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A Reconstructed Pluralist Public Philosophy:  Elaborations and Implications

For several decades a number of political theorists have engaged in reconstructing pluralism. People with pluralist sensibilities and communities with pluralist cultures have long been understood as appreciating the importance of individuals associating with others in voluntary and political associations to pursue their common interests, as recognizing and tolerating differences among individuals and collectivities, and as supporting democratic processes that resolve conflicts within communities fairly, by distributing power broadly and reconciling differences in a manner that avoids domination by some and oppression of others. Theorists engaged in the reconstruction of pluralism have built on such basic normative understandings by developing a pluralist public philosophy comprised of those political principles on which there is wide consensus among citizens and political leaders and of those philosophical assumptions that political theorists regard as necessary foundations of these principles. 

Perhaps because pluralist principles are customary and very general, political theorists had given them relatively little attention, and when have discussed their importance, their descriptions of their content have been narrow and vague. For example, in an early formulation, Robert Dahl described “the democratic creed” as central to pluralism, and he focused on a few ideas about citizens and their rulers.
 In a more recent formulation, John Rawls developed the idea of an “overlapping consensus” as a basis for pluralist public philosophy, and he focused on a few ideas about justice.
  A primary goal of this paper is to provide a more systematic, precise, and comprehensive account of reconstructed pluralism than is currently available. I use the term “principled pluralism” to designate that this representation of reconstructed pluralism is my own, perhaps idiosyncratic, articulation of this philosophy. But my intent is not to provide my views but rather to organize and express the central principles and assumptions of this “new pluralism.”
 

While principled pluralism is the most basic public philosophy in America and much of the world, it does not provide, nor does it seek to provide, comprehensive guidance to the achievement of a good and just society or to effective governance. Individuals, parties, regimes, and communities can be allegiant to a wide variety of more specific principles and assumptions than pluralism provides – such as those contained in ideologies, religions, and other comprehensive moral doctrines. Thus, despite its consensual nature, pluralist public philosophy does not eliminate – nor does it seek to eliminate – political conflict. Instead, its role is to moderate or tame such conflict. It seeks to provide basic areas of agreement to which ideological, partisan, and other political combatants can refer as they seek to mediate or resolve their differences on concrete issues in a civil manner. And it seeks to provide norms that can be employed to criticize and oppose those whose political programs and arguments stray from the pluralist consensus.   

To say that pluralist public philosophy is a widely embraced and even “consensual” public philosophy is not to claim that it is universally followed and accepted. When caught up in political battles reflecting their more ideological principles or their basic interests, some people sometimes forget or ignore the constraints provided by pluralism. Other people, who might on reflection embrace pluralism, have never been taught or deeply socialized to its norms.  Still other people simply reject pluralism. Both domestic and international politics contain extremists who endanger the stability that pluralism provides. Taming political conflict and combating extremism are among the important practical reasons for developing and disseminating pluralist public philosophy.

There are also academic reasons for focusing on principled pluralism: it has sufficient intellectual merit to become the paradigm of political theory and the potential to be at least as important to the future of political science as an earlier “orthodox pluralism” was to past political science. Such claims might seem audacious in an academic discipline that earlier rejected (a form of) pluralism as its paradigm and, indeed, seems to have abandoned its earlier ambition of acquiring any paradigm to enhance its scientific status. It would seem particularly audacious to claim that pluralism could become more central to political science as a whole by its becoming the paradigm of political theory, which, after all, has been the sub-field of political science that has been most hostile to having the discipline put scientific and paradigmatic concerns center stage. While traditional political theorists often gave at least lip service to the goal of searching for universal conceptions of the good society, today’s more post-modern theorists seem committed to entertaining a broad array of approaches and principles and appear hostile to having any paradigm that might guide and thus constrict political theorizing. 

Another goal of this paper is thus to give some plausibility to claims about the centrality of principled pluralism to the academic concerns of political science and to advance the groundwork for a more sustained engagement by political theorists with pluralism. Part 1 provides a general description of principled pluralism.  Part 2 elaborates such a pluralism, specifying some of the particular principles that seem to be embraced by all “friends of pluralism.”  Part 3 then discusses the (thin) philosophical assumptions that are foundational to pluralism. The paper concludes with a discussion of the implications of principled pluralism for political practice, political theory, and political science.

Principled pluralism:  An overview

Principled pluralism 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 this orthodox, power-based pluralism, a principle-centered pluralism – whose roots have been traced to the 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 in contemporary advanced democratic societies, political decisions must 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, principled 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, principled 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 direct citizen control over public policy 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 one of his most recent accounts of Pluralism by claiming that political participants need a “bicameral” outlook: commitments both to pluralism and to 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, understandings, 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 elevate some principles over competing ones, and that give priority to some values over others. Of course, liberalism and conservatism provide leading ideological expressions of the second branch of a bicameral outlook that help many people navigate American politics today. But liberalism and conservatism are themselves heterogeneous – there are many liberalisms and conservatisms – and a wide variety of public philosophies have become prominent in pluralistic societies.  

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. Such polarization makes finding consensus on pluralist public philosophy increasingly important but difficult.  

Principled pluralism is a perspective that seeks to locate common ground among various “friends of pluralism” – those people engaged in real-world politics who share certain basic principles and assumptions while disagreeing on others.  Recognizing the inevitable political differences that exist in pluralistic societies, friends of pluralism accept that their ideological and partisan adversaries must be tolerated and engaged in constructive political deliberation, at least if their “friendly” opponents are similarly tolerant. To address the polarization in contemporary American politics, principle pluralism seeks to locate those basic principles shared by Republicans and Democrats that can enable them to see their opponents as friends and engage them accordingly

Principled pluralism is also a perspective that seeks to find common ground from which political theorists can address their differences in a constructive and friendly manner.  As Eisenberg puts it, pluralism has the resources to move beyond the liberal-communitarian debate.
 If this is so, it must be possible to articulate a variety of principles that would be acceptable to political theorists who think of themselves as committed to liberalism, communitarianism, radical democracy, and other such broad theoretical perspectives. In this section I propose three basic principles as candidates for such acceptance.
The Equal Liberty Principle. This liberal principle restates and affirms the first principle in Rawls’ Theory of Justice.
 Citizens of pluralist societies are entitled to equal basic liberties and rights. While liberties must be constrained by the equal liberties of others and while rights must be limited by tendencies of various rights to conflict when applied to specific issues, rights and liberties are to be extensive. Citizens thus have extensive political rights within their communities (such as freedoms to dissent from current practices and oppose current authorities, to participate in decisions affecting themselves and their communities, including equal voting rights at some stage in the policy process). Citizens have extensive economic rights (to work, invest, consume, and trade as one chooses), constrained by equivalent rights for one’s economic partners and the just regulations of governments. Citizens have extensive property rights (to acquire productive capital, personal wealth, and commodities through just processes and have that property secured from illegitimate seizures), though such property rights may be subject to regulations and taxation as determined by democratic processes. Citizens have extensive legal rights (to be treated equally under the law and be afforded various protections if accused of breaking laws). Citizens have extensive civil rights (to be treated with civility and without discrimination in everyday life within civil society). 

