Obama’s Pluralism

As 2009 came to an end, public opinion polls recorded significant declines in support for Barack Obama.  Commentators generally provided interpretations and evaluations of Obama’s first year as President that ranged from guarded approval to critical disappointment.  Even some of Obama’s most enthusiastic supporters during the 2008 election thought him to be overly timid in pursuing a progressive or liberal agenda.

Two explanations for Obama’s declining popularity are obvious.  First, the problems that he inherited – primarily a deep recession and military involvements in unpopular conflicts in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan – remain unresolved.  Second, his other major initiatives – primarily federal policies to reform health care and international treaties to head off global warming – have encountered extensive resistance.  Overall, Obama seems to articulate and pursue liberal goals, but has been able to achieve only halfway measures and incremental progress toward their achievement.

But a third explanation, especially for his declining support among liberals, is possible and indeed probable.  Obama seems to have deeper political and philosophical commitments than those to liberalism.  He is first and foremost a principled pluralist.  Although such a pluralism provides Obama with a praiseworthy public philosophy, it is a philosophy that is little understood and under-appreciated. 

Our lack of understanding of pluralism is paradoxical, as it contains ideas and ideals that are deeply embedded in American culture.  Pluralism’s principles are so widely accepted that they are little discussed.  Scholars, commentators, political leaders, and informed citizens instead focus on the increasingly polarized politics that has seized America, pitting liberal Democrats against conservative Republicans in a permanent campaign for political power.  When Obama is viewed through the lenses of people committed to one or the other of these ideological positions, he appears as ineffectual to the liberal and as naive to the conservative.  But if we understand the importance of pluralism to effective politics, we can appreciate Obama’s commitments to it. 

Principled pluralism, or pluralism as a public philosophy, should be distinguished from orthodox pluralism, a theory of American politics that briefly approached paradigmatic status in political science a half-century ago.  Orthodox pluralism suggested that political issues are democratically resolved when power is widely distributed among many interests in society.  Such dispersion of power was thought to bring about policy compromises that approximated the public interest and justice – producing outcomes that are best for most people and distributed benefits and burdens fairly.  Orthodox pluralism did not long survive as the paradigm of American political science, as critics contested its ability to provide an accurate account of the distribution of power and privilege in America, and they doubted that pluralistic power struggles could produce effective and stable politics. 

As an alternative to orthodox (power-based) pluralism, a principle-centered pluralism - whose roots have been traced to beginning of the 20th century by Avigail Eisenberg - began to be reconstructed about 25 years ago.  In Spheres of Justice, Michael Walzer argued that sheer applications of political power, no matter how dispersed, are tyrannical; to be legitimate, political decisions should be resolved through the application of justice principles.  But justice principles can be applied in two ways.  Ideologues hold their principles strongly, and apply them universally and dogmatically.  In contrast, pluralists recognize the merits of many, often competing, justice principles, and believe that democratic deliberation should be guided by those principles that members of the affected community think are most relevant to the issue at hand.  While ideologues hold their particular justice principles so strongly that they disparage considerations that undermine them, pluralists have weaker or thinner allegiances to various specific justice principles.  While ideologues insist that issues be resolved in ways that reflect their specific principles, pluralists are satisfied when issues are resolved in ways that reflect as many relevant and widely-held principles as possible.  

Principled pluralism was further developed when John Rawls published Political Liberalism in 1993.  Here Rawls acknowledged that modern political communities were pluralistic in the sense that they contain people allegiant to diverse “comprehensive moral doctrines,” including various religious outlooks and political ideologies.  Rawls claimed that effective and stable politics required “an overlapping consensus” on some general or abstract ideals.  Since then, political theorists have worked on defining this overlapping consensus, specifying the main ideas of a principled pluralism, even if these ideals are highly abstract or “thin.”  Beyond a broad commitment to justice, the overlapping consensus seems to include general values like freedom, equality, and democracy.  Consensus on such values is easily attained, as long as they are not specifically defined and prioritized.  When ideologues provide thicker ideals – when, for example, they define freedom as property rights, equality as relatively equal outcomes in the distribution of incomes and wealth, and democracy as broad and extensive citizen participation in policymaking or when they prioritize such ideals – consensus breaks down.  But a pluralistic society can still be stable and governed effectively if advocates of alternative ideologies (or other comprehensive moral doctrines) attempt to engage in democratic deliberation and employ public reason in ways that reflect the foundational ideals they share, pluralism’s overlapping consensus.

