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Article

The All Affected Principle,
and the weighting of votes

Kim Angell
Aalborg University, Denmark

Robert Huseby
University of Oslo, Norway

Abstract
In this article we defend the view that, on the All Affected Principle of voting rights, the
weight of a person’s vote on a decision should be determined by and only by the degree
to which that decision affects her interests, independently of her voting weights on other
decisions. Further, we consider two recent alternative proposals for how the All
Affected Principle should weight votes, and give reasons for rejecting both.
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According to (a generic version of)

The All Affected Principle: a person should have a say on a decision if and only if that

decision affects her interests.

The All Affected Principle is currently subject to increasing attention from political

theorists, who criticize and defend various versions of it (or who reject it categorically).1

Versions of the principle may vary along several dimensions. What kind of decisions

does it apply to? Is it restricted to govern the decision-making of democratic states, or

does it also apply to firms, families, or even simple person-to-person dealings?2 Which
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interests does it enfranchise? Does it recognize any interest or only a qualified set of

especially significant ones? Moreover, should a person’s interests be actually affected,

probably affected, or possibly affected?3 These and other questions must be answered by

any comprehensive version of the All Affected Principle.

Thus far, a question that has received relatively little attention in the literature is

this: what implications, if any, does the All Affected Principle have for the weighting

of votes? Does it allow, forbid, or perhaps require, differential weighting of people’s

votes on (at least some) decisions which affect their interests?4 In this article, we

discuss three alternative weighting criteria: (i) what we call the Independent Propor-

tionality Criterion, according to which a person’s voting weight on a decision, D, is

positively proportionate to the extent to which D affects her interests (relative to how D

affects the interests of others),5 independently of her voting power on other decisions;

(ii) Goodin and Tanasoca’s Equal Quantum Criterion, according to which everyone is

entitled to an equal amount of voting power, and where a person may freely apportion

this leverage across the total number of decisions which affect her interests (such that

her voting weight on a decision is not determined independently of her voting weights

on other decisions); and (iii) Brighouse and Fleurbaey’s Prioritarian Criterion,

according to which the voting weights of people whose interests are affected by a

decision are adjusted in accordance with how well off those people are from the

viewpoint of social justice.6

We shall argue that the All Affected Principle should accept (i), and reject (ii) and

(iii). The most plausible basis for the weighting of people’s votes on a decision is the

relative extent to which their interests are affected by that decision, regardless of the

voting weights they have on other decisions, and regardless of the pursuit of social

justice (important as though social justice is).

For reasons of space, we limit our analysis in two ways. First, we simply assume the

intuitive plausibility of the All Affected Principle, and do not provide arguments in its

favor.7 However, in order to argue for (i) and against (ii) and (iii), we will appeal to what

we take to be the most plausible normative basis of the principle, namely respect for

personal autonomy. Second, we take no stand on how The All Affected Principle ought

to be specified along the various above-mentioned dimensions. The only exception is

when we appeal to what we believe is a minimal requirement for any plausible account of

relevant interests.8 Apart from that, we expect our analysis to be compatible with most

versions of the principle.

The plan of the paper is as follows. In the next section, we present and defend the

Independent Proportionality Criterion. We believe this is the most plausible criterion for

weighting votes, as seen from the perspective of the All Affected Principle (that is, in

light of its widely recognized moral foundation in personal autonomy). We then turn, in

the next two sections, to consider the two rival views, starting with Goodin and Tana-

soca’s proposal, before examining Brighouse and Fleurbaey’s view. We argue that those

weighting-criteria are vulnerable to serious objections, and that they present no compel-

ling alternative to the Independent Proportionality Criterion. This leads us to conclude,

in the last section, that the latter is the most plausible weighting-criterion for proponents

of The All Affected Principle.
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The All Affected Principle and the Independent Proportionality
Criterion

According to The All Affected Principle, a person should be enfranchised on all and only

those decisions that affect her interests. This claim might be grounded in different ways.

On a widespread view, which we shall follow here, the moral force of the All Affected

Principle flows from the value of personal autonomy, or ‘self-rule’.9 As it is often put,

people should be allowed to author their own lives. For decisions that are collective in

nature, such as democratic law-making, personal autonomy may still function as a

regulative ideal, recommending that people should be allowed to (at least) co-author

those collective decisions that affect their lives (Waldron, 2012: 195).

