-
ism, a severe lack of accuracy in reporting on social issues, misleading and false content,
and a worrying abundance of trivial social media content.

One reason why the ideal of democracy cannot condemn these flaws is that it can merely
require opportunities for acquiring information of high quality and for participating in
ongoing debates. Individuals have opportunities for consuming information of high qual-
ity when there are at least some media outlets that produce this information and offer it at
affordable prices. Those who enjoy acting as active citizens can choose to selectively
engage with this kind of information, while ignoring the abundance of dumbed-down con-
tent that exists alongside it. This means that we might not have to worry about phenomena
such as pervasive sensationalism, so long as there are at least some alternative sources of
information that individuals can choose to access if they wish.

One might object to this that the integrity of democratic institutions depends on citi-
zens’ vigilance vis-a-vis a range of threats, such as corruption, manipulation of elections,
and undermining of democratic institutions. Citizens’ vigilance, in turn, might depend
on the extent to which media outlets help citizens understand the workings of democratic
government and the various threats that can undermine it. We might think that even those
who prefer not to be active citizens should be regularly exposed to high-quality informa-
tion about social and political issues because this is necessary to help them appreciate
threats to democracy. If this line of reasoning were correct, then it would provide us with
a reason to improve public discourse that is rooted in the politically liberal value of
democracy.

We can assess the merits of this idea by considering a slightly modified version of an
analogy proposed by the public opinion scholar John Zaller.*> Imagine an urban
neighbourhood that must decide how to guarantee that its inhabitants are protected from
the outbreak of fires. One option to guarantee the neighbourhood’s safety is to send its
inhabitants on extensive ‘neighbourhood watch patrols’, in order to spot potential fire
hazards. Another option is to install fire alarms that sound only in the case of an outbreak
of fire.

Zaller suggests that the integrity of democracies can be safeguarded by a ‘fire alarm
model’ of news media, whereby news outlets run highly sensational campaigns when cor-
ruption scandals or other threats to democracy emerge. During times when no acute
threats emerge, media outlets can report trivial and superficial information without
thereby endangering democracy.** In other words, media outlets are not under an obliga-
tion to lead citizens on extensive ‘fire watch patrols’ that explain current political affairs in
detail and on a continuous basis. To safeguard democracy, it is enough to alert citizens at
times when threats emerge, while leaving them to attend to other matters during most of
their time.

What lends additional support to this idea is that we can expect a variety of actors other
than media outlets to produce information on threats to democracy and thus act as addi-
tional providers of ‘fire alarms’. According to Zaller, ‘Parties, businesses, unions, reli-
gious groups, ethnic groups, and civil rights groups are obvious examples’.*® These
groups often have a self-interested motive to monitor political affairs and to sound the
alarm when they perceive their interests to be threatened. Given that modern societies
are comprised of a large and diverse number of such groups, we can expect there to be pro-
viders of alarms across the political spectrum. The fact that these groups pursue their own
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10 Malte Fauch

self-interested agendas need not worry us because we can expect each of these organiza-
tions to sound the alarm when their own interests are threatened. To some extent, we
can rely on information that is produced by groups with a clear agenda. So long as
we know their agenda, we can use this information as a proxy for the kinds of demands
and proposals they make. Depending on whether we regard the agenda of each organiza-
tion to reflect a democratic value that we care about, we can choose whether or not to take
their alarms seriously. The upshot of this is that:

The many citizens who, by the evidence, dislike politics should not be led by
reporters on wide-ranging patrols of political terrain. Rather, they should be
alerted to problems requiring attention and otherwise left to private concerns.
Not only will many refuse to come along on general patrols; they may, in tuning
out the news altogether, miss things they would find useful if the news presented
them in distilled form ... The monitorial citizen is not an absentee citizen but
watchful, even while he or she is doing something else.*®

What is attractive about this conclusion is that it avoids placing excessive demands on cit-
izens regarding how much they are expected to do to uphold democratic institutions. To
demand of individuals that they spend significant amounts of time and energy on
informing themselves and on participating in political affairs risks not only overburdening
them but also unduly restricting their autonomy to pursue their own conceptions of the
good.*”