Perhaps most importantly, citizens have extensive religious and moral liberties, as long as one upholds the equal religious and moral freedoms of others. This means that citizens have the right to moral autonomy (to hold and practice one’s chosen conceptions of the good life), and that governments must be neutral among competing religions and moralities. Such neutrality, however, does not mean that specific policy resolutions cannot reflect the concerns of those committed to a particular religion or morality; it only means that governments cannot base their decisions on a particular doctrine or systematically privilege a particular doctrine. While Rawls’ philosophical defense of these rights, especially the right to moral autonomy, has sometimes been criticized - especially by communitarians
 - the contents of this principle has escaped much criticism, giving credence to the idea that it is a basic part of the overlapping consensus of a pluralist society.

The Community Sovereignty Principle.  This communitarian principle restates and affirms one of the most fundamental principles in Walzer’s pluralist perspective on politics.  Political communities establish governments having what Walzer calls “state sovereignty”
 – the legitimate coercive power or authority to pursue justice and the common good, constrained by various social understandings such as those specified by the equal liberty principle, clear constitutional limitations, and the just rules and requirements of larger communities of which they are a part. As long as such restraints are honored, communities, through their governments, have the right to determine the requirements under which outsiders or aliens can become residents and citizens of a community and they have the right to determine the legal rights and responsibilities of their citizens. Communities can determine what kinds and levels of benefits - in such areas of public safety, welfare, education, health care, child and elderly care, and employment - are to be communally provided to all members on the basis of need rather than on the basis of ability to pay. Communities can determine what responsibilities members must fulfill – such as obeying the law, paying taxes, and accepting necessary service obligations – to secure the rights and benefits that communities provide. Communities can use their democratic governments to influence (stimulate and regulate) the production and distribution of social goods – the various resources that are created by social processes and that are valued by community members.

The Citizen Engagement Principle. This democratic principle affirms a somewhat truncated version of the most fundamental principle of Benjamin Barber’s Strong Democracy. The political decisions of communities – ranging from global to local polities and including the associations within civil society – should be made through the most democratic processes feasible. Minimally, polities must allow, indeed enable, all citizens to participate in the election of key policymakers, authorizing political leaders to act and holding such leaders accountable for their actions and inactions.
 Minimally, representatives must justify or “give reasons for their decisions and respond to the reasons that citizens give in return.”
 Beyond providing voting rights and insisting that citizens are entitled to “public reasons,”
 communities should broaden opportunities for citizens to participate in various stages of decision-making, including placing issues on the political agenda, speaking and listening to others during public deliberations on these issues, making their policy preferences known, and providing feedback to public officials about the effectiveness of public programs. Such deep participation is based on the understanding that there are no authoritative bases for political decisions other than the concerns and goals of the citizenry.
 Communities should create policies and programs that enhance the virtues of citizenship, so that democratic processes involve competent and community-minded participants.
 Communities should make special efforts to encourage equal participation across the class, race, gender, age, and other divisions that exist in pluralist societies. Citizens with few political resources and little efficacy should be better included in community decision-making, and the capacity of the wealthy to use their unequal resources to influence policy decisions should be constrained.
 

Perhaps political theorists will see a need to follow Rawls’ example and provide a serial or lexical ordering of these principles, but for purposes of public philosophy these principles are of equal importance. The equal liberty and the community sovereignty principles can offer competing guidance that will need to be reconciled and balanced through citizen engagement when specific issues arise. Some complex issues will be best resolved by relying on technical expertise about the policies that are most likely to secure individual liberty, the public good, and social justice in the long run; because most citizens may have insufficient information and inadequate incentives to be deeply involved on such issues, their engagement may be focused on providing feedback to the policies generated by experts and holding officials accountable for their successes and failures. Other issues may involve little but value judgments about the priorities among liberties and a willingness to limit particular liberties in order to achieve public goods and further social justice; because there is little reason to believe that citizens are less capable than leaders at rending meaningful judgments in this regard, maximal citizen engagement should be sought on such issues.

Perhaps clarity about principled pluralism is best supplied not by ordering principles in terms of their priority but by providing elaborations that can be consulted when leaders and citizens engage in public reasoning on concrete issues. When people engage is public reasoning, they forego claims that defend policy alternatives on the basis of particular interests or principles that are meaningless to those who do not share these interests or principles. Public reasoning is a process in which leaders and citizens try to arrive at informed judgments about the consequences of various policy alternatives for furthering their broader conceptions of individual liberty, the public good, social justice, and indeed the vibrancy of democracy itself. While the three general pluralist principles outlined in this section might provide some help in facilitating public reason, it may be possible for pluralists to provide a bit more specificity to their principles, even while avoiding the “thick” or “strong” principles supplied by ideologies and other comprehensive moral doctrines. 

Elaborating the principles of pluralism

Various public philosophies, including principled pluralism, should provide comprehensive sets of political principles that provide coherent answers to the “great” or “perennial” issues of politics.
  I have previously argued that public philosophy must provide answers to questions of communities, citizens, structures, rulers, authority, justice, and change. I have also argued that a public philosophy should reflect defensible philosophical assumptions answering various ontological, anthropological, sociological, and epistemological questions. Because uncovering philosophical assumptions is more the task of political theorists than of political leaders and citizens, I will not take it up until Part 3 below.  


In this paper I will dispense with providing many sources to justify the claim that the principles provided are indeed consensually held by the friends of pluralism and widely accepted in pluralist societies. Future work would trace these ideas to acknowledged pluralists. It would draw from the work of cultural historians who have provided interpretations of stability and change in the dominant and more consensual elements of the public philosophies of various societies. It would use public opinion and elite interview data to document widespread allegiance to these ideas. And it would show that the various ideological friends of pluralism – liberals, conservatives, and various kinds of radicals – all find these ideas acceptable, or at least would be hard pressed to renounce these ideas even while they occasionally stray from full allegiance to them. In From Ideologies to Public Philosophies, I used this final tactic to uncover the principles discussed in this section (as well as the philosophical assumptions of pluralism to be discussed in the next).   

Pluralist principles about multiple communities. People committed to pluralism identify with, participate in, and have obligations to many communities. Such people see themselves within nested boxes ranging from smaller to larger polities (territorially defined entities having governmental institutions with extensive authority to govern residents). In America, allegiance to federalism – to simultaneously identifying with one’s city, state, and nation - gives an initial expression of this idea. In a more cosmopolitan manner, pluralists can also identify as being part of the Americas, Western Civilization, and the global community.  To complicate matters, people have allegiances to communities beyond these polities. Pluralists identify with voluntary associations such as churches, workplaces, and educational institutions. They also identify with communities whose other members are amorphous strangers except for the fact that they sometimes have, if only temporarily, some interests in common: “We are African-Americans” or comprise the “GLBT community.”  