Now, the idea that people ought to have a say in decisions that affect their lives is,

strictly speaking, compatible with a wide range of criteria for how we should weight their

say on those decisions. There is a straightforward way to do this, we believe, which is

both intuitively compelling and which arguably shows as much deference as possible to

the regulative ideal behind the All Affected Principle. The straightforward criterion is

this: when a person’s degree of affectedness goes up, the weight of her vote on the

relevant decision also increases proportionally (always relative to how much others are

affected by the same decisions). For now, call this the Proportionality Criterion.10

On this view, a person’s voting weight on a decision D is determined by the degree to

which she is affected by D. In order to determine this weight, we need information

about a person’s number of D-affected interests, the intensity with which she holds

them (i.e. their importance to her), and the extent to which these interests are affected

by D. (In addition, we need information about the similarly calculated voting weights of

all other D-affected people.) We mention this complexity only to set it aside. In what

follows, for the sake of simplicity, we will use the expression ‘more (or less) affected’ by

a decision, as shorthand for whatever relevant variation may occur between persons, on

one or more of the variables, within this more complex set.

Intuitively, the Proportionality Criterion has a lot going for it. Consider a simple

hypothetical scenario in which A, B, and C are supposed to vote over three decisions,

X, Y, and Z. The outcome of X affects A immensely, the outcome of Y affects B

immensely, and the outcome of Z affects C immensely. The outcome of Y and Z,

however, affects A only to a very small extent. The same is true of the outcome of X

and Z with regard to B, and the outcome of X and Y with regard to C. Imagine that the

situation is like this (where the outcome preferred by the most affected party is marked

in bold):

X Y Z

A Yes No No

B No Yes No

C No No Yes

? ? ?
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We assume that the degree to which A is affected by X, is greater than the combined

degree to which B and C are affected (and so on). If so, A has more than 50% say over X,

B has more than 50% say over Y, and C has more than 50% say over Z. In that case, in

this particular scenario, propositions X, Y, and Z will all be affirmed. On the other hand,

if A, B, and C all had an equal say in all decisions, all the propositions would have been

rejected.11 It thus seems clear that weighting votes in accordance with Proportionality

will leave individuals with more power over their lives – more autonomy – than alter-

native weighting schemes.12 In light of this, it arguably makes sense to weight the votes

of A, B and C, in positive proportion to the extent to which they are affected by the

respective decisions that they collectively face.

Clearly, weighting votes in positive proportion to people’s degree of affectedness,

will in many cases not yield the smooth results suggested by the above table. However, it

will always increase the chances that people get the favored results of the decisions that

affect them the most, and consequently increase the chances for people to lead auton-

omous lives, relative to other weighting schemes. Note, however, that our proposal does

not rely upon any notion of autonomy-maximization (or other forms of maximization).

What our proposal says is merely that whenever a person’s interests are affected by a

decision, she should be enfranchised on it in positive proportion to her relative degree of

affectedness, and that this is mandated by a concern for her autonomy. If we could

somehow maximize the total amount of autonomy by departing from that formula,

nothing in what we say is meant to give reason for doing so. In our view, autonomy is

an important value that has implications for voting weights. It is not a supreme value that

should be maximized at all costs. One could easily imagine scenarios in which autonomy

could be increased by disenfranchising some in order to boost the autonomy of many

others. This would be wrong, on our view, because autonomy should be combined with,

and might plausibly be founded on, a more fundamental idea of equal moral worth that

bans the sacrifice of the vital interests of some, for the benefit of others (barring extreme

cases).

To bolster the case for applying the Proportionality Criterion when weighting votes,

consider, for illuminating contrast, the opposite alternative (Negative Proportionality):

the more you are affected by a decision, the less of a say you should have over that

decision. That seems both intuitively very implausible and arguably in direct tension

with the regulative ideal of personal autonomy. Also the neutral alternative, though

common, sounds defective (No Proportionality): No matter how much a decision affects

you, no matter whether it threatens to ruin your life, or improve it imperceptibly, you

should have the exact same say in that decision.13

In addition to the Proportionality-dictum, we believe, as suggested throughout, that

the weight of a person’s vote on a decision should be determined independently of

whatever voting weights she might have on other decisions that affect her interests.

We therefore refer to our view as the Independent Proportionality Criterion: the weight

of a person’s vote on a decision is determined by and only by the degree to which that

decision affects her interests, and independently of her voting weights on other decisions.

We add this Independence-feature in order to avoid various problems that follow, or

so we believe, from rejecting it. We shall spell out these problems in the next section,

where we assess Goodin and Tanasoca’s weighting criterion – a proposal which
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explicitly rejects the independence-feature we endorse. But first, to sum up: as we see it,

on a straightforward understanding of the moral foundation for the All Affected Princi-

ple, Independent Proportionality is a plausible criterion for determining a person’s voting

weights on decisions that affect her interests. From the perspective of a proponent of the

All Affected Principle, can either of the two rivals offer a more plausible way of

weighting votes?