The ‘fire alarm model’ of news media in democratic societies receives additional sup-
port from recent empirical findings on individuals’ capacity to form electoral preferences
based on fragmented and seemingly trivial information.*® According to some researchers,
voters who observe superficial election campaigns that are characterized by soundbites
and catchy slogans can use a range of heuristics to form electoral preferences that are sur-
prisingly rational.*®

The upshot of this is that the value of democracy cannot justify eliminating significant
flaws of public discourses. To be sure, there is a perfectionist justification available that
justifies eliminating these flaws and that invokes the value of democracy. A perfectionist
justification posits that sophisticated democratic citizenship is an essential component
of human flourishing and that states have a duty to enable individuals to realize this kind
of flourishing. To enable all individuals to deliberate carefully and to participate in democ-
racy, so the argument goes, states must provide a public discourse of high quality on which
individuals can draw to inform their deliberation. However, arguments of this kind are not
satisfactory because they do not offer a way out of the dumbed-down discourse dilemma.
By invoking a perfectionist justification for improving discourse quality, states run afoul of
the liberal neutrality constraint that forms the second horn of the dilemma.

4. Ethical Deliberation

Apart from democracy, there is another value that promises to solve the dilemma by iden-
tifying a politically neutral justification for improvements of public discourse. A public
discourse of high quality might be necessary to enable individuals to develop a conception
of the good life. We can refer to the process of developing a conception of the good life as
ethical deliberation.
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The dumbed down discourse dilemma 11

To develop a conception of the good, individuals must draw on information from pub-
lic discourse. This means, for example, that individuals must consider newspaper articles,
social media posts, or political speeches to decide whether they endorse a particular goal,
value, or belief. The sum of our goals, values, and beliefs determines our conception of the
good. Social justice requires that all members of a political community have adequate
opportunities for ethical deliberation.’®

One reason to worry about the role of sensational and superficial media content in the
process of ethical deliberation has to do with its above-mentioned potential to crowd out
highly informative content. We often lack time to search, filter, and compare various
sources of information before forming a view on a given topic. This means that our beliefs
are often informed by the types of content that win out in the competition for our aware-
ness.’! When sensational and superficial information crowds out information of higher
quality, we are at risk of forming views that we might not endorse if we had opportunities
to reflect on them more carefully and in light of more thorough information. Does this
provide us with reasons to create public discourses of higher quality?

Before I begin to answer this question, an important clarification is in order. There is a
difference between measures that increase individuals’ opportunities for ethical delibera-
tion and measures that increase the extent to which individuals make use of their capacity
for ethical deliberation. Here, I am exclusively interested in measures that increase oppor-
tunities for ethical deliberation. This is because there are many situations where it is in our
best interest to refrain from ethical deliberation. Every day, life presents us with an over-
whelming number of issues that we can deliberate about, and it is impossible to deliberate
about all these issues. We must choose to remain ignorant about those issues that are not
important to us, to be able to reflect carefully on those that matter to us. What matters is
thus not how much use individuals make of their capacity for ethical deliberation but that
they have this capacity, so that they can use it when needed.

To understand the demands of ethical deliberation on the quality of public discourse, it
is helpful to distinguish between two interpretations of the ideal of ethical deliberation.
One interpretation holds that individuals enjoy adequate opportunities for ethical deliber-
ation when they can deliberate autonomously, in the sense that they are free from several
obstacles that can prevent them from assessing competing goals, values, and beliefs. An
alternative interpretation holds that individuals enjoy adequate opportunities for ethical
deliberation when they can deliberate authentically.’?> Authenticity in ethical deliberation
requires more than autonomy. Apart from an absence of obstacles, it also demands that
individuals can endorse their conception of the good after careful reflection under suitable
circumstances.”® I will explain each of these interpretations in turn and assess their impli-
cations for public discourse, starting with autonomous deliberation.