The friends of pluralism believe that identifying solely with one community, or even a few similar communities, is unhealthy for the individual and for politics.
 Having multiple community identities heightens our sense of connection to others while dampening our zeal for the narrow interests and understandings of any one community with which we might identify. Singular community identities encourage narrow, parochial, and inflexible thinking. Having multiple obligations reminds us that obeying certain dictates from authorities in one community can undermine our capacity to fulfill our moral and political obligations to those within other communities in which we are members, enhancing our moral development. In contrast, various extremists seek singular identities in order to achieve community unity, and thus have views on community that are outside the pluralist consensus.

Pluralists value nested polities because different economic, social, and environmental problems can most effectively be handled at various levels. They recognize that global political institutions are needed to regulate international economic transactions, to provide juridical, diplomatic, and military arrangements to minimize international conflict, and to address atmospheric and oceanic environmental threats. They recognize that nation-states are central to the determination of citizenship and the provision of the rights and responsibilities of peoples who regard themselves as co-nationals, to the oversight of national economies, and to addressing social problems that are national in scope. They recognize that sub-national polities are important for providing public goods and services that are essential to local populations or that are amenities to which local residents want access. 

Because the citizens of smaller polities often feel burdened by majority preferences that are the basis of the political decisions of larger units, they seek local control in order to be governed by dominant local principles and preferences. Consequently, pluralists support democratic arrangements that give decision-making power to the smallest polities that can effectively address economic, social, and environmental problems. Resolving the tensions between allocating sovereignty to that polity that can best address problems that are increasingly global and national in nature while allowing local democratic control is an enduring issue that the friends of pluralism must address without any consensual principle to guide them.
 They thus contest giving greater or lesser priority to global interconnections, national sovereignty, states rights, and local control. But the friends of pluralism do not deny any of these identities or seek to dissolve any of these polities; instead they seek adjustments strengthening and weakening our identities with these polities and their influence over our lives.

On the question of the basis for community identities, pluralists have only a partial consensus. Contemporary pluralists deny that our identities with polities should be based on common racial, ethnic, or religious characteristics, rejecting the sort of “ascriptive Americanism” that Rogers Smith finds a periodic but persistent element of national identity.
  Pluralists also are troubled by efforts to base national identity on culture, especially in a multicultural society like America. Adherence to norms that are common to all but the most intolerant and illiberal subcultures within a society – such as practicing loyalty and civility, avoiding bribery and dishonesty, and so forth – seem important to sustain pluralist societies themselves, and so pluralists can accept adherence to “thin” cultural norms. But pluralists are committed to religious and moral neutrality, understood as permitting citizens to hold and practice norms that, while outside the cultural mainstream, victimize neither others nor the community. Efforts to base community identities on particular cultural norms – such as appreciation of particular religions, literary traditions, philosophical conceptions, or historical understandings that are central to dominant groups but foreign to smaller groups within a community - are unacceptable to pluralists.  Still, this principle is not absolute. Pluralists can accept efforts to promote a common language, not because (for example) being unable to communicate in English makes one a questionable American, but because it undermines the chances for being a successful citizen within the American community.  

Pluralism on the opportunities, rights, responsibilities, and virtues of citizenship. Pluralists agree on several basic ideas about the distribution of membership and citizenship in communities.
 First, and perhaps most basically, they insist that people have the right to renounce their membership or citizenship and leave a community. Coercion cannot be used to force people to remain in communities against their will and without their (tacit) consent. Second, pluralists do not endorse a parallel right of outsiders to belong to communities simply on the basis of their own free choice. Instead, in order to have control over their own character and destiny, communities have the right to determine whether or not someone who wants to reside in a community and become a citizen of it will be extended that opportunity. As a consequence, pluralists recognize the need to develop just admission standards, criteria, and processes. However, this right to establish admission policies applies only to broader polities, like the United States and the European Union. Neither American states nor towns can exclude citizens, and nations within the European Union must abide by their broader agreements regarding the free movement of citizens within the Union. Secondary associations – like country clubs and sororities – have the right to establish their own admission policies, though their eligibility for governmental benefits may be dependent on meeting politically defined standards of nondiscrimination and other components of just admission criteria.

Third, pluralists recognize that people who have long resided within the community are entitled to equal citizenship and the rights and obligations that citizenship entails. Perhaps recent immigrants must undergo naturalization processes and the young must undergo maturation processes, but these are required only to prepare such people for full citizenship, to familiarize them with their fundamental rights and commensurate obligations, and not to create a permanent group of second-class citizens or alien residents with lesser or no rights. Of course, liberal democratic societies have not always respected these standards, as women, racial minorities, and other marginalized populations were historically treated as second-class citizens. Citizens having ethnic characteristics resembling those of outside enemies – such as Japanese Americans during World War II and Arab Americans in the aftermath of 9/11 – have also been denied certain equal rights. The removal of various barriers to full citizenship and the elimination of gaps between ideals and practices regarding equal citizenship are marks of a more mature pluralist society.

A fourth area of consensus among pluralists is that citizen rights should be equal and extensive, an idea so central to pluralism that I have previously discussed it as the first of the three central principles of this public philosophy.  Here we need merely add that the principle of equal rights does not deny that oppressed groups can sometimes be provided special supplemental rights, but such provisions are not part of the pluralist consensus and thus are contested in pluralist politics, as illustrated by the continuing debate over affirmative action.

A fifth area of consensus is that there should be a basic correspondence between the rights that citizens have and their obligations.  Most basically this means that if citizens possess a basic right, they are obligated to honor the equivalent right for others, often by paying taxes. This correspondence rule is often breeched, especially in cases of welfare rights, in ways that undermine effective pluralist politics. 

A final area of consensus among pluralists is that neither government nor society can impose a strong conception of virtue on citizens; they deny that being a good citizen requires allegiance to a certain “perfectionist” conception of good citizenship.  Pluralists do not require citizens to be virtuous Christians or Muslims, the unalienated creative laborers that seem required if an ideal communist society is to be achieved, or the public-minded and deeply involved citizens stressed by Rousseau and others in the republican tradition. Still, pluralists agree that it is desirable for citizens to exhibit some general virtues that can improve the functioning of a pluralist society. They promote social tolerance and open-mindedness, having a work and investment ethic, being loyal to the community, being reasonable in public life, and other such basic social, economic, and political virtues.

