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Pluralism is the most widely accepted public philosophy of our times, but it is increasingly under assault.  While the terrorist attack of September 11, 2001, is the most vivid example of physical assault on a pluralist society and its key economic and governmental institutions, the ideals of pluralism have also been attacked by citizens, politicians, and intellectuals who fail to understand adequately its philosophical, theoretical, and political virtues.  For many citizens, pluralism is sometimes understood as a political philosophy of moral decadence, a public outlook that permits an “anything goes” way of life.  Among politicians, it is an outlook that can prompt excessive attentiveness to special interests and public prejudices in order to assure re-election.  Among political scientists, pluralism is sometimes seen as a theory that reduces politics to having the power to achieve one’s interests, that equates reasonably dispersed structures of power within society as achieving democratic pluralism, and that regards large imbalances in power - usually favoring business and corporate interests - as undemocratic (Ricci, 1984). And among some political philosophers, pluralism is synonymous with mere compromise and negotiation, a politics that occurs without any concern for deeper principles of good government, such as efforts to achieve the common good (Blattberg, 2000).  Such assaults on and persistent misunderstandings of pluralism suggest the need for an updated and fairly comprehensive characterization and defense of this public philosophy.


A central tenet of pluralism is that there are many legitimate political interests and ideals and even a diversity of acceptable comprehensive political and moral outlooks. Such a tenet prompts pluralists to hold their own views on specific political issues with considerable tentativeness; minimally, they recognize the need to listen carefully to the concerns of others and to try to seek accommodation with competing views and interests. Pluralism is thus a very broad public philosophy in which pluralist agreements are both limited and abstract, while disagreements within pluralism are considerable.  In domestic politics, both contemporary liberals and contemporary conservatives (as well as democratic socialists and other voices on the left) tend to hold pluralist values and beliefs – while disagreeing vehemently on many urgent policy issues.  In international politics, pluralists have become both supporters and opponents of globalization, and they often express differences about the appropriate role of capitalism in the international political economy and the appropriate role of American military intervention in addressing the insecurities, instabilities and injustices occurring throughout the world.  Despite the many disagreements within pluralism, it is important to understand the ideals and outlooks that are common among pluralists, because these ideals are not universally held.  Pluralists must show their enemies on the extreme left and right the virtues of pluralism.


Within pluralism, globalism (or neoliberalism) has emerged as the dominant ideology among those who have the power to govern our cities, states, nations, regional organizations, and the global community.  As a pluralist outlook, globalism has many virtues and attractions, but it also has many limitations – including being frequently viewed as Western imperialism and/or American domination.  It can be argued that globalism has indeed created – or at least given legs to – the enemies of pluralism that constitute the greatest threat to our current ways of life and to peace and prosperity in the future.  While there is no shortage of criticisms of globalism or specific proposals to address some of the limitations of globalism, there remains the need to provide a comprehensive outlook within the pluralist tradition but distinctly to the left of globalism.  I call this outlook “progressive pluralism,” and In Praise of Progressive Pluralism attempts to define and defend its philosophical assumptions and political principles. 

Globalism and Democracy

Globalism is the public philosophy that declares that globalization is beneficial and makes prescriptions for how to reap its benefits.   The benefits of globalization include the development of a “flat world,” one of extensive competition and collaboration, in which humans throughout the globe have extended opportunities to participate in the global economy, where productivity soars, and new and better economics goods become widely available at low prices (Friedman, 2005).  Globalists thus advocate a particular political economy featuring free market capitalism and representative democracy throughout the world in order to attain greater economic prosperity through the processes of globalization.  Perhaps Manfred Steger (2005: 47-85) has offered the most comprehensive conception of globalism thus far:  that globalism is an ideology (or “hegemonic discourse”) claiming that the global deregulation and integration of markets benefits everyone economically, that globalization also encourages democratization, and that the processes of democratization and generation of free-markets can no longer be thwarted by political rulers -- even those of the most powerful countries.  Thus, the processes of globalization, the development of free markets and democracy, and the increases in prosperity and freedom that accompany these processes are “inevitable and irreversible.” 
Globalist views of democracy:  Central to the political vision of globalists is the belief that globalization has resulted in more democracy.  Jadish Bhagwati (2004: 93-94) summarizes the massive research linking globalization to democratization.