Autonomy is commonly understood as the ability to live a life of one’s own choosing. To
be autonomous, an individual must not only have the cognitive competence to form and
pursue rational goals, she must also be free from arbitrary external interference that pre-
vents her from pursuing these goals and she must be able to choose from a range of valu-
able options. The extent to which an individual enjoys personal autonomy thus depends
(a) on her cognitive capacities, (b) on her freedom from arbitrary interference, and
(c) on her access to valuable options.54

To claim that individuals should be able to develop life plans autonomously thus means
that individuals must have substantive opportunities to contemplate about the good life,
and that the process of contemplation must occur without undue interference and with
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12 Malte Fauch

sufficient cognitive capacities. Individuals lack autonomy in ethical deliberation when
they do not have enough resources to bring a range of valuable options into view and when
they cannot think about these options carefully.>”

Autonomous ethical deliberation is similar to democratic deliberation in that it requires
freedom from manipulation and indoctrination, as well as access to education and sub-
stantive opportunities for contemplation about one’s life plans. However, the range of
‘topics’ or ‘subjects’ covered by the demands of ethical deliberation is broader than the
range covered by democratic deliberation. Being an active citizen and understanding
political debates can form part of individuals’ conception of the good, but it does not
exhaust the range of subjects covered by ethical deliberation.

Modern liberal societies offer individuals a choice among a great plurality of lifestyles
and beliefs. For example, the right to freedom of occupational choice allows individuals
to choose among a plurality of professions. Another example of this is that
individuals can choose among different religions and non-religious philosophies. Under-
standing and evaluating this abundance of options is difficult and requires access to a large
amount of information. This provides us with an initial reason to think that the value of
ethical deliberation places greater demands on individuals’ epistemic circumstances than
the value of democratic deliberation. It might thus justify improvements of the quality of
public discourse above and beyond what is required by democratic deliberation. Access to
information about political developments is not enough to enable individuals to develop a
conception of the good. To reflect on the good life, individuals also require access to infor-
mation about cultural institutions and trends, religious debate, conflicting social norms,
and so on.

Before I discuss the implications of autonomous ethical deliberation for the quality of
public discourse, it is important to observe that this interpretation of ethical deliberation
is consistent with liberal neutrality. Autonomous ethical deliberation does not specify a
goal regarding the extent to which individuals should develop their capacity for ethical
deliberation. It allows individuals to bring their own preferences to bear on how much
they want to refine their deliberative faculties. Some individuals assign greater value to
spontaneity, gut instinct, and carefreeness than others, and as a result prefer not to engage
in what they might regard as excessive ethical deliberation. These individuals are more tol-
erant of risk than others, in the sense that they accept that less ethical deliberation implies a
greater risk of committing mistakes and consequently regretting some of their choices.
Others regard it as important to acquire very advanced skills in ethical deliberation in
order to take decisions as prudently as possible. The ideal of autonomous ethical deliber-
ation requires that each of these groups must have rights and resources that facilitate eth-
ical deliberation in line with their preferences. For example, those who prefer living more
spontaneously can refrain from purchasing very elaborate training in ethical deliberation
in order to spend their time and money on other valuable activities. Those who prefer deep
deliberation, by contrast, can use large shares of their resources to purchase things such as
education, information, and cultural experiences that help them get better at ethical delib-
eration. The ideal of autonomous ethical deliberation does not judge the lives of individ-
uals who deliberate frequently and in a sophisticated fashion to be more valuable than the
lives of individuals who develop their capacity for ethical deliberation to a lesser extent and
who make less use of this capacity.

The flipside of this compatibility with liberal neutrality is a limitation regarding the
extent to which autonomous ethical deliberation can justify improvements of public
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The dumbed down discourse dilemma 13

discourse. To illustrate this limitation, consider the cases of sensationalism and gossip.
Contemporary public discourses feature a wealth of reporting on gossip and an abun-
dance of sensationalist messaging. Gossip and sensationalist news are consumed by a
large number of individuals, and we might worry about the effect of this on individuals’
ethical deliberation. Those who worry about gossip and sensationalism might point out
that their prevalence can distract individuals from careful contemplation about the good
life. These critics might argue that we should protect individuals from excessive gossip
and sensationalism, so that they can contemplate about the good life undistractedly.