Pluralism on community structures. According to the pluralist underlying consensus, polities require a variety of economic, social, and political structures to provide order and rules of conduct for citizens. Economic markets, voluntary associations in civil society, cultural values, and governments are all important to having well-ordered political communities. But pluralists also insist that an unstructured private sphere of life must be respected and protected.
Central to pluralism is the notion that these structures should act as countervailing powers to one another, ensuring that no one structure dominates people’s lives. They seek mixed political economies where capitalist structures operate fairly independently of governmental control, but where governments both establish some basic rules of capitalist competition and limit the power of corporations and unions, which in turn limit each other. They preach separation of church and state, not simply to prevent church domination of government, but so that governments do not control religious life. Pluralists believe in civilian control over the armed forces, to prevent militarism. Pluralist governments must be free of control from the most powerful families in political communities, and they must not control families (at least as long as family members do not abuse one another).  

Still, pluralist public philosophy insists that democratic governments remain strong and authoritative relative to other community structures. Such governments are especially legitimate, because they are the only structures that can be controlled by the public as a whole. Governments must be able to attack corruption and abusive concentrations of power within economic markets, oppressive practices by voluntary associations, and intolerant cultures.  

However, this broad consensus on these ideas about countervailing structures and democratic sovereignty does not curtail conflict within pluralist societies about the precise balance of power among institutions. Governments may place more or less regulations over corporate and union activities, and these economic organizations may have greater or lesser influence on government. Governments can enhance or reduce controls over religious expression, and religious organizations can seek various levels of penetration of pluralist governments. But such conflicts – when properly bounded - are all accepted by pluralists as part of “politics as usual.”

Pluralism on the distribution of power and rulers. As indicated by their views on community structures, pluralists agree that power should be widely dispersed within and across polities. They recognize and accept various inequalities in power and power resources, but they believe it is acceptable and desirable to redress illegitimate inequalities of power and cumulative inequalities of power resources. Even their frequent disagreements about what constitutes a just or unjust inequality in the distribution of power can be minimized by common understandings that some powers have been fairly earned while other have been acquired by force, fraud, exploitation, and other such dubious means.

Pluralists agree that elected representatives and citizens as a whole should share in the exercise of power in government.  Elected officials should normally arrive at collective judgments that set the political agenda, enact policies, and oversee the implementation of their decisions, and these judgments should normally coincide with what most citizens want or will support. Representatives should strive to maximize consensus when making decisions, but persistent conflict should normally be resolved by majority rule. While the decisions of representatives should normally be consistent with dominant citizen preferences, representatives will sometimes believe they ought to exercise independent judgments that conflict with dominant public opinion. At such times representatives are obligated to explain their actions and may be held accountable by their disapproving constituents.

While the friends of pluralism have little trouble giving lip service to these consensual democratic norms, they too often support policies and practices that undermine them. For example, contemporary liberals may delegate too much power to special interests or to unelected bureaucrats, and contemporary conservatives may fail to apply those restraints on free markets that limit and control the concentrations of wealth that can undermine the equal opportunities that are central features of democratic rule. 

Pluralism on limited authority that legitimately constrains some freedoms. Among the friends of pluralism, there is consensus that the authority of government must be sufficient to cope with various social, economic, and security problems. To ensure citizens the freedom to pursue their happiness and life plans, the authority of the state in pluralist societies must be limited through both external controls (especially electoral accountability) and internal controls (such as the separation of power and checks of balances provided in the American constitutionalism). However, pluralists understand that government authority needs to be exercised in ways that sometimes constrain freedom in order to pursue public concerns. This belief is so central to pluralism that it constitutes the second most basic principle of this public philosophy. Here we need only to provide some elaboration.

Influenced by liberal philosophy, pluralists of all stripes accept that governmental authority must restrict individual freedom at that point where it infringes on others’ freedoms and rights. But influenced by the moral systems central to its more conservative and socialist friends, pluralism recognizes that it is sometimes desirable to have additional restrictions on human freedom. In order to promote human wellness, to enhance individual development, and to prevent individuals from harming themselves, governmental authority can be used to enact and enforce some paternalistic laws and policies. To promote social justice, pluralistic governmental authorities can impose some limitations on economic freedoms and property rights. To protect the environment, pluralist societies may restrict other individual freedoms.
 

Within pluralism, those on the right and the left engage in extensive conflict over the extensiveness of governmental authority.  Pluralists believe that such conflict is most effectively resolved and minimized by approaching concrete issues through less dogmatic ideological lenses, focusing instead on how proposed governmental programs, or cutbacks in proposed programs, will actually affect the basic economic, social, and environmental goals of different members of the political community.

Pluralism on the complexity of justice. Pluralists are more interested in redressing injustices than achieving justice.  They doubt that there is any absolutely just distribution of such social goods as wealth. But pluralists of various stripes may regard the current distributions of wealth as acquired by dubious means and having undesirable economic, social, psychological, and political consequences.  

Pluralists think that various justice principles can be applicable to political decisions. They uphold market justice, the idea that unequal incomes and wealth are legitimate if achieved by processes of production and exchange that reflect individual choices and are free of coercion and exploitation. But even fair distributions resulting from market exchanges can be subject to redistribution when the requirements of other justice principles – especially those of equality and need – are pressing.
 Pluralists recognize that certain social goods (like basic education) should be distributed as equally as possible while other social goods (like various social services) should be provided to those with the greatest need of public assistance. Pluralists also recognize the role of the principle of “just deserts” in community life, as certain goods (like prized occupations) should go to those who are likely to perform these roles most effectively. 

Pluralists insist that no single conception of justice is universally valid. Neither market justice nor social justice are absolute; they must be balanced by due regard for the conflicting rights that are in play on specific political decisions. Pluralist politics thus involves continuous conflict over the emphasis given to various justice principles. But pluralist politics is not just power politics, where political outcomes simply reflect successful applications of political resources to achieve personal and group preferences. Pluralist politics involves appeals to justice in its myriad forms.

Consequently, pluralists are particularly committed to procedural justice. They believe having fair, formal and regularized procedures of resolving conflict are central to having a well-ordered community.
 They seek to reform procedures that have systematic biases favoring some segments of society, that deny equal opportunities for some citizens to have their concerns be fully considered, and that allow pure power to triumph over relevant justice principles.
Pluralism on change through democratic reform. Pluralists recognize that economic, social, and political changes are often beneficial, and that democratic processes must be in place to bring about desirable change through peaceful means. Because pluralism is a modern public philosophy and seeks progress in overcoming social problems and achieving public goals, reactionary calls to recapture the past may seem dangerous to pluralism. But pluralists must be open to the possibility that recent reforms have proven undesirable and need to be abandoned. Thus, pluralist public philosophy, takes no stand on the directionality or content of change. Ideas about how much change and what kind of change is needed are, of course, the ordinary stuff of pluralist politics. 

Pluralists believed that change should be pursued through peaceful and democratic means. Changing regimes through competitive elections is understood to be a legitimate means of bringing different orientations to politics. Mobilizing various groups and constituencies to pressure political leaders to reform public policy is legitimate. Organizing social movements on behalf of broader structural and cultural changes is legitimate. Employing peaceful protest and even engaging in activities that are disruptive of normal community life is acceptable, at least in principle, to most pluralists, though most particular disruptive acts are opposed by many friends of pluralism and thus usually undermine the capacity of those using disruptive dissent to achieve the changes they seek.