The All Affected Principle and the Equal Quantum Criterion

According to Goodin and Tanasoca (2014), although the All Affected Principle enfran-

chises all and only affected interests, the weight it gives to a person’s say on any

particular decision is dependent upon her voting weight on the other decisions that affect

her. Voting power should be distributed to everyone, everywhere equally in a fixed

quantum, such that a person’s voting weights on any particular decision will depend

upon her total pattern of affected interests and how she decides to apportion her fixed

quantum of voting power across the decisions that affect her.

Goodin and Tanasoca develop their view as follows. They start by observing that

the ‘all affected interests’ principle . . . holds that the right to vote in a place should be

extended to all and only those who have an interest in that place. By that principle, someone

owning property in both Australia and the US should have a right to vote in both places,

whereas someone with property in Australia alone should have a right to vote there alone.

(2014: 748)

As we have seen above, if the weights we give to the votes of these people correspond

to the degree to which the decisions affect their interests, the scenario mentioned in the

above quote would be perfectly in line with the recommendations of the Independent

Proportionality Criterion. According to Goodin and Tanasoca, however, the latter is not

discriminating enough. Instead, they favor the following weighting criterion:

Anyone whose interests are affected by decisions taken in a place should indeed get to vote

in that place. But he should not get more votes to reflect the more interests he has at

stake . . . Someone with stakes in multiple issues should ideally get a fixed quantum of

voting power which he can apportion according to the size of his stake in any particular

issue or place, casting fractional votes in the various places and contests where his interests

are affected. The crucial thing is that, for any given voter, those fractions sum to one (or,

more generally, to the same number for every voter). (2014: 749)

This criterion for weighting votes is what we shall call Goodin and Tanasoca’s Equal

Quantum Criterion. Note that, on this view, what matters is to distribute voting weights

such that any person may exercise as much power over the world, in total, as anyone else.

Interestingly, the amount of power over the world that a person exercises through her

vote is a function of the power of the polity in which she casts it: ‘Someone who votes in

two places may or may not exercise more power over the world than someone who votes

only once in some third place’ (Goodin and Tanasoca, 2014: 744, n. 3). This means, for

example, that Albert’s vote in French elections gives him more power over the world
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than Brita has, who casts her vote in the Swedish general election, simply due to the

larger (actual and potential) influence of France (a nuclear power) in world affairs. (To

be sure, this illustration of what their view implies is somewhat speculative. It has to be,

because Goodin and Tanasoca do not give a clear account of how we should measure a

state’s power.)

Why do Goodin and Tanasoca favor Equal Quantum (over something like Indepen-

dent Proportionality)? The reason is a particular understanding of what they call ‘the

democratic egalitarian ideal’, according to which ‘everyone’s votes [ought] to be equally

consequential’ (2014: 745). This view, they claim, is embodied in the famous ‘one

person, one [equally consequential] vote’-slogan. In light of this, the following reasoning

(against something like Independent Proportionality) seems straightforward:

[A]llocating the right to vote proportionately to people according to their material interests –

giving more votes to people with more by way of material interests – would fly in the face of

the equalizing impulse at the heart of democratic egalitarianism . . . The right way of under-

standing the ‘all affected interests’ principle, consistently with democratic egalitarianism, is

[therefore the Equal Quantum Criterion]. (2014: 748–749)

As a first response to this claim, one might question Goodin and Tanasoca’s specific

understanding of the so-called democratic egalitarian ideal (as represented in the ‘one

person, one vote’-slogan). As Brighouse and Fleurbaey have persuasively argued, a

more plausible understanding of that ideal actually distributes voting rights (and

weights) proportionally, in accordance with differential affectedness (like Independent

Proportionality does), not equally. To motivate this claim, Brighouse and Fleurbaey

ask us to consider ‘[t]he standard argument [for one person, one vote] that goes from

equal respect to equal power’ (2010: 141). The idea is that the plausibility of that

argument ‘generally considers a context in which, implicitly, stakes are roughly equal,

as for general issues of political organization’, and that, ‘[i]n situations where stakes

are blatantly unequal, the argument becomes much less compelling’ (2010: 141). In

their view, ‘[i]t is then an equal allocation of power that appears disrespectful to those

who are thereby unduly submitted to the will of the unconcerned or the less concerned’

(2010: 141). Put differently, the idea is that, ‘in so far as people have unequal stakes in

matters that are irreducibly collective, their interests will not be satisfactorily consid-

ered when they have equal power, because greater stakes will be buried under lesser

stakes’ (2010: 142).