In 2005, William Connolly introduced his account of Pluralism by claiming that political participants need a “bicameral” outlook: commitments both to pluralism and to the more specific principles provided by an ideology, religion, or comprehensive moral doctrine.  If people have pluralistic sensibilities, even while pursuing outcomes reflecting their ideological commitments, they will recognize that there is no such thing as one best and just outcome on concrete issues, that people bring diverse histories, principles, and interests to political issues, that civility among participants is desirable, and that outcomes imposed by slim majorities are less legitimate than those supported by supra-majorities.  Tempered by the pluralist branch of their bicameral orientations, participants will see virtue in moderation, compromise, accommodation, and the achievement of as much consensus as possible.  But Connolly acknowledged that pluralism’s abstraction and moderation could make it a “philosophy for wimps.”  If people have only a pluralist public philosophy, they cannot decide which specific principles to fight for when concrete issues arise.  People need a second political philosophy containing more specific principles, that elevates some principles over competing ones, and that gives priority to some values over others.  Liberalism and conservatism provide two ideological expressions of the second branch of a bicameral outlook that help many people navigate American politics today.

In Culture War? The myth of a polarized America, Morris Fiorina provides compelling evidence that the public is less polarized than is a relatively small number of intense activists.  His research suggests that average citizens tend to put their often unrecognized but habitually held commitments to pluralism before their underdeveloped liberal or conservative principles, but that activists have become increasingly ideological while neglecting pluralistic orientations.  Such movement conservatives and liberals have become increasingly dominant in the Republican and Democratic Parties, and the candidates they nominate now comprise an increasingly polarized Congress.  

Needing a broad base to get elected and govern, American presidents have usually exhibited greater commitments to pluralism than to either conservative or liberal ideologies.  However, the Bush administration often governed with a zealous commitment to conservative principles that brought into question its commitment to pluralism.  Rather than regarding liberal Democrats and moderate Republicans as “friends of pluralism” to be included in governance, it regarded them as opponents and even enemies to be marginalized.  Democrats could have responded by nominating a fairly zealous liberal like Howard Dean, but that option ended when his campaign imploded during the 2004 primaries.  In 2008, they could have nominated Hillary Clinton, who seemed to many Democratic activists to be a more reliable liberal than her husband or her main opponents during the primaries.  But they chose Barack Obama, whose bicameral orientation seemed to delicately balance liberal and pluralist principles.  In the general election, John McCain sought to distance himself from Bush’s zealous conservative approach and portray himself as open to working with those having competing ideals and interests, but some aspects of his campaign, such as the selection of the deeply conservative and polarizing Sarah Palin as his running mate, brought into question his commitment to pluralism.  Obama’s victory over McCain may well be less due to voters gravitating from conservative to liberal principles than it is to their seeing Obama as more committed than McCain to their pluralist sensibilities.  


But can Obama’s pluralism be defined more precisely than as vague commitments to broad values like freedom, equality, and democracy, to deciding issues on the basis of principles rather than power, to a political process that is less polarized and more civil, to compromising and accommodating differences, and to all the other political norms that are little contested in American culture?  To understand Obama’s bicameral orientation and some of the ideals of principled pluralism, it is useful to consider his outlook and actions on the large issues that have preoccupied political thinkers since Plato.  In my teaching and writing, I have found that most political principles can be organized around seven themes: (1) change – in what directions, how extensive, and by what means?  (2) communities –what polities should provide our primary political identities and most affect our lives? (3) citizenship – who should be recognized as members of our communities and what are their rights and obligations? (4) structures – by what means should community life be coordinated?  (5) rulers – who should exercise leadership and power in community structures? (6) authority – when and where can the government use its coercive power to control citizens?  and (7) justice – what is a fair distribution of the benefits and burdens, the rewards and punishments, in a well-ordered community?   And I have found that preferred principles are greatly influenced by the assumptions that people make on four philosophical issues:  (1) ontology – what major forces determine or influence world history?  (2) anthropology  - what is human nature? (3)  sociology  - what is the nature of society?  and (4) epistemology  - are there true answers to political issues and what are the best means of approaching political knowledge?

In everyday discourse, attitudes toward change are fundamental in characterizing political orientations.  Conservatives want to conserve community life as it is, while liberals want change.  But this formula is not very satisfactory, because conservatives often want extensive change, understood as pursuing their own unrealized political principles, as undoing liberal reforms, and as reversing a wide range of liberal trends in society.  A more satisfactory approach is to ask about the direction and kinds of changes that are sought, and these can best be understood by analyzing positions on the other great political issues.   So understood, both conservatives and liberals always seek reforms of some type, and thus the idea that change is desirable is part of the pluralist consensus.  In addition, part of the pluralist consensus is that change must be pursued through the established “rules of the game.”  