Because violence usually violates property rights and personal liberties, pluralists usually decry its use. But pluralists do not have an absolute commitment to nonviolence.
 While government officials must justify their use of violence, pluralists often accept the violence that the police and the military employ to counteract and deter the use of violence by others. While citizens face higher standards when justifying the use of violence, they can claim self-defense and the need to counteract the oppression and violence inflicted by powerful agents, including that of their own governments.  

There are two other broad orientations toward change that are rejected by pluralist public philosophy: utopianism and nihilism.  Utopian thought focuses not just on an improved future but a perfect one, and holds to the possibility that all social ills and human shortcomings can be redeemed. Pluralists may tolerate the utopian dreams of individuals and small groups, but they oppose widespread allegiance to utopianism. One group’s heaven on earth is usually another group’s hell. If some utopian vision becomes strong enough to undermine widespread allegiance to pluralism, efforts to repress its dissemination may be acceptable to pluralists.

Nihilist thought focuses on the present, and finds pluralist institutions like capitalism and representative democracy so oppressive and/or the existing society and culture so repulsive that any means of destroying them is justified, regardless what would replace them in the future. Pluralists are committed to providing individuals with opportunities to express dissent, no matter how nihilistic are these expressions.  Perhaps the ranting of extremists is functional for pluralist societies, prompting people to look more carefully at their political failings and to pledge themselves to both correct these failings and to avoid such failings in the future.  But pluralists are committed to containing the spread of nihilism, believing that such ideas lead to such despair that people withdrawn their support for pluralism and open the door to its replacement by far more repressive politics.

The philosophical assumptions of pluralism

All public philosophies contain assumptions about ultimate reality, human nature, the basic elements of society, and the acquisition of knowledge, even if these assumptions are seldom expressed or acknowledged. Political theorists are engaged in the tasks of uncovering and analyzing these assumptions.
 What pluralist public philosophy seems to require are some fairly “thin” or “weak” ontological, anthropological, sociological, and epistemological assumptions.  Pluralists do not deny that people can embrace stronger philosophical assumptions in their private lives or as underpinnings for their more specific public philosophies. For example, many pluralists base many personal and political orientations on beliefs that God is ultimate reality and that God’s Will determines the course of world history. But they recognize that such beliefs must be seen as assumptions that are too problematic and conflictive to be the basis of any underlying consensus for political life in a pluralist society. So what “weaker” assumptions are acceptable to all pluralists and consistent with the political principles described above?

Pluralism’s thin ontology. Pluralism is based on weak ontological assumptions about ultimate reality (Being) and the ultimate causes of the future of the world (Becoming). Pluralists do not reject the existence of a transcendental reality or the primacy of the material world, nor do they deny that divine, natural, environmental, or geographic forces can influence political events, but they insist that humans can resist these forces and attempt to mold the world in a manner of their own choosing. Isaiah Berlin exemplified this pluralist ontological assumption when he condemned beliefs about “historical inevitability” as immoral and cowardly.
 Humans, both as individuals and collectivities, can devise their own ideas about how the world should be and bring their human will and resources to bear in efforts to deflect “fated” historical outcomes.

 Pluralists assume that human ideas are a fundamental part of the world and have an existence independent of either supernatural or material reality. They also assume that these ideas will influence the future of the world, but which ideas will prevail is undetermined. The future of the world will depend on human choices and the resources that humans bring to bear on furthering these choices. 

The weak ontology of pluralism – that the world is undetermined, that human ideas will influence its direction, but that there are real constraints on what humans can achieve politically – is, in retrospect a very simple set of assumptions, but building a politics based on such assumptions has been a difficult accomplishment. It is an achievement that may be threatened today by extremists. On the political right, religious fundamentalists seem eager to impose their assumptions about divine will on pluralist societies. Some on the political left assume that permanent war, vast networks of power, a culture of male values, and other sometimes invisible but nevertheless determinative ontological forces permeate our existence. Others on the political left sometimes imagine that there is a “popular will” that is the ultimate reality on which political action must be based.
 Such strong ontological assumptions have been frequently expressed and widely held in history, undermining political pluralism.

Pluralism’s open conception of human nature. The underlying consensus of pluralism contains only minimal assumptions about human nature. We are assumed to be equal in some basic ways. The life of each human is assumed to be equally valuable and the interests of each human are assumed to be worthy of equal consideration. But pluralists recognize that the equal moral worth of humans does not negate many inequalities among humans.  

Pluralists assume that people have unequal natural talents and unequal access to those social resources that help achieve their diverse goals. The friends of pluralism nevertheless disagree on the moral significance of these real differences in natural talents and social resources that are available to people. In general, those on the left stress that those having undeserved unequal disadvantages must be compensated. In contrast, those on the right see these inequalities as natural and inevitable, and thus oppose many political remedies. 

Pluralists recognize that people have different conceptions of the good life and different motivations in life, and thus no fundamental or single motivation – such as achieving some divine or cultural conception of human perfection, seeking the common good, as maximizing personal utility – can be attributed to humans to serve as a basis for the most basic public philosophy of a pluralist society. 

Such assumptions lead pluralists to include the equal right to autonomy as central to their basic equal liberty principle, but they do not assume that all people want autonomy or that they will achieve it. Some people will be more concerned with living according to a moral code provided for them – for example by some religious or communitarian group.
 Pluralists recognize that some people – perhaps most people – will be deeply influenced by social factors in deciding what conception of the good life to pursue. But they differ over the question of whether a pluralist society should encourage more individual autonomy or root humans more deeply into community life.

Pluralists assume that humans generally have significant but limited reasoning ability that they can and should employ in making personal and political decisions. Pluralists recognize that all but the mentally impaired have sufficient reason to make most decisions about their own good, and thus to be responsible for most choices that affect only themselves. But pluralists recognize that the instrumental rationality of people is imperfect. They acknowledge that individuals often do not know their own good or even what they want, and they often make erroneous predictions about the means of attaining their desires.
 This is the basis for pluralists sometimes being willing to pursue paternalistic applications of governmental authority. Pluralists also recognize that most people have sufficient reason to enter into decisions about their collective life, but that the imperfect understandings that people bring to public decision-making contribute to flawed public policies. Consequently political decisions should be challenged and modified in on-going pluralist politics. Nevertheless, the various friends of pluralism differ in their beliefs about whether limited human rationality is simply a condition that should be accepted or is a capacity that can be developed. And they differ on whether the political community ought to play a more significant role in developing untapped human potentialities in this regard.