Yet we cannot justify policies that aim to replace gossip and sensationalism with infor-
mation of higher quality with appeal to the value of autonomy. The value of autonomy
would condemn such policies because they would interfere with individuals’ freely chosen
preferences. Recall that autonomy in ethical deliberation requires sufficient cognitive
capacities, freedom from arbitrary interference, and valuable options. States can appeal
to this value to justify public education systems, substantive rights and liberties, and social
welfare provisions. However, the ideal of autonomous ethical deliberation does not pro-
vide a vantage point from which to judge preferences for gossip and sensationalism to
be problematic. It insists that we accept individuals’ preferences as they are given that they
have been autonomously developed. If a large number of individuals have preferences for
superficial news reporting and if these preferences have been autonomously developed,
then it would be disrespectful to judge these preferences as deficient. The upshot of this
is that the value of autonomous ethical deliberation does not offer a way out of the
dilemma.

Let us now consider a more demanding interpretation of the ideal of ethical deliberation
that invokes the idea of authenticity. One way to understand what it can mean to form
authentic life plans is that individuals must recognize their life plans as valuable after hav-
ing assessed them adequately under suitable circumstances.>®

Forming authentic life plans involves two steps. First, individuals must be able to dis-
cover a broad range of reasonable goals, values, and beliefs. Second, individuals must
assess reasons that speak in favour or against each of these goals, values, and beliefs to
identify those that are worthy of their adherence. Both steps are necessary. We can ima-
gine individuals who are regularly exposed to a plurality of reasonable lifestyles but lack
the ability to identify reasons that help them choose a lifestyle that is suitable for them.
Vice versa, we can imagine individuals who have sophisticated mental faculties to assess
countervailing reasons but lack exposure to examples of reasonable lifestyles, so that they
cannot apply their reasoning capacity.

Itis important to observe that authenticity is a local property that can pertain differently
to different goals, values, and beliefs. Individuals can have a mix of goals, values, and
beliefs, some of which are authentic, and some of which are inauthentic. Consider the
example of a person who holds an inauthentic beliefin a conspiracy theory. This inauthen-
tic belief can exist alongside authentic life goals, such as a desire to excel at gardening and
to care for one’s parents. Adhering to an inauthentic belief thus does not compromise the
authenticity of someone’s entire life. Rather, it makes someone’s life somewhat less
authentic than it would be if the belief were authentic.

There is some disagreement among philosophers regarding the exact properties that a
belief must have to be regarded as authentic. One account holds that a belief is authentic
when the person who holds it endorses it reflectively. Roughly, the idea is that individuals
adopt a detached perspective and ask themselves whether they can endorse a belief, even
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14 Malte Fauch

after having assessed it critically. Some refer to this as a ‘second-order’ endorsement of a
“first-order’ belief.>”

One worry about this account is that it does not explain why exactly a detached perspec-
tive improves authenticity. The worry is that it is not clear how a second-order perspective
is more authentic than a first-order perspective, if the second-order perspective is not itself
supported by another layer of reflection, that we might refer to as a ‘third-order perspec-
tive’. Within the logic of this account, worries about the authenticity of a third-order per-
spective would have to be answered by a fourth-order perspective, and so on, thereby
creating the problem of an infinite regress.”®

Various solutions to this problem have been offered and I lack the space to discuss them
in any detail.>® I confine myself to pointing at one plausible solution. To avoid the prob-
lem of an infinite regress, we can supplement the idea of reflective endorsement with a
requirement regarding the kinds of mental faculties that must be involved in the process
of reflective endorsement. To be an effective source of authenticity, reflective endorse-
ment must be supported by a degree of knowledge of relevant facts and by a degree of
rationality to facilitate accurate reasoning. I will say more about these two mental faculties
in a moment. For now, it is enough to register that plausible accounts of authenticity exist.