Obama’s campaign emphasizing “change” conformed to pluralist principles.  He and his supporters opposed the agenda and programs of governing conservatives, provided the electorate with a different set of liberal priorities, and received enough electoral support to establish the legitimacy of his presidency and his goals.  Of course, Obama’s election symbolized a fuller realization of American social pluralism, as the elevation of an African-American to the presidency was a sharp break from an American history that had long excluded and then under-represented Blacks in high political office.  But more relevant is that the 2008 election swept liberal democrats into control of both the Presidency and Congress, creating a context where changing ideological forces portended fairly profound changes.  However, Obama’s pluralism tempered the changes he sought. The new President created a cabinet that is more diverse than solidly liberal; it includes such holdovers from the Bush era as Robert Gates as Secretary of Defense, such Republicans as Ray LaHood as Secretary of Transportation, as well as others from outside his campaign organization.  He reappointed Ben Bernanke as Chairman of the Federal Reserve.   He reached out to Republican leaders in Congress, signaling his intention to mend the highly polarized and partisan climate in Washington.  He adopted a leadership and decision-making style that emphasized hearing all viewpoints and accommodating as many goals as possible.  In such ways, he exemplified pluralist principles.  Yet, he continued to emphasize his own commitment to liberal reforms, both in bringing liberals into position of authority and by initiating liberal policy proposals.  For example, he appointed Sonia Sotomayor to the Supreme Court, increasing female and minority representation in that body and giving liberals hope that the conservative orientation of the Court could be reversed.  To assess his commitments to pluralism and/or liberalism on the other issues before him, it is useful to turn to the other great issues of politics.

Issues of community begin by addressing our primary loyalties and psychological involvements.  Ideologues stress particular community identities, while pluralists acknowledge and celebrate our multiple community identities.  Contemporary liberals have generally stressed the priority of national identity, believing one’s primary political obligations are to one’s co-nationals, or in the case of presidents, to the American political community and all of its citizens.  In principle, contemporary conservatives have deemphasized such national identity, arguing that loyalties to the various states and localities within the country are of greater importance, and Republican presidents like Reagan and the Bushes argued that the American polity is far more decentralized than liberals admit.  It can also be argued that conservatives have been more inclined than liberals to identify with various sub-communities within civil society, such as the Republican Party, corporations, and religious and voluntary organizations.  

Both in his rhetoric and actions, Obama has sought to show that his support for churches, business enterprises, voluntary associations, and various state and localities is as strong as that of conservatives, but Obama can also be seen as a typical liberal who identifies first and foremost with the national community.  Indeed, a more plausible counter-claim is that Obama identifies first and foremost with the global community.  Some voices on the extreme right have made the audacious claim that Obama is not even an American citizen, but they might instead make a more telling point by focusing on his internationalism.   His being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize seems largely based on a recognition and appreciation of his global approach to dealing with security, economic, and environmental issues.  There is little question that Obama regards himself as not only the President of the United States but as a global leader.  On the issue of community identity, it is more accurate to characterize Obama as a pluralist, having and balancing loyalties to many communities, than as an ideological liberal or conservative who puts national or subnational identities first.

Who should be American citizens and what should be their rights and obligations?  While conservatives and liberals battle over these issues, they do share certain principles.  Both agree that solutions must be found to the problem of terrorists (the violent enemies of pluralism) and “illegals” entering the country.  There is a consensus among all friends of pluralism that the American polity has the right to patrol its borders.  In the name of national security and community sovereignty, the American people believe that they, through their federal government, should decide who to admit as citizens and who to turn back at the border.  All friends of pluralism recognize that people have rights and obligations as established by law.  In general, pluralists see the rule of law (on questions of citizenship as on all political matters) as the method that makes possible a principled politics.  All pluralists want to address the problem of illegals in our society; they only disagree on the best approach.  Crudely put, conservatives want to enforce existing laws, round up illegals, and send them home.  In contrast, liberals want to change our laws, give undocumented immigrants legal status,  and ease their way into full citizenship.

On these issues, Obama appears to hold liberal commitments, but he has not yet made them a priority.  Like other liberals, he favors less restrictive immigration policies.  He seeks the extension of various human rights to American citizens and to others subject to the police powers of the American state.  For example, Obama supports extending such economic rights as the ability to form labor unions, such social rights as nondiscrimination of gays by the armed forces, such welfare rights as access to health care insurance, and such due process rights as curtailing the detention of terrorist suspects without trial at Guantanamo Bay.  Like other liberals, he believes that those who have most benefited in the American economy should bear greater political obligations, if only through paying somewhat higher progressive taxes.  But during his first year in office, Obama made little progress pursuing these liberal goals, perhaps because he is a pluralist in two senses of that term.  On the one hand, he has sought to include non-liberals in the formulation of policy in these areas, and has yet to find a way to persuade them that his policies can be achieved without threatening their conservative goals and interests.  On the other hand, he recognizes that his own agenda contains a host of goals, and they cannot all be pursued simultaneously with equal intensity.  In short, on issues of citizenship, Obama’s pluralism is in more evidence than his liberalism.

Pluralists agree that economic markets, voluntary organizations, cultural values, and governments are all important structures for organizing and coordinating the activities of citizens in community life, and they agree that the roles of each of these structures need to be limited and balanced to avoid capitalist, theocratic, cultural, and governmental domination.  Conservatives now believe governments have assumed too large a role in American society, and thus they seek to enhance the role of free markets, churches and traditional cultural values.  In contrast, liberals believe capitalism should be more strongly controlled by government and that traditional cultural values are oppressive to minorities in an increasingly multicultural society.  After 30 years of conservative domination, liberals believe community structures – especially those regarding economic markets and government - must be rebalanced.