We agree. It does indeed seem that the appropriateness of the ‘one person, one vote’-

slogan, as a representation of the democratic ideal, is confined to the special (and

typically highly idealized) case where people’s affectedness is roughly equal.14 So, as

we (and Brighouse and Fleurbaey) see it, the concern which motivates the ‘one person,

one vote’ slogan requires unequal (or proportional) distribution of voting weights when-

ever affected interests (however defined) are distributed unequally. Equal weights are

only incidentally required by the relevant concern underlying the slogan (i.e. when all

members of the demos are equally affected by all decisions). A successful case for the

Equal Quantum view will thus arguably have to depend on something else (than merely

claiming its embodiment in the so-called ‘democratic egalitarian’ ideal).15
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The Equal Quantum Criterion, however, highlights an aspect of our own view that

might seem problematic. Even if we accept the general idea that people’s total voting

power can vary with the extent of their interests, as we argued above, it would be

implausible if the rich, through their investments and property, gain more voting power

than the poor. It is clear that wealth is one factor that might translate into voting power on

our account.

We agree that it is undesirable if the rich get to dominate politics and run roughshod

over the poor. In that case, the interests of the poor would count for naught, and their

autonomy would clearly be infringed. However, the Independent Proportionality Criter-

ion is exactly intended to safeguard and realize the autonomy of everyone, not only the

rich. In our view, Independent Proportionality would not in general give the rich objec-

tionable political power. First, even in cases where one rich individual has interests,

others may have interests as well, even if these interests are not based on property or

ownership. Thus, even if the rich stand to lose or gain materially, depending on, say,

whether a planned factory is approved or banned, others can have competing interests in

maintaining biodiversity, protecting the environment more generally, saving recreational

areas, or providing accessible housing for the poor. All these interests are perfectly

valid.16 In addition, there will sometimes be many people with opposing interests. Thus,

these opposing interests will not necessarily be outweighed by interests based on large

sums of money.

Second, since the base idea is autonomy, the interests of the less autonomous will

(often) be in a relevant sense stronger than the interests of the more autonomous. At least

this will be the case if we claim that autonomy is more morally important for those who

have little of it. We think this claim is reasonable. If we can boost the autonomy of either

A or B to the exact same extent, but A has barely any autonomy, whereas B has plenty, it

seems plausible to choose to boost A’s autonomy.17

So, even if a billionaire stands to lose or gain large sums of money on one of her many

investments, the interests of a small group of poor people – who, say, stand to lose a site

that is important to their traditional lifestyle – might well be stronger (at least in total)

than the billionaire’s. More generally, there is no necessary connection between the

amount of money at stake and the strength of the associated interests. Thus, we have

no reason to think that the rich will unduly dominate politics on our proposed scheme of

voting rights. Notice, however, that we do not deny that some rich individuals, in virtue

of having many interests, sometimes will have more influence in some decisions than

some poor individuals, and sometimes more influence in total than some poor individ-

uals. The same, however, might well be true of others who have, for whatever reason,

many or strong interests, or both.

Resource fetishism: Losing the connection to autonomy

For those, like us, who believe that personal autonomy is the moral foundation of the All

Affected Principle, the Equal Quantum Criterion could be criticized for having too

fragile a connection to the concern for autonomy. To reiterate, in light of the All Affected

Principle’s autonomy-foundation, the point of democracy is to ensure that people get to

be co-authors of their own lives, by letting them have a say in those irreducibly collective
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decisions which affect their interests. This means that the value of having a say over a

polity’s decisions depends upon the extent to which those decisions affect your auton-

omy. We agree with Goodin and Tanasoca that the vote is a power resource. But the

point of having it (in this or that distributional pattern), is arguably to influence the

decisions which affect your (self-authored) life, not to satisfy a criterion of (just patterns

of) resource equality per se. In other words, the Equal Quantum Criterion seems to run

into the problem of resource fetishism, where a distributional pattern is sought realized

for its own sake, independently of its effect on people’s lives.

