
An epistemic argument for equal opportunities for political speech 

This paper provides an epistemic argument for equalising opportunities for political speech, such 

that the distribution of political speech does not correlate with the distribution of wealth.  

The argument proceeds in four steps. First, if political speech is unregulated, the rich predictably 

contribute a disproportionate share. This is because political speech is something which people 

spend more on (as a proportion of their income) as they become richer. Second, wealth tends to 

correlate with substantive political perspectives. This need not be because speakers are self-

interested, but merely because their conceptions of justice are biased towards the interests of the 

people they are most familiar with. Third, I take up and extend Charles Beitz’s (1989) suggestion 

that greater quantities of speech by the rich can “drown out” the speech of the poor. In other 

words, the bias towards the perspectives of the rich in the set of available political information 

translates into a bias in the set of political information voters actually pay attention to. This is 

because political attention is a scarce resource, and citizens mostly receive their information 

from a limited set of media sources. Finally, the normative problem with this is that it reduces 

the diversity of perspectives to which citizens are exposed. This tends to reduce citizens’ 

political knowledge, leading to worse political decisions. This reliance on a substantively neutral 

epistemic premise about diversity makes my argument against money in politics different from 

that of Thomas Christiano (2012), who appeals directly to the unfairness of public policy being 

biased towards the interests of the rich. 

This argument refutes David Estlund’s (2000) idea that increasing the aggregate quantity of 

political speech is desirable even at the cost of increasing wealth-based inequality in political 

speech. The clearest implication of my argument is in the field of campaign finance, where it is a 

consideration in favour of strict contribution limits and/or public funding. However, the 

argument also applies to more informal aspects of the public sphere. Here, the best way to break 

the link between wealth and speech is likely to be subsidising the speech of the poor rather than 

restricting the speech of the rich.  

 