The financial crisis provided Obama and the Democrats with both the motivation and opportunity to rebalance the American political economy in ways that reflect the principles of liberals and the radical left.  Some failing financial institutions and industries were partially nationalized, an outcome socialists would applaud, but these governmental takeovers were limited to those companies that needed to be rescued, and provisions for their ultimate return to private control were emphasized.  Some greater governmental regulations were imposed on firms whose practices had contributed to the economic crisis, but such regulations as caps on executive compensation were limited to those receiving governmental bailouts.  Liberals, including Obama, believe that new regulations need to be imposed on the financial sector, to curb their enthusiasms for short-term profits over long-term growth, but new economic regulations are usually too narrowly framed and too sensitive to the interests of those being regulated to be regarded as radical structural changes in the political economy.  If Obama succeeds in creating a new consumer protection agency, in imposing greater restrictions on credit card practices or in generating other economic regulations, such changes could best be regarded as incremental liberal reforms that have survived a pluralistic political process.  Nothing in either Obama’s rhetoric or policy proposals suggests that he seeks to diminish significantly the role of economic markets and capitalist practices in structuring America.

Pluralists recognize that governments are the sovereign structures of society. While other structures are important and while governmental power must be limited, governments are the final court of appeals in resolving community conflicts, because – unlike economic actors, voluntary associations, and cultural norms – democratic governments have been authorized by constitutions to make certain rulings and governmental officials have been empowered by democratic processes to be the ultimate “referees” or “umpires” that resolve community issues.  Pluralist principles call on governmental decisions to be made according to accepted procedures – “the rules of the game.”  Of course, these rules can be changed, but only with great caution and with widespread concurrence among the various players that rule changes will result in better political outcomes in the long run, not because such changes will provide temporary advantage to one side or the other in current political struggles  

One rule of the game that has received recent attention is the filibuster. Historically, filibusters have enabled a significant minority to derail appointments and reforms having slim majority support, by extending debate indefinitely unless 60 percent of the Senate supports cloture and brings the issue to a vote.  While celebrated as a tool of minority rights, filibusters were, in fact, seldom employed in the more bipartisan and collegial environments of the past.  During 2005, when President Bush’s judicial appointments were being held up by Democratic Senators threatening to filibuster against nominees they regarded as extremely conservative and “out-of-the-mainstream,” Republicans threatened a “nuclear option,” to change the rules of the game by allowing 50, rather than 60, Senators to invoke cloture and bring matters to a vote, thus effectively ending the filibuster.  A “gang of 14” moderate Senators from both parties, a crucial block of swing voters between more polarized conservative Republicans and liberal Democrats, agreed to defeat any effort to eliminate the filibuster, provided it would be used in only “exceptional circumstances” on judicial appointments

 But in 2006, Republicans became a minority in the Senate, and found the filibuster an important weapon in their arsenal; since then, they have threatened or used it on almost three-quarters of all legislation.  As a consequence, Obama’s liberal initiatives can be derailed unless supported by a supermajority of 60 Senators, leading liberals to call for ending filibusters.  While Obama may think that a Senate that is evenly split between two ideological parties cannot function with the ever-present threat of a filibuster, he has deep respect for long-standing rules of the game and is wary of reforms that simply confer temporary partisan advantages; thus he has yet to support changes in this rule.
Similarly, American liberals often think certain Constitutional provisions are out of synch with contemporary democratic norms or social needs.  These range from such specific elements as the Electoral College and its archaic procedures for electing the president to the broader architecture of separation of powers and checks and balances that can generate political stalemate even in the face of strong Democratic majorities.  But once again, Obama has shown no interest in Constitutional reforms that might prompt radical changes in governmental practices.  In Constitutional matters as well as in all procedural matters, Obama is less the liberal and more the pluralist, deeply appreciative of those rules of the game that diffuse power and force consideration of the interests and ideals of others.
Central to pluralist public philosophy is having rulers chosen democratically, through competitive, open, and fair elections.  Many political observers celebrated Obama’s rise to the presidency as exemplifying the resiliency of American pluralist democracy.  An African-American with limited political experience seemed unlikely to emerge from the democratic process as the president of the United States.  His victory was made possible by a nomination process that is open to attractive newcomers and a general election process that is less susceptible to corruption and fraud than is the case in less mature democracies.  Nevertheless, many liberals believe that America’s electoral system exhibits democratic deficiencies such as the dependence of candidates on private funding, the gerrymandered districts that shield incumbents from electoral competition, registration rules that curtail voting, and so forth.  As a liberal, Obama endorses a stronger democracy, but as a pluralist he recognizes that our electoral system does at least perform the basic democratic functions of holding elected officials accountable and legitimating the authority of those who win elections, and he understands the need to create a consensus on electoral reforms.  Lacking such a consensus during his first year in office, he has not made reform in these areas a priority and has instead used his acquired authority to pursue other reforms that he emphasized during the campaign.