To see this, consider again the above-mentioned case of Albert (who has voting rights

in France) and Brita (who is enfranchised in Sweden). They both live roughly equal lives,

autonomy-wise, in their respective states. (We assume for simplicity that they are both

affected only by the decisions made by their states). Now imagine that they both coin-

cidentally fall in love with someone abroad, say, in Australia, and start to travel there to

visit their respective partners. Albert and Brita thus develop an interest in relevant parts

of Australian decision-making (e.g., border control rules, dual citizenship laws, etc.). If

we follow the logic of Equal Quantum, Albert’s vote in Australian decisions should be

weighted below Brita’s, in order to equalize their power over the world. After all, even

though this weighting will create an inequality with regard to the autonomy they enjoy, it

is imperative to neutralize the larger amount of power over the world which Albert has

thus far possessed due to his having voting rights in the more powerful French polity. But

if we weight Albert and Brita’s votes differently in this scenario, we seem implausibly

concerned with equalizing resources for its own sake. Albert ends up having less of a say

over the decisions that affect his life than Brita has over the decisions that affect her life,

and this seems unfair.18

In light of the Equal Quantum Criterion’s problems, then, let us set it aside, and

instead consider the second alternative to Independent Proportionality.

The All Affected Principle and the Prioritarian Criterion

According to Brighouse and Fleurbaey, we should determine the weight of a person’s

vote on a decision that affects her interests, by taking into account the degree to which

her actual level of distributional advantage reflects the ideal of social justice. The more

unjust her actual position is, the more weight should be given to her vote (2010). Put

differently, a person’s ‘stake’ in a decision – that is, her degree of (relevant) affectedness –

is determined by the differential between her current level of advantage and the level of

advantage to which she is entitled from the viewpoint of social justice. As Brighouse and

Fleurbaey puts it, ‘stakes are [to be] measured by the impact of decisions on individual

advantage as properly defined by the theory of social justice’, where advantage refers to

‘the general allocation of resources and wellbeing’ (2010: 151). Brighouse and Fleur-

baey’s rationale for favoring this weighting criterion is to achieve what they claim is ‘a

simple reconciliation of democracy and justice’ (2010: 151). The very purpose of their

weighting criterion is to ‘radically [reduce] the tension between democracy and justice

by incorporating the evaluation of individual interests and social priorities into its fabric’

(Brighouse and Fleurbaey, 2010: 155). Put differently, the point is to bring the world

closer toward the ideal of social justice, by devising democratic decision-making in a
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way that prioritizes the worse-off: ‘it is perfectly possible to define stakes in a way that

gives priority to the worst-off to any desired degree [in the pursuit of social justice]’

(2010: 151). We shall refer to Brighouse and Fleurbaey’s weighting-criterion as the

Prioritarian Criterion (just because they assume that justice requires a prioritarian

distribution of advantage).

There might be good reasons for devising a polity’s voting scheme such that it

promotes social justice, all things considered. We could reach that conclusion both when

seeking to balance various theoretical ideals, and when deciding how to act here and

now, under less than ideal circumstances. The controversial point that presently concerns

us, however, is whether there is good reason to endorse the Prioritarian Criterion as the

most plausible weighting-criterion when our aim is to define the democratic ideal. That

is to say, Brighouse and Fleurbaey, as we understand them, do not submit the Prioritarian

Criterion as a pragmatic guide for action here and now, nor as the criterion that we end up

with when we aim to balance democracy and social justice. Instead, they present their

weighting criterion as a theoretical advance in the definition of the democratic ideal

itself. As they put it, their aim is to ‘provide better guidelines for the definition of a

democratic ideal in theory’, and to provide ‘a guide for devising ideal democratic

institutions’ (2010: 138).

We raise two objections to the Prioritarian Criterion. The first is outcome-oriented: it

casts doubts on whether the Prioritarian Criterion is able to secure the intended justice-

promotion. The second is process-oriented: even if we assume that people do vote

‘correctly’ – such that the Prioritarian Criterion effectively promotes socially just pol-

icies – Brighouse and Fleurbaey’s weighting criterion undercuts the autonomy of citi-

zens in two distinct ways.

Uncertain outcomes

Brighouse and Fleurbaey underline that, when distributing voting weights (according to

their account of ‘stakes’), we shall not include information about the direction of a

person’s interests, but only their intensity (2010: 146). That is, when weighting a per-

son’s vote we shall register the degree to which a decision affects her, but not which way

she will vote on it. This removal of information about how people will use their weighted

votes threatens to undermine the Prioritarian Criterion’s ability to serve its own purpose:

to promote social justice. After all, unless we do include information about the direction

of the interests we shall weight, the whole weighting process risks becoming pointless

and even counterproductive. Without information about people’s preferences, we cannot

know in advance of the vote whether this or that distribution of weights will help usher