At this point it is worth pausing for a moment to ask why exactly authenticity is desir-
able. Why should we prefer a world inhabited by authentic individuals over a world
inhabited by inauthentic individuals? Answers to this question can point to several bene-
ficial effects of authenticity.

One reason why authentic preferences are valuable to those who hold them is that they
improve their lives. This is apparent from cases where individuals realize that they must
reject a particular life goal after having assessed it carefully. Abandoning life goals can
be associated with an experience of regret, which suggests that individuals prefer to live
in accordance with life goals that they can endorse. Experiencing regret over important life
goals can be a devastating experience and can severely diminish the happiness of affected
individuals. However, the value of living authentically goes beyond its effects on individ-
uals’ happiness. To illustrate this, consider the following two cases.

Conspiracy I: Bernd believes in a conspiracy theory and dedicates significant time
and effort to the aims of the conspiracy. Ten years before he dies, he realizes that
his belief in the theory is mistaken. As a result, he experiences deep regret over
the many years of his life that were lost in the pursuit of the conspiracy’s goals.

Conspiracy 1I: Bernd believes in a conspiracy theory and dedicates significant
time and effort to the aims of the conspiracy. He never discovers that his belief
is mistaken and dies believing firmly in the conspiracy.

Plausibly, Bernd’s life in Conspiracy I1 is less successful than in Conspiracy I. The loss of
happiness that Bernd experiences in Conspiracy I is outweighed by the benefit of several
years during which Bernd can live with greater authenticity. We can infer from this that,
other things equal, authenticity improves individuals’ lives. This is true even in cases
where authenticity-gains result in happiness-losses.

With these clarifications in mind, we can now turn to the question of how authenticity is
affected by different kinds of opportunities for ethical deliberation. In particular, we can
ask how public discourses of poor quality and of high quality respectively affect
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individuals’ authenticity. My claim is that individuals are more likely to develop authentic
life goals when public discourses are of high quality than when they are of low quality.

To some extent, this has to do with the effects of public discourse on two
faculties — knowledge and rationality — that are essential to authenticity. To understand
why this is the case, let me briefly explain both faculties and their connection to authentic-
ity, starting with knowledge.

We can understand knowledge as justified true belief. A person has knowledge of a sub-
ject matter when their beliefs on this matter correspond to what is the case. Knowledge
enables authenticity in two ways. First, it helps individuals appreciate a variety of goals,
values, and beliefs, among which they can choose. The more knowledge a person has,
the more options they are able to perceive and assess. In other words, knowledge broadens
the menu of choice that individuals can perceive and thus makes it more likely that indi-
viduals discover those options that they have most reason to endorse. Second, knowledge
helps individuals understand a larger number of considerations that count in favour of a
particular option. Knowledge thus deepens ethical deliberation, in the sense that it helps
assess each beliefin greater detail. The deeper the process of ethical deliberation, the more
likely it is that its outcome can be endorsed by individuals, so that the outcome is
authentic.

Rationality is not the same as knowledge. We can define rationality as the ability to fol-
low rules of logic. Understood this way, rationality mainly involves avoiding various falla-
cies of reasoning. For example, rational persons do not contradict themselves and refrain
from using anecdotal evidence to make judgements about a broader set of cases. Rational-
ity increases individuals’ chances of developing authentic life goals because it helps them
use knowledge in the right way to arrive at valid conclusions regarding the desirability of
various options. To illustrate, a rational person would notice contradictions among differ-
ent beliefs that she endorses and would revise her beliefs to make them consistent.

Appreciating the importance of knowledge and rationality for authenticity helps us
understand why public discourses of poor quality reduce individuals’ opportunities for
authenticity. To gain knowledge and rationality, individuals must be exposed to true
information and to rational reasoning. One of the main ways in which individuals get
exposed to information and reasoning is through public discourse. For example, newspa-
per articles, social media posts, and TV programmes often aim to convey information and
to argue in favour of certain positions. Dumbed-down discourses expose individuals to a
large number of falsehoods and to flawed reasoning, thereby limiting their opportunities
to gain knowledge and practice rational thought.