Pluralists agree that the authority of government must be sufficient to cope with pressing economic, social, and security problems.  They also agree that the authority of the state must be constrained, and that the American system of separation of power is an effective way to limit government authority.  Thus a president with a pluralist perspective will use his authority proactively, while operating under constitutional constraints.  The common perception that liberal presidents, legislatures, and judges use governmental authority much more extensively than conservative ones is misleading, as all people with governmental authority employ it to achieve their goals.  Liberals and conservatives differ only on how they employ authority and how much they submit to the countervailing authority of those in other branches of government.

Ideologues will try to subvert such countervailing authority.  Conservatives viewed the Warren Supreme Court as pursing liberal goals in ways that illegitimately ignored the authority of Congress and state legislatures.  Today, liberals view the Roberts Court as pursuing conservative goals without an appreciation of its limited authority in our federal system.  Liberals thought George W. Bush pushed beyond constitutional limitations when he provided Congress with misleading information to get its acquiescence to the invasion of Iraq and when he claimed the right to bypass or disregard Congressional legislation on 1200 occasions, claiming, for example, that the executive branch need not abide by some of the restrictive elements in the Patriot Act.  

Obama has sought to use his authority as aggressively as other presidents, pursuing an extensive and demanding liberal agenda.  However, compared to the previous Clinton and Bush administrations, he has sought to involve Congress much more deeply in the development of laws and to respect the laws they pass.

After assuming the presidency, his first priority was to address the economic crisis that he inherited.  When financial institutions veered toward bankruptcy and credit markets froze during fall of 2008, a broad nonpartisan consensus emerged on the need for authoritative governmental action.  Since all friends of pluralism can appreciate the need to prevent a financial collapse,  the $700 billion Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP) was approved that enabled the Federal Government to purchase assets and equity from financial institutions to address the subprime mortgage crisis.  Within a few months, such troubled corporations as General Motors and Chrysler were also “bailed out” under this program.  But as the Obama Administration assumed office, more extensive federal measures to stimulate the depressed economy were sought.  In February 2009, Obama signed into law the $787 billion American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) seeking to stimulate an economic recovery by increasing financial aid to state and local governments, by funding federal projects to address various infrastructure needs, and by increasing unemployment compensation for the many workers who had lost their jobs.  This program reflected Keynesian liberal principles calling for governmental spending to prompt economic recovery, and was opposed by all but a few moderate Republicans in the Senate, who criticized both the expanded role of government in the economy and the mounting budget deficits.  Sensitive to these concerns, Obama has resisted broader federal initiatives.  As of this writing, he has jawboned banks to resume providing loans that can spur business investment and generate employment, but has yet to propose a more direct public jobs program.  He has signed some modest regulatory reforms and demanded that recipients of federal bailout funds cut back on excessive executive bonuses.  But broader regulations to ensure the transparency of the complex financial instruments that are now an important part of the global economy are only slowly winding their way through Congress, where they confront much resistance from powerful organized interests.  On these matters, it is difficult to say whether stronger measures have been crippled by Obama’s own hesitancy to emphasize these economic reforms at the expense of other goals, or by the ability of other actors in positions of power throughout the decentralized American political system to thwart Obama’s liberal agenda.

In foreign affairs, there is widespread consensus among all pluralists that governmental authority must be used to provide security from external threats, thus leading to considerable bipartisanship in this area.  For example, it is difficult to discern fundamental differences in U.S. policy toward North Korea under Obama from those under Bush at the end of his term in office.  Obama has condemned North Korea’s resumption of nuclear testing and has insisted that it live up to its previous commitments to disarm before relations between countries can improve.  

But there have also been strong partisan and ideological differences in how national security can best be pursued. During the presidential campaign, Obama stressed his opposition to the neoconservative approach of the Bush administration and to the war in Iraq, arguing that terrorist operations were centered in Afghanistan, and that American military operations ought to be focused there.  As President, he has sought to slowly extricate American forces from Iraq, even while supporting a temporary buildup (or surge) in military involvements in Afghanistan.  Such policies have cost Obama significant support from his liberal base and have been criticized by many Democrats in Congress.  Beyond these matters, Obama has, compared to Bush, emphasized a more multilateral approach of working through international organizations and in collaborations with other world leaders.  While Bush sought to isolate regimes that he considered “evil,” Obama has preferred to engage such regimes in diplomacy aimed at resolving their differences.  Such changes have been most visible in his efforts to contain the nuclear ambitions of Iran and to reach agreements with Russia on reducing nuclear stockpiles.   A pluralist worldview is much more evident in Obama’s multilateralism and engagement with others in foreign affairs than in Bush’s unilateralism and efforts to isolate those who he regarded as “evil” opponents.