in, rather than prevent, policies that promote social justice.19

Imagine a relevantly disadvantaged person, X, who is a rational voter but affirms an

incorrect ideal of social justice. X uses his increased voting weight to vote for a pres-

idential candidate, Y, who affirms the same incorrect ideal. Y goes on to win the election,

and enacts her unjust policies. Increasing the weight of X’s vote has not promoted social

justice. Over time, moreover, Y’s policies might make X even worse off according to the

correct ideal of social justice. If so, Brighouse and Fleurbaey’s Prioritarian Criterion will

imply weighting X’s vote even more in the next election, thus increasing the probability
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of Y’s reelection, which will make X even worse-off, and so on. In other words, by

boosting the weight of X’s vote, the Prioritarian Criterion might, contrary to its purpose,

turn out to counteract the pursuit of social justice.20 To avoid such counterproductive

upshots, a proponent of the Prioritarian Criterion must know (and act upon) the direction

of people’s interests (when weighting their votes), not merely their intensity.

In short, Brighouse and Fleurbaey’s weighting criterion leaves us in the dark about

whether making use of it will have a positive or negative effect on the relevant distri-

bution of advantage. A proponent of the Prioritarian Criterion cannot be certain that the

worse-off will use their increased voting weights to promote rather than undermine

social justice. By failing to serve its own purpose, the Prioritarian Criterion is no plau-

sible alternative to the Independent Proportionality Criterion.

Now, let us set aside this outcome-uncertainty, and instead assume that, by using the

Prioritarian Criterion to weight people’s votes we would be able to promote social

justice. One might still object on grounds of autonomy, or so we shall now argue.

Overriding autonomy

People typically disagree about what distributive justice requires. The democratic

response to such disagreement is arguably to settle the matter through inclusive demo-

cratic procedures. The Prioritarian Criterion’s second problem is this. It effectively

sidesteps people’s disagreement about distributive justice and weights their votes in

accordance with, and for the purpose of promoting, a single conception of justice the

affirmation of which has itself not been subject to democratic decision-making.

In doing so, the Prioritarian Criterion undercuts the rightful exercise of autonomy on

the part of all those affected. Even those who affirm a prioritarian conception of justice

are denied the opportunity to partake in the decision concerning which conception of

distributive justice society should be organized in accordance with.21 As we have argued,

democracy is based on autonomy. It is morally imperative that agents should be the

authors of their own lives, and the co-authors of their collective lives. The former

requires an adequate set of individual rights and liberties that are (rightly) not subject

to democratic decision making, whereas the latter requires that irreducibly collective

decisions are in fact decided collectively. If such decisions are not decided collectively,

those agents who are excluded from the decision will have their autonomy severely

undermined. Which principles of distributive justice society should adopt is (if anything

is) such an irreducibly collective decision.22 In light of this commitment, the Prioritarian

Criterion seems clearly inadequate.23

A possible reply to this line of argument might be to present the Prioritarian Criterion

(and the democratic ideal of which it is part) as applying only in scenarios where all

those affected agree about the correct account of social justice. But if that is the proper

backdrop for our theory of the democratic ideal, the need for democratic procedures is

drastically reduced. There would be little need for people to settle collective decisions

through voting – little need for politics at all. As Waldron puts it, if people ‘did not

disagree about justice, what would [they] have to reason or argue (or vote) about in a

democratic society?’ (1999: 153). If so, one might wonder whether the democratic ideal,

as Brighouse and Fleurbaey understand it, would then be detached from those
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circumstances where it makes sense to regard (and appeal to) it as an ideal in the first

place. Just like the ideal of distributive justice is superfluous in circumstances of abun-

dance, the ideal of democratic decision-making, one might say, is superfluous under

circumstances of full agreement (Waldron, 1999).

There is also another way in which the Prioritarian Criterion undermines autonomy.

From the point of view of autonomy-based versions of the All Affected Principle,

defining affectedness in the way Brighouse and Fleurbaey does, is implausible. To

illustrate, suppose A and B are both affected by a democratic decision, in the straight-

forward sense that their interests are impacted by that decision. For A, we suppose,

very much is at stake. Her life plans depend crucially on the outcome of the decision. B,

on the other hand, is just barely affected. His life plans depend on the outcome of the

decision only to a very limited extent. B, however, is slightly worse off from the point

of view of justice, than he ought to be, whereas A is as well off from the point of view

of justice as she ought to be. In this case, B’s stake in the decision, is, on Brighouse and

Fleurbaey’s view larger than A’s stake in the decision. That does not seem right. Much

more is at stake for A. She is obviously more affected, and the outcome of the decision

affects the extent to which she is able to control and choose her own life, more than it

affects the extent to which B is able to control and choose his life. Thus, when the All

Affected Principle is based on autonomy, Brighouse and Fleurbaey’s way of defining

stakes seems wanting.