It bears emphasizing that my claims about the prevalence of authentic life goals under
public discourses of high quality are probabilistic, not deterministic. My claim is not that
high-quality discourses eliminate inauthentic life goals but that on average, individuals
will have a larger number of authentic life goals under high-quality discourses than under
low-quality discourses. Moreover, it is important to recall that the goal of high-quality dis-
courses is not to maximize authenticity. Rather, the goal is to eliminate very common
threats to authenticity, so that individuals can be confident that their lives are not
compromised by a large number of inauthentic goals that can be avoided at relatively
small cost.

To summarize, improvements of public discourse are essential to boost the authenticity
of individuals’ life plans. For example, public broadcasting agencies can expose individ-
uals to a steady stream of well-researched information in order to provide them with
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additional knowledge and rationality, which in turn enhance authenticity. The value of
authentic ethical deliberation is thus appealing because it condemns dumbed-down
discourses.

Yet this understanding of ethical deliberation also fails to resolve the dilemma because
the value of authenticity cannot be endorsed by all reasonable individuals. Recall that we
can expect there to be differences among individuals regarding their preferences for highly
sophisticated deliberation. Some individuals place great value on prudent planning and
careful assessment of competing life plans, while others prefer to rely mainly on intuition
and gut feeling. Those who prefer to rely on intuition and gut feeling can complain about
subsidies for high-quality discourses because these one-sidedly advance the interests of
those with preferences for prudent planning. Importantly, this inequality is not merely
an unforeseen side product of subsidies for high-quality discourses. Rather, it is the inten-
tion of these subsidies to facilitate sophisticated deliberation. Measures to improve the
quality of public discourse are thus incompatible with the value of liberal neutrality.

5. Conclusion

Complaints about dumbed-down discourses have a long tradition, and recent years have
seen an increase in the ferocity of these complaints. Some politicians and activists are
pushing for policies that aim to improve the quality of public discourses. For example,
some have suggested instituting a system of media vouchers that individuals can direct
to a selected group of news providers that meet an independently monitored quality
threshold.®® Other measures to improve the quality of public discourse include subsidies
for public broadcasting agencies, and various regulations to improve the quality of content
on social media.

This article has evaluated complaints that have been levelled against dumbed-down dis-
courses and arrives at a sobering conclusion. States that aim to abide by a liberal constraint
must tolerate many of the pernicious effects of pervasive sensationalism, gossip, consum-
erism, misleading content, and superficial content. This is because two promising avenues
for justifying improvements of public discourse are unsuccessful.

The first of these avenues appeals to the value of democracy. A healthy democracy, so
the argument goes, requires competent citizens who can actively participate in delibera-
tion about social issues. I have argued that this argument is less forceful than it is often
assumed to be. Drawing on the ‘fire alarm model’ of news reporting, I show that democ-
racy can flourish even when the average quality of public discourse is low.

Subsequently, I explored another promising avenue to justify discourse-improving pol-
icies. Individuals have a fundamental interest in being able to develop a conception of the
good life and protecting this interest requires adequate epistemic conditions. I distin-
guished between two interpretations of the interest in forming a conception of the good.
One interpretation is that the process of forming a conception of the good must be auton-
omous. Another interpretation holds that individuals’ conceptions of the good must be
authentic. The first of these interpretations is appealing because it is compatible with lib-
eral neutrality, but it cannot justify discourse-improving policies. The second interpreta-
tion can justify these policies, but it is not compatible with liberal neutrality.

The upshot of this is that we lack a persuasive justification for policies to improve public
discourse. This is not to say that no such justification can exist. It is conceivable, for
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example, that individuals placed behind a veil of ignorance would decide to insure against
the risk of living in a society where the quality of average discourse is low. If this were true,
then it might provide a solution to the dumbed-down discourse dilemma. Further
research is thus called for to explore this and other avenues to determine whether a solu-
tion to the dilemma exists.
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