While the Bush administration showed little interest in addressing global warming, Obama has been a strong supporter of achieving significant reductions in carbon emissions.  He has called for achieving mandatory standards at various points in the future, and agrees that global achievement of such standards will require an international treaty providing for the monitoring of greenhouse gases and for the U.S. to provide financial support enabling poor countries to adapt to climate changes.  Like other liberals in the United States, Obama is more willing than conservatives to impose governmental regulations on behalf of environmental goals and to have government play a leading role in stimulating a green economy.  But the diversity of perspectives and interests both in the U.S. and globally have curtailed progress on achieving policies achieving these ends.  It remains to be seen how much Obama will compromise his environmental agenda to achieve some progress toward his goals even while his liberal and ecological principles call for much stronger measures.

Obama’s record on health care suggests that his first commitments will be to pluralism rather than liberalism.  Throughout the campaign and his first year in office, Obama demonstrated reluctance to follow the approach that in 1993 and 1994 doomed “HillaryCare,” a comprehensive health care proposal incorporating liberal ideals developed with minimal input from Congress or those in the medical industry.  Believing only the results of an inclusive process could generate reforms that could survive the legislative process, Obama has sought health care reforms reflecting the influence of Congress and the concerns of private health insurance providers, pharmaceutical companies, hospitals, and physicians.  As 2009 drew to a close, the bills that passed narrowly in the House and the Senate contained numerous compromises to satisfy such interests.  Most important, to get the bill through the Senate, he abandoned a “public option” that would establish a governmental health insurance agency that could bargain down health care costs while providing private health insurers with genuine competition.  Such compromises have prompted much criticism from liberals, but they have nevertheless reluctantly supported the watered-down reforms that at least will cover about 30 million Americans who currently lack medical insurance, force insurers to provide coverage to those with “preexisting conditions,” and introduce some efficiencies in health care delivery.  Liberals complain that Obama’s efforts to include Republicans and various interests in the medical industry have not diminished partisan opposition while delivering much less reform than needed.  While recognizing that the health care reform that has survived is less encompassing than he would like, Obama has also saluted the benefits of using a pluralist process.   In their quest for universal and extensive health care coverage, liberals may be inadequately attentive to provisions that give the insured incentives to seek unnecessary or excessive treatments and drive up program costs.  Taxing generous employer-sponsored insurance policies or allowing insurance companies to offer policies with high deductible and co-payment provisions may improve the overall reform package even if they compromise liberal ideals.
Pluralists acknowledge the role of many justice principles.  They believe both market justice and social justice are legitimate and must be balanced.  During the electoral campaign, Obama claimed that America’s greatest moral failure has been its insufficient attention to aiding the disadvantaged.  After several decades of retrenchment of the welfare state by Republicans, who regard poverty as largely an individual problem arising from personal failures, Obama was widely regarded as a supporter of social justice, who would support governmental programs to aid the disadvantaged.  Like liberals, he recognized that many afflictions that limit the opportunities of the disadvantaged are not of their own making but arise from circumstances over which they have little control.  While Obama never spoke like a socialist or others on the radical left, eschewing calls for extensive redistributions in the inequalities in wealth and income generated by capitalism, he thought that the American public, including the rich, should provide greater public assistance to those in need.   Such orientations can be seen in many of Obama’s initiatives during his first year in office: supporting a foreclosure prevention program enabling as many as 4 million struggling homeowners to modify their mortgages, providing public subsidies for those unable to afford health insurance, and extending unemployment insurance to those who have lost their jobs are just some of the most visible of Obama’s initiatives to assist struggling Americans.  But it is doubtful that such policies satisfy demanding conceptions of social justice unless citizens accept the responsibility to pay their fair share for them.  The funding of most of these programs remains unclear, often postponed by the expedience of deficit spending.  In a just society, those who have most prospered in the political economy and having the greatest ability to pay would be subject to progressive taxes.  But Obama’s campaign proposals to roll back the tax cuts that the Bush Administration gave to the richest Americans, to reduce tax breaks for corporations, to increase capital gains taxes, and to maintain estate (inheritance) taxes have not been seriously pursued to this point.  Perhaps Obama still hopes to impose such taxes after the financial crises passes, but his pluralist perspective surely informs him that seeking such reforms now is likely to generate opposition to his various spending initiatives, and that these initiatives are unlikely to survive such opposition.  

In sum, on all these big political issues, Obama has liberal principles, but his deeper commitments seem to be to seeking policy resolutions that reflect inclusive deliberations among all the friends of pluralism and to achieving some progress toward liberal goals, even if this means settling for highly compromised reforms.  Such orientations may be more a matter of the political environment in which he works than of his deeper worldview.  While liberals may be annoyed that he does not fight harder for his liberal principles, they do not have a sufficient grip on power in the decentralized American and fragmented international systems for a strong-willed liberal leader to prevail without making concessions and compromises with those having other views and interests.  Realizing this, Obama may, out of political necessity, sublimate his preferred liberal outlook to a pluralist one.  But perhaps Obama believes that pluralism is more philosophically compelling than liberalism.  To investigate this possibility, we can turn briefly to an examination of the philosophical assumptions that seem to guide his politics.