Consider also a case in which A and B are equally well off from the point of view of

justice. Again, both are affected by some democratic decision, but A is hugely affected,

whereas B is only barely affected. Yet, on the Prioritarian Criterion, A and B have

equal stakes, and should count as equally affected. This seems mistaken, and concep-

tually dubious. Affectedness and what your position is, in light of justice, are just two

different things.24

To be sure, whenever there is injustice (as in the relation between A and B in the first

scenario) it should be corrected. But it seems wrong to correct injustices through the

distribution of voting weights, and wrong to assume that this is the way of understanding

affectedness. In our view, Brighouse and Fleurbaey’s account relies too heavily on

consequentialist premises (with the aim of realizing justice) that risk being in conflict

with the value of autonomy and the All Affected Principle.

Summing up, there are two problems with the Prioritarian Criterion. First, it is

uncertain that those whom we grant more voting power will vote for policies that reflect

the correct account of social justice (and thus promote rather than frustrate justice).

Second, even if we assume that those people do vote ‘correctly’ – such that the Prior-

itarian Criterion does effectively promote socially just policies – Brighouse and Fleur-

baey’s weighting criterion undercuts the autonomy of people who ought to have a say

over the collective decisions that (thereby) affect them, as well as the autonomy of

people who have small justice-based stakes in decisions that affect them hugely.

Concluding remarks

In this paper, we have argued that what we called Independent Proportionality is the most

plausible weighting-criterion for proponents of the All Affected Principle. When
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combined, the All Affected Principle and the Independent Proportionality criterion say

this: the democratic ideal requires that we enfranchise all and only those people whose

interests are affected by a decision and that we assign voting weights in positive pro-

portion to people’s degree of affectedness, measured for each decision separately. In

reaching this conclusion, we have assessed two alternative weighting-criteria: Goodin

and Tanasoca’s Equal Quantum view and Brighouse and Fleurbaey’s Prioritarian Criter-

ion. Although those proposals present themselves as suitable pairings with the All

Affected Principle, we have given reasons for rejecting both.
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Notes

1. See e.g. Angell (2020), Arrhenius (2005), Fung (2013), Goodin (2007), Hultin Rosenberg

(2017), and Shapiro (1999). For some recent criticisms, see Erman (2014), Miklosi (2012),

Owen (2012), and Saunders (2012).

2. See Brighouse and Fleurbaey (2010: 153), for a version of the All Affected Principle that

explicitly applies to any sphere of decision-making. In Fung (2013: 237), the principle is
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applied ‘not only to legislatures but also to administrative agencies, private corporations, [and]

civic organizations’.

3. See e.g. the discussions in Goodin (2007), Owen (2012), and Angell (2020).

4. While the All Affected Principle has been claimed to allow for weighting of votes (see e.g.

Erman, 2014: 537), and to require such weighting (see e.g. Bergström, 2007), no one, to our

knowledge, has thus far claimed that it forbids it.

5. Thus, if, on D, one’s interests are affected, one’s voting weight should correspond to the

fraction one’s affectedness makes out of the total affectedness. Alternatives are possible. One

could for instance base voting weights on an ordinal ranking of affectedness, but the more

strictly proportional scheme we propose seems to be more in line with the logic of the All

Affected Principle.

6. Note that Brighouse and Fleurbaey (2010) present their view as compatible with the All

Affected Principle, and not as an interpretation of it. This makes no difference to our purposes

here, however.

7. This also means that we bracket various important objections that one might arguably raise

against any version of it, such as concerns about its practicality (or lack thereof) (see Goodin,

2007: 64). Our analysis of what the All Affected Principle implies for weighted voting is thus

an ‘internal’ critique.

8. We assume also, but do not argue for it here, that any reasonable version of the All Affected

Principle must include some kind of moral filter that excludes offensive interests, such as

interests in harming others, and so on.

9. See Brighouse and Fleurbaey (2010: 142), Fung (2013: 237), and Näsström (2011). Personal

autonomy is not the only possible moral foundation for the All Affected Principle. It could be

justified on purely welfarist grounds, for example. See note 10 below.