Pluralism’s contingent conception of society. Pluralists conceive of political communities as composed of many individuals having both personal and public aspirations and having conflicting and common interests. Societies contain many voluntary groups that organize people having common interests. Societies contain various markets for individuals to pursue their personal (and often competing) interests. Societies contain coercive political institutions to pursue their public and common interests, to seek the effective and fair functioning of markets, and to resolve conflicts among individuals. Pluralists doubt that the individuals, groups, markets, and political institutions that exist within particular societies are essential to them. Societies are thus contingent in the sense that their elements are subject to a variety of historical factors resulting in unique but transitory characteristics. Societies can be created, modified, or disbanded.

Pluralists recognize that some political societies are relatively homogeneous, but most have diverse populations, encompassing people having different amounts of wealth and other social resources, different racial, ethic, and religious backgrounds, and different comprehensive moral doctrines. Pluralists assume that such differences are organized around a variety of social cleavages (such as class, race, gender, age, ideology, etc.), that the saliency of such cleavages varies in different circumstances and for different issues, and that no cleavage is fundamental.

Pluralists recognize that the individuals within society can have weaker or stronger concerns for social solidarity. Pluralists with more libertarian conceptions value solidarity very little, while those with communitarian conceptions prize it.  Thus, pluralistic politics is infused with conflict between those whose preferred image of society is highly individualist and those who prefer a society where its members having deeper commitments to one another. 

Pluralists find danger in those assumptions that fail to acknowledge the complexity of a pluralist society and that would undermine important aspects of that complexity. For example, they think that the extreme right’s assumption that a good society must be homogeneous fails to understand and appreciate the ways different kinds of people contribute to society. They think that the extreme left’s assumption that capitalism corrupts society fails to recognize the important role that markets play in a free society. And they think that the anarchist assumption that societies can function without governmental institutions is utopian, misunderstanding the fundamental role that politics must play in any pluralist society.

Pluralism’s tentative epistemology.  Pluralists reject the idea of certainty concerning political knowledge and instead seek tentative understandings. They assume that tentative moral and political understandings exist in many forms. They can be widely accepted political norms within and across cultures. They can be broad agreements among political philosophers and theorists. And they can be the kind of tentative political agreements achieved by political leaders, the understandings that become codified in constitutions, laws, and international agreements and treaties (which ideally reflect cultural norms and the understandings of philosophers). While these agreements may be imperfect expressions of Truth (of what is absolutely best in political life), they provide a tentative consensus on good and just politics. When new conditions arise and when new ideas are proposed, political cultures can generate new norms, philosophers can revise their principles, and political leaders can revise their constitutions, laws, and treaties. This assumption of tentative understandings is so critical that it defines the essential epistemological assumption of the friends of pluralism.

Pluralists assume that more consensual understandings are more sound or valid than those having little consensus. They believe that political consensus is most effectively attained by democratic procedures that are inclusive and deliberative. All views must be listened to sympathetically, with a genuine effort on the part of all participants to understand what is being said and why expressed views are important to the speaker. Attention should be directed toward seeing where common meanings and understandings can be achieved. While complete agreement usually proves illusive, those who dissent should feel that their views have received a fair hearing and that the open and tentative nature of political resolutions will allow them future opportunities to revise current dominant understandings. While majority rule may have to be used to resolve difficult issues, laws enacted through process where majorities impose their views on minorities without significant efforts to hear and respond to minority concerns are scarcely the sort of consensual understandings that pluralists seek.

While pluralists recognize the importance of broad political agreement, they have no formulae for achieving it. They fear that efforts to generate such agreement from above – by religious, corporate, or governmental powers (or by the old guard of university professors!) – smack of tyranny, as efforts to impose a set of ideals on people who are entitled to autonomous moral and political judgments. Nevertheless, political communities composed of people having different interests and moral doctrines can still share a consensus on fundamental principles – one that exists not because it has been imposed but because it is inherent in the understandings of all kinds of people in the community. These are the sorts of ideas that when explicitly expressed are embraced as common sense by most people.

From the pluralist perspective, the most dangerous epistemological assumption is that truths exist above politics and beyond the comprehension of ordinary people; they reject the claim that knowledge about the good and just society exists independently of a political process and is known to only a select few who must impose these truths on others. This epistemological orientation is exemplified by the emphasis of the extreme right on sacred texts and the special role of particularly gifted and/or trained persons in the interpretation of these texts. Also dangerous is the epistemological assumption of poststructuralists on the extreme left, at least if we interpret them to mean that political concepts are so subjective in their meaning that inter-subjective communication, understanding, and consensus is impossible. Poststructuralists are right to want to contest the understandings that the powerful impose on ordinary citizens, but pluralists insist that ordinary citizens can acquire the common understandings they need to advance their aspirations through democratic processes.

Implications of principled pluralism


This paper has presented a conception of the pluralist public philosophy that has been under reconstruction for several decades; by doing so, it attempts to flesh out John Rawls’ overlapping consensus among those committed to various comprehensive moral doctrines that are friendly to pluralism. Most political communities have undergone processes of historical evolution resulting in their embrace of this consensus, which I call principled pluralism. Yet, because the overlapping consensus among friends of pluralism is limited and general, extensive disagreements on specific political principles and philosophical assumptions persist in a pluralist society. These disagreements diminish awareness and appreciation of this consensus. Most political theorists have become increasingly committed to the ideas of principled pluralism, though their writings usually focus on only some of its ideas or engage battles over ideas outside the overlapping consensus. Thus, most current literature in political theory has reduced awareness of the breath of the agreement that exists in the subfield. 


Principled pluralism affirms basic ideals from many political perspectives, such as  (1) liberal concerns for individual rights and public neutrality among competing conceptions of the good life that individuals hold and pursue, (2) communitarian concerns that citizens recognize their civic responsibilities and that polities have governmental capacities to address social problems and seek public goals, and (3) democratic concerns for citizen engagement and for open, unbiased, and deliberative processes that treat citizens as equals when making political decisions. But not everyone is a principled pluralist. Those committed to certain moral, religious, and political doctrines may accept only some or none of the ideas specified here.

In search of the broadest possible consensus, pluralist principles have had to be expressed abstractly and with qualifications. Thus, the equal liberty principle does not claim that citizens have unlimited liberties, but only extensive and equal liberties that can be limited in various ways. The communal sovereignty principle does not claim that governments have unlimited authority, as their reach must be constrained. The citizen engagement principle does not claim that citizens should always be highly active but only that they have extensive opportunities to participate, especially on issues where competing values are at stake.  

The philosophical assumptions that are foundational to political principle have also had to be “thin” or “weak.” For example pluralist philosophy does not privilege any strong epistemological orientation – such as grounding political knowledge in divine revelation, discovering the laws of nature, or engaging in the utilitarian calculus.  It only maintains that political knowledge is socially constructed and tentatively accepted.  