Liberals and pluralists share many ontological assumptions – especially rejection of a single ultimate cause of what happens on earth.  For each, our destiny is not predetermined by a divine will; there is no such thing as a popular will to guide us; economic forces may influence history and political choices, but they can be resisted. Liberals and pluralists both appreciate the role of human ideas and the application of human resources in influencing history.  But liberals have somewhat stronger ontological views than pluralists, as they assume that history will be progressive.  Like Hegel, liberals believe that deficient ideals will be replaced by better ones, and that the accumulation of knowledge and moral understandings means that decay in the quality of life reflects merely temporary misguided applications of evolving truths, but the most important truths can never be lost.  Thus, as Francis Fukuyama has argued, the fundamental values of liberalism – individualism, freedom, equality, security, opportunity, and prosperity - and the basic social structures of liberalism – democracy and capitalism – are the ultimate political guides for the good life for all humans.  Any misguided political actions that curtail the realization of these ideals will be detected by evolving human intelligence, and corrections will be made that reestablish progress toward the universal realization of liberal goals.  

Pluralists are not so sure of these liberal assumptions.  They believe that we live in William James’ “pluriverse” – a world of multiple and competing values, and not just liberal ones.  For example, they appreciate conservative longings for a deeper collective morality than liberalism provides.  They understand socialist aspirations for a stronger social solidarity than liberalism provides.  They also recognize that the values of liberals, conservatives, socialists, and other “friends of pluralism” are rejected by some people and cultures.   Pluralists think it is possible that history could again be shaped by ontological assumptions that liberals and pluralists find inappropriate as political guides – political communities could submit to some fundamentalist articulation of God’s or Allah’s Will, to some Marxist conception that economic forces will inevitably lead to an ideal communist society, or to the (neoliberal) globalist claim that “there is no alternative” but to submit to “the laws of capitalist economics.”  Liberals may seek to realize liberal values, but if their first commitment is to pluralism, they will be unlikely to assume that progress toward liberal ideals is inevitable; rather they will see such progress as contingent.  It can only be hoped for and pursued energetically.  When put this way, it seems clear that Obama is, again, more the pluralist than the liberal.  His writings, speeches, and policy initiatives all exhibit an optimism that progress toward the fuller realization of liberal values is possible, but many obstacles – including our fears, cynicism, and hypocrisy – must be overcome.

These obstacles do not reside only in the enemies of pluralism; to some degree they reside in all humans.  Liberals have a more sunny conception of human nature.  They believe in the capacity of all humans to be reasonable, to pursue goals that lead to the good life for themselves, and to respect the dignity and aspirations of others.  Individual failings in these regards are not inherent in human nature but are instead the product of environments.  Pluralists do not reject such liberal assumptions as much as they find them incomplete.  From their conservative friends, they have acquired an understanding that all humans are a bit corrupt, or at least they can acquire an unjustified hubris that makes them overzealous on behalf of their own interests or their priorities, miscalculating the effectiveness of their proposals and giving short shrift to the legitimate values of others.  Pluralists have acquired from liberals the assumption that humans are all fundamentally equal, deserving equal respect and equal treatment.  But because liberals stress human goodness, they forget the need for equal vigilance against the dark side that resides in each of us.  It is precisely this wariness of human limitations that prompts Obama to be more cautious than his liberal friends would like.  Left to their own inclinations, liberals may overreach, pursuing extensive economic stimulus policies, more state-governed public health programs, or reducing military involvements oversees in ways that might have consequences that are unforeseen by enthusiastic liberals.  Compared to more ideological liberals, Obama has proceeded cautiously, seeking deliberations with all viewpoints before acting, and being willing to move forward incrementally.  For Obama, liberal ideals about human nature justify governmental policies that enable all humans to live up to their potential, but his broader pluralist outlook makes him skeptical that liberalism provides the sole approach to achieving the good life.

Liberals and pluralists also share many assumptions about the nature of society.  Both the more specific liberal public philosophy and the more general pluralist outlook see society as composed of diverse individuals and groups, knitted together by numerous voluntary associations, economic organizations, and political bodies.  Both see these individuals and groups as having a mix of common and competing interests and values.  The resulting social conflicts can be organized across many lines of division defined by class, race, gender, and so forth.  However, liberals seem somewhat more judgmental than pluralists about the “good guys” and the “bad guys” along these lines of cleavage.  While there is little in the philosophical writings of liberalism to justify such judgments, self-proclaimed liberals in America – drawing from more radical left traditions – often claim that the poor are oppressed by the rich, that minorities are dominated by racial majorities, that Wall Street is favored over Main Street.  The pluralist recognizes these social divisions and is more inclined to call them inequalities.  For the pluralist, the left’s “bad guys” are not always corrupt, exploitive, and dominating; some may simply be more enterprising, energetic, successful, and necessary for social advancement.  The pluralist is wary of the tendency of the left to stigmatize the successful, to invoke public sentiments against them for political gain.  While Obama has been willing to find some practices as corrupt and to insist on measures to help the exploited and dominated, he has been reluctant to make grand generalizations criticizing such liberal enemies as “Wall Street, “corporate America,” “big pharmacy,” and that old stand-by “the military-industrial complex.”  For Obama, there are many actors in these sectors of society that are doing important tasks for the polity; their legitimate interests and ideals must be understood, and their real contributions must be acknowledged.   