10. A similar view is defended by Berndt (2012). Our justification for Independent Proportion-

ality, however, differs from Berndt’s in that it is based on the value of personal autonomy

rather than on a utilitarian goal of maximizing well-being. To be sure, Independent Propor-

tionality will often contribute to well-being, because many people will autonomously promote

their well-being through voting (see below), but this is a contingent consequence. It is also

worth noting that, if maximizing well-being (or autonomy for that part) drives an account of

voting rights, there is a risk that disenfranchising some might be necessary, under certain

circumstances.

11. The same is true, of course, of all weighting schemes that give the no-voters in the table more

weight than the yes-voters.

12. For similar observations, see Berndt (2012) and Brighouse and Fleurbaey (2010: 142).

13. This view echoes a common interpretation of the ‘one person, one vote’-slogan. We return to

this slogan below. We also return to consider the implausibility of not taking into account

variable degrees of affectedness.

14. That proportionality and the ‘one person, one vote’ slogan might be compatible in some

situations, notably when people are equally affected, is also underlined by Hultin Rosenberg

(2017: Ch. 4). Again, we agree. However, our aim here is to consider whether proportionality

should hold under circumstances of unequal affectedness.

15. One might be tempted to endorse Goodin and Tanasoca’s Equal Quantum criterion on prag-

matic grounds. While it might be very difficult for an official body to gather the proportional

affectedness-data required to implement Independent Proportionality, the epistemic
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challenges of implementing Equal Quantum seem less daunting. Moreover, when democracy

is balanced against other ideals, Equal Quantum might seem like a plausible compromise.

(Perhaps Independent Proportionality’s data-gathering process is too intrusive of people’s

privacy, for example.) However, such defenses of Equal Quantum are beside the point,

because Goodin and Tanasoca’s explicit aim is to ‘set out the ideal’ (2014: 745). As they

write, ‘[l]ike all ideals, the democratic egalitarian ideal must be balanced against other ideals.

Furthermore, it is subject to various pragmatic constraints. When for either reason the ideal

cannot be fully realized, second-best arrangements may differ dramatically from the first-best’

(2014: 744–745). This means that Equal Quantum – presented as the ideal itself – cannot be

defended on such grounds.

16. Note that several decisions which do not affect a person’s own plans directly, might none-

theless affect her autonomy, by affecting what we may call her external capacity for auton-

omy: the set of options available to her should she decide to revise her current plans (Raz,

1986: 154-155, 372-378). Further, just as individuals typically find it important in their lives to

partake in various collective cultural practices, they might also care deeply about participating

in their state’s democratic decision-making. Being able to co-author the whole range of

decisions taken by the democratic state on whose territory one lives, might itself be a signif-

icant part of the various projects and pursuits that people autonomously develop (Angell,

2017). If so, even if we assume that the outcome of a certain ‘first-order’ decision itself will

not affect a person’s autonomy, barring her from participating on that ‘first-order’ decision

would affect at least one of her relevant plans.

17. To be sure, this points to some underlying principle for the distribution of autonomy. This

principle could be prioritarian, or perhaps egalitarian or sufficientarian. We leave that question

to one side in this paper (apart from denying pure autonomy-maximization). Note that a

principle for the distribution of autonomy does not translate into a principle of distributive

justice, a point which is salient in the next section.

18. At one point, Goodin and Tanasoca suggest that having more interests is comparable to having

expensive tastes (for voting power). This would imply that our view, wrongly, caters to such

expensive tastes. We do not think, however, that this poses a problem for our view, since we

do not conceive of voting power as a scarce resource across issues. The fact that you have a say

in one more decision than me, is in a relevant sense costless to me so long as I am not affected

by that decision.

19. This problem is noted, but not resolved, by Brighouse and Fleurbaey (2010:152).

20. One might also question the rationality of voters. We leave that issue to one side here, but see

for instance Brennan (2016).

21. Of course, prioritarianism is here merely an example. One could share Brighouse and Fleur-

baey’s general outlook, but insist on some other version of justice that democracy should be

designed in light of.

22. To be sure, questions of individual rights and liberties will often overlap with some funda-

mental questions of distributive justice, something we do not mean to deny. However, the two

are not co-extensive.

23. Note that Brighouse and Fleurbaey also base their view at least in part on autonomy (2010:

142).

24. To be sure, Brighouse and Fleurbaey might backtrack from their commitment to the All

Affected Principle. It is not conceptually flawed in itself to define stakes in terms of justice.
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Our point is just that the prioritarian principle is not a good interpretation of the All Affected

Principle. Note also that they suggest that the Prioritarian Principle might be less valuable in a

fully just society. However, our case above just assumes that some agents are equally well off

in light of justice, which might well be true even in unjust societies.
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