My account of principled pluralism is tentative. Some additional ideas may need to be included within reconstructed pluralism. Some of the ideas provided here may be rejected by some pluralists. Other specified ideas may need to be modified or rearticulated.  

Furthermore, commitments to these ideas almost certainly will change as moral understandings and political, economic, and environmental circumstances change.  Pluralistic sensitivities are a relatively recent development in the human history, becoming stronger throughout the modern era. Perhaps pluralism only became a consensual public philosophy for America 50 years ago – after the civil rights and women’s rights movements changed our political culture. Future movements are likely to affect broadly accepted cultural ideals in similar ways. Perhaps the principles articulated here reflect a particular moment in history, one of relative peace and prosperity. Would the public remain committed to extensive individual moral autonomy in a context of great moral decadence?  Would the public remain committed to citizen engagement if enlisting citizen obedience in a fight against a new totalitarianism that threatened to destroy pluralism became more pressing? Would the public remain committed to market freedoms and capitalism if they produced such economic inequalities that most citizens lived in poverty? Would the public remain committed to the anti-perfectionist aspects of principled pluralism if various ecological doomsday scenarios became increasingly credible and persuasive?  


For example, principled pluralism, with its stress on state neutrality among moral doctrines, may seem outdated as a public philosophy if ecological needs become urgent and compelling. In such circumstances, the pluralist commitment to moral autonomy – which leaves to individual judgment questions about family size and the consumption of meat, gas, and other products that contribute to global warming – may be regarded as an environmentally suicidal luxury that must be replaced by a perfectionist philosophy that mandates universal adherence to a “Deep Green” ethic and lifestyle.
 Whether principled pluralism could be modified or reformulated to include a Green perfectionist ethic or whether it would have to be replaced by a new public philosophy is already an important question.


Implications for political practice.  Greater attention to principled pluralism would temper but hardly eliminate political conflict.  If people’s first commitments were to principled pluralism, their more ideological views would be moderated, or at last they would pursue their ideological goals less fiercely. 


Political deliberations could proceed with friends of pluralism trying to reconcile their differences by appealing to resolutions that reflect the pluralist consensus. Friends could point out those aspects of policy proposals and other political actions that seem at odds with consensual understandings, thus leading participants toward alternatives consistent with pluralist public philosophy.


Participants could assure each other that their goals would remain within the pluralist consensus. For example, liberals would maintain that their proposals on health care reform do not extend to creating a socialist society or even socialized medicine, because their pluralist allegiances to providing individual choice and to honoring market structures would forbid such an agenda. As a contrasting example, conservatives would maintain that their proposals for reforms allowing faith-based organizations to play a larger role in delivering publicly-funded social services would not extend to creating a theocratic society, because their commitments to religious freedom would forbid such an agenda. In both examples, opponents of such reform would have no credibility in making claims to the contrary, and such claims would bring into question their own commitment to pluralism.  Assurances to remain allegiant to the pluralist consensus might thus reduce the inflated and polarizing rhetoric that poisons current political practices.


Implications for political theory. Some articulation of reconstructed pluralism could aspire to paradigmatic status in the subfield of political theory. Perhaps reconstructed pluralism could be the sort of historical achievement that Thomas Kuhn claims “attracts an enduring group of adherents” while being “sufficiently open-ended to leave all sorts of problems for the defined group of practitioners to resolve.”
 While Kuhn defines paradigms as central to “normal science” and while few political theorists regard their work as scientific, Kuhn’s understanding of science is quite in keeping with the work of political theorists. Paradigms involve common understandings about the important topics or questions to study, a conceptual framework for organizing otherwise random ideas and facts into some meaningful arrangement, methods as basic rules and standards for conducting inquiry, and a general theory. Such common understandings allow for cumulative developments in fields, like political theory, where practitioners can build upon one another’s accomplishments without having to defend the importance of their topics or build new conceptual frameworks from scratch.  They allow practitioners to simply accept, rather then defend, the paradigmatic methods and theory they employ.


Reconstructed pluralism seems to be a paradigm in the Kuhnian sense. It points to the enduring questions that practitioners must address. It contains a broad array of interconnected concepts for organizing political ideas. It contains “constructivist” methodological commitments,
 as it recognizes that political knowledge is politically and socially constructed and that the “truth” of its propositions depends on wide acceptance among those in the relevant academic (and political) communities. It has a theory, understood as the minimal principles, supported by thin philosophical assumptions, of a stable and reasonably good and just society.


But pluralist theory is highly general and abstract, leaving a great deal of work to be done by those committed to pluralism.  The principles and assumptions specified here will need to be modified and defended, and their implications more fully worked out.  Two sorts of implications can be suggested.


First, pluralistic commitments to multiple communities and to grounding a community’s more specific public philosophy on the moral and social understandings that prevail in particular communities (constrained by the broader pluralist consensus) means that political theorists must be much more clear about the communities to which their theories apply. Certainly principled pluralism itself does not apply to those communities whose citizens have little allegiance to its principles and assumptions. But even communities allegiant to “the overlapping consensus” will have social understandings that are more specific than those provided by pluralism. Pluralist theories should recognize, for example, that open admissions principles about citizenship apply to sub-national communities while national communities have sovereign power to develop just admission requirements. The different contexts of national and sub-national communities make such social understandings self-evident to most people, and theorists who ignore these contextual differences and social understandings are unlikely to be regarded as persuasive. 


Second, debates about more specific principles that are contested by the friends of pluralism can be, at least partly, evaluated by drawing on pluralism’s overlapping consensus.  Political philosophers have understood that the evaluation of competing principles of justice requires using “our considered moral judgments.”
 But my considered moral judgments are less important than our moral judgments. Reconstructed pluralism provides the most consensual, and thus the most persuasive, set of normative ideas that we can apply in seeking to resolve debates. For example, Nozick’s libertarian or entitlement theory
 seems to violate many elements of the community sovereignty and citizen engagement principles of pluralism.  In contrast, Rawls’ egalitarian liberal theory of justice seems to reflect pluralist understandings. Even his “difference principle” stressing redistribution to achieve social justice leaves room for market justice and thus conforms to pluralist requirements that justice be complex.


Finally, accepting reconstructed pluralism as a paradigm of political theory would in no way compromise the work of political theorists working outside the paradigm. As Kuhn points out, all paradigms are – and should be – subject to revolutionary challenges. It has been the historical role of political theorists to develop revolutionary alternatives to prevailing political understandings.  No paradigm is more welcoming of the continuance of such work than pluralism.


Implications for political science. While the concerns of reconstructed pluralism might better be included within political science, the discipline will not – and should not – embrace pluralism as a paradigm. Political science as a whole is far too diverse to embrace a single paradigm, including pluralism.  Most political scientists work on fairly narrow or specific puzzles that have little, if anything, to do with the issues, concepts, methods, and theories that are central to pluralism. Most political scientists use methods that they might hope would lead to a constructivist consensus, but are, in fact, consumed by small groups of specialists. Some political scientists do work that is not intended to be theoretical. Those with pluralist sensitivities are tolerant of such work, as they understand that scholarly work outside any pluralist paradigm could be interesting and useful.