On no big question is Obama more erroneously characterized that that of epistemology.  It is widely alleged that Obama is a pragmatist, indeed, that it is his pragmatism that leads him to compromise his liberal principles.  The problem with such a diagnosis is that no epistemology is more central to liberalism than pragmatism.  Contemporary liberalism emerged out of an older classical liberalism when it recognized the limitations of natural rights and utilitarianism as providing firm access to political truth.  During the 20th century, liberals became pragmatic in two senses.  First, they recognized that there is no absolute truth (“goods”) to be pursued, but only compelling problems (or “bads”) to be overcome.  Pragmatism provided an experimental approach to achieving social and political knowledge about effective means of combating totalitarian enemies on the world stage, of lifting the economy out of the Great Depression, of addressing social prejudices and discriminations, and so forth.  Second, liberals recognized that social experiments on behalf of these quests would always be resisted, given the diverse views of powerful actors throughout modern pluralist societies; thus putting together a coalition having sufficient power resources to undertake social experiments required accommodating diverse interests.  As president, Obama has indeed been a liberal pragmatist in both of these senses.  But he has been more than a liberal pragmatist.  

Pragmatism is an epistemological approach that might be effective at the level of policymaking and social engineering.  It is an approach that brings together the expertise of various policy networks and gets them to reach their best judgments about how to address social problems in ways that reconcile various goals.  But it is not an approach that addresses satisfactorily the larger political culture.  The informed public has difficulty following the complexities of various economic stimulus policies, the nuances of public health proposals, the sort of environmental regulations that could attack global warming, or effective strategies for combating terrorism.  Average citizens are even more baffled by pragmatic initiatives.  They are an easy target, whose views can easily be manipulated by the political opposition.  

America has increasingly become a land divided by liberal activists who have faith in politics and its ability to generate successful policy experiments to solve social problems and by conservative activists who are cynical about politicians and their pragmatic efforts to improve society.  These two groups are now organized around two ideological parties, the Democrats and the Republicans, which are engaged in a permanent campaign for political power.  At present, the minority Republicans Party has strong incentives to oppose every pragmatic reform proposed by the Democrats and to use all the rhetorical devices at its disposal to create public fears about each reform and public hostility toward the Democrats.  In this environment, pragmatism needs to be supplemented by a public philosophy that addresses the broader political climate and political culture that is susceptible to such demagoguery.  

Pluralism is the most promising candidate for a public philosophy that can provide sound epistemological orientations to the great issues of our time – such as how to regain widespread economic prosperity, how to provide adequate health care for all, how to avoid ecological disasters, and how to ensure security from the terrorists who are enemies of pluralism.  Thoughtful intellectuals and statesmen have long decried ideologues who believe their ideology provides absolute truths for resolving such issues, and have championed pluralism’s old ideals emphasizing negotiating and compromising different understandings in a civil atmosphere.  A new breed of political theorists, political commentators, and political leaders continue to understand that there are no truths available to guide the resolution of our major political issues, but they reject an older pluralist conception that such issues are most effectively resolved when power is dispersed to the many interests within society whose negotiated compromises best approximate the public interest and social justice.  Beyond such power politics, they call for a principled pluralism.  When addressing the big issues of our time, pluralist public philosophy suggests that no perspective should be marginalized, that all groups should articulate their conflicting principles and goals, and that public reason be used to weigh the merits of alternative courses of action in terms of their probable capacity to achieve relevant principles and goals.  In principled pluralism, political actors check their power ambitions and seek to participate in deliberative decision-making processes that result in policies that incorporate the most basic ideals of as many people as possible.  The public must come to recognize that the most basic political truth is that effective policy requires all friends of pluralism – conservatives, liberals, and others with ideologically-informed principles – to engage in policy deliberations of this kind, and that democratic accountability involves punishing those ideologues who abdicate such responsibilities and instead engage in demagoguery intended to enhance their power. 

Obama’s greatest challenge is to articulate such a vision of politics, to persuade both political activists and the general public that polarization based on power motivations must be made subsidiary to principled pluralism.  It is a challenge that he seems to recognize and cherish.  Obama is widely admired for “giving a good speech,” but what is not always recognized is that his speeches consistently seek to convince us that beyond our ideological divisions lies a broader (more general or abstract) set of political ideas that we all can acknowledge as important to achieving good government, a good society, and the good life for all.  Obama is the world leader who most effectively articulates a pluralist public philosophy.  In a world that is becoming more democratic, it is essential that the broader public come to appreciate pluralist public philosophy, and that their commitment to pluralism at least temper the more ideological views that threaten effective politics.  
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