Political scientists are, on the whole, interested in empirical questions. They want to know how and why communities pursue various policies, the roles of smaller organizations within communities, and the causes of individual actions. Power, rather than principles, may well be more important in describing and explaining community governance, organizational activities, and individual behavior.  The old power-based pluralism – properly modified to include not just “the first face” of power but the many forms and dimensions of power
 – may be far more illuminating of the real world than the new principle-based pluralism discussed here.


Still, political science might be encouraged to see political actors as moral agents pursuing political principles and not just power agents pursuing narrow interests. Both citizens and leaders can bring their comprehensive moral doctrines or even their vague value orientations to politics, and there is little reason for supposing that such normative concerns are based entirely on their interests. Competing (ideological) principles beyond the pluralist consensus remain as much the stuff of real world politics as are the specific interests pursued by power-motivated actors.  But political scientists do not need to be guided by a principled pluralism to see this.


What reconstructed pluralism can offer empirical political science is a baseline of minimal normative concerns, enabling study and analysis of the correspondence (and gaps) between actual behavior and socially agreed-upon norms. What kind of citizens reject pluralism’ overlapping consensus? When do political leaders pursue goals that conflict with pluralist norms? Why do some political communities have cultures that conflict with pluralism? 

In short, reconstructed pluralism can contribute to a publicly relevant political science without being a restrictive paradigm that disparages the diverse concerns of political scientists.
� In discussing this creed, Dahl (1961: 311-325) conflated both descriptive aspects of democracy (such as the presence of competing political parties and their frequent alteration in office) with normative democratic principles (such as providing universal suffrage and affording citizen opportunities to criticize  the conduct and policies of officials).  However, he cited the pioneering work of Prothro and Grigg (1960) to suggest a more extensive list of principles that were part of the democratic creed that he endorsed and more fully developed in such later work as On Political Equality (2006).


� While he did not elaborate the contents of his overlapping consensus, Rawls (1993: 164) claimed that “Its breadth goes beyond the political principles instituting democratic procedures to include principles covering the basic structure as a whole; hence its principles also established certain substantive rights such as liberty of conscience and freedom of thought, as well as fair equal opportunity and principles covering certain essential needs.”


� This term is taken from Campbell and Schoolman (2008).  By featuring the work of William Connolly, they emphasize that while the old pluralism was mainly empirical and apologetic of existing pluralistic arrangements, the new pluralism is more normative, evaluative, and largely critical.  Connolly seeks to push pluralism’s ideals beyond those that are widely accepted by most citizens and leaders, and thus his ideals are not emphasized here, though the importance of his work to the possible evolution of pluralist public philosophy is acknowledged.


� The huge literature on orthodox pluralism and its limitations has been summarized in many works such as those of Prewitt and Wolfe (1973), Dahl (1982), Manley (1983), and Brand (1985).


� Eisenberg (1995: 27-129).


� Political Liberalism brought together earlier accounts of Rawls’ growing pluralist orientation, published in the mid-1980s. 


� Beyond those theorists discussed here, other important work in this vein includes that by Bellah (1985), Kekes (1993, 2000), Klosko (1993, 1997), Bellamy (1999), Miller (1999), Galston (2002, 2005), Flathman (2005), and Schlosberg (1998, 2006). Perhaps Schumaker (1991) provided an early effort to specify some broad principles of a reconstructed pluralism and to assess empirically the extent that these principles were achieved. Perhaps Walzer (1994) and White (2000) provide the most important discussions of the role of “thin” or “weak” philosophical foundations for pluralism.


� Connolly (2005:3).


� Eisenberg (1995:8).


� Rawls (1999: 53).  A Theory of Justice was originally published in 1971. 


� See, for example, Sandel (1982).


� Walzer (1983: 281-2).


� While Barber (1984: 145-6) rejects representative democracy, his criticisms here seem intended to convey the insufficiency of voting as an expression of democratic citizenship.


� Gutmann and Thompson (2004: 3)


� Rawls (1993: 212-254).


� Barber (1984: 129-131); Rorty (1998: 15-38).


� Sandel (1996).


� Jacobs, et. al (2004); Winters and Page (2009).


� Schumaker (2008).


� Eisenberg (1995) discusses many of the pluralists who have stressed the importance of multiple community identities to moral development.


� Dahl (1970: 88-103).


� Smith (1997: 35-39).


� The following three points are highly influenced by Walzer (1983: 31-62)


� Young (1989) and Kymlicka (1995) remain the major defenders of such group rights.


� For pluralist discussions of citizen virtue, see Kymlicka (2001: 294-312) and Dagger (1997).


� Hardin (1968) makes clear that these limitations on individual freedom are not those of some oppressive government imposing controls on us.  Instead, government authority is simply a social arrangement by which citizens mutually agree on individual restrictions (in order to recognize the necessity of protecting our ecological commons) and apply mutual coercion to which citizens consent.





� Lane (1986).


� See Klosko (2000).


� Schumaker (1975).  Pluralists are likely to be particularly accepting of the use of disruptive tactics by relatively powerless groups lacking the conventional political resources to acquire access and equal consideration on political issues.


� Camus (1956: 283-306) 


� Rorty (1998: 4-8).


� Perhaps the theorist who most self-consciously sought to bring to the surface the underlying assumptions of his public philosophy was John Rawls. In A Theory of Justice (1999: 102-168) he devised the analytical tool of “the original position” to tease out the assumptions that he thought must be affirmed in order for people to chose or accept his liberal egalitarian principles. Although the original position seems an unnecessarily elaborate device for unpacking the underlying assumptions of a public philosophy, this section follows Rawls’ example and tries to specify the underlying assumptions of pluralist public philosophy. Because pluralism is a more general philosophy than Rawls’ egalitarian liberalism, it does not require such controversial assumptions as people being veiled behind a veil of ignorance or adopting a “maximin” conception of human rationality.


� Berlin (1957).  See also Ferguson (2009) for a discussion of William James’ complementary pluralist ontology.  


� Riker (1982:  11-12) 


� Pluralists tolerate groups of such non-autonomous individuals.


� See, for example, Gilbert (2006) 


� Schumaker (1991:174-202)


� As Rawls (1999: 285-92) points out, perfectionism is a political philosophy that there are objective reasons for everyone to adhere to particular moral guidelines to lead a perfect” conception of the good life, rather than giving individuals the autonomy to choose among alternative moral doctrines.


� Kuhn (1962: 10).


� Rawls (1993: 89-129).


� Rawls (1999: 17-19); Kymlicka (2002: 6).


� Nozick (1974: 149-63).


� Lukes (1974) provided the classical account of a broader conception of power than initially embraced by orthodox pluralists.
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