“Globalization promotes democracy both directly and indirectly.  The direct link comes from the fact that rural farmers are now able to bypass the dominant classes and castes by taking their produce directly to the market thanks to modern information technology, thereby loosening the control of these traditionally hegemonic groups.  In turn, this can start them on the way to becoming more independent actors, with democratic aspirations in the political arena.


The indirect link, on the other hand, comes from… the thesis popularly attributed to  (Seymour Martin) Lipset… that economic prosperity produces a middle class. This emerging middle class creates, however haltingly, an effective demand for democratization of politics.”

Still, most globalists recognize that creating democratic institutions is one thing and achieving democratic, relative equal, distributions of power is another. Who governs in the democracies of global political economies?  According to Friedman (1999: 112), “the most basic truth about globalization is this: No one is in charge – not George Soros, not ‘Great Powers’ and not I.” However, this is not to say that globalists perceive or advocate an anarchist society without rulers.


Economists and political scientists have, of course, long maintained that no one is in charge of economic or political matters in a democratic capitalist society – at least in the sense that power is so widely dispersed that no single person, group, or governing board controls and is responsible for the governance of the political economy.  Economists assert consumer sovereignty – that economic decisions are ultimately determined by the preferences of consumers, and since we all consume goods and vote with our wallets, we all exercise some minuscule influence on what is produced and who is rewarded in the global market.  Political scientists assert popular sovereignty – that political decisions are ultimately determined by the preferences of voters, as elections force political leaders to create policies that reflect “the will of the people” – often understood as the preferences of “the median voter” (Shapiro, 2002).  Given their commitments to capitalism and democracy, globalists seem to have principles that say that consumers and citizens both rule and ought to rule in a global political economy.


But most globalists would probably agree that this is an overly simplified portrait.  As Friedman (1999: 113) proceeds with his discussion of a political economy without rulers, he points out that it is not consumers but rather investors who are sovereign under globalization.  The real power brokers are  “The Electronic Herd of often anonymous stock, bond and currency traders and multinational investors, connected by (Internet-linked computer) screens and networks.”  The “short-horned cattle” in this Herd are fund-managers and individual investors who move their capital in and out of markets, behaving as speculators who gamble on shifting consumer demands that influence profitability in various industries and on emerging public policies that will influence the overall economic climates in various countries.  The “long-horned cattle” in this Herd are the multinational corporations that make longer-term investments in particular countries whose public policies are conducive to reducing their costs and facilitating future profits.  Also important in this picture are “the men from Moody’s” and other investor services that rate investments, giving them the power to determine investment risk and hence the interest rates charged for the capital needed to finance various projects. This large, diverse, and anonymous group of investors and managers make the crucial decisions in the global economy by determining what sectors of the economy and what locations will grow and prosper.  

Such decisions, of course, determine what is produced in the marketplace, but the power of investors extends to the political arena because governmental officials must anticipate the Herd’s reaction to each political decision that is made.   For example, political decisions to pursue inflationary policies, to run a budget deficit, or to increase welfare spending may all spook the Electronic Herd, causing Moody’s to downgrade investment opportunities in a country, encouraging fund managers and individual investors to move their money out of that country, and prompting multinational corporations to have second thoughts about the wisdom of relocating in the unfavorable economic climate produced by such policies.  This reduces the powers of governmental leaders whose policy discretion is severely limited because they have little choice but to entice the Electronic Herd to invest in their countries (Friedman, 1999: 139). The implication, of course, is that the global political economy is not as democratic as suggested by the portrait of power being widely dispersed.   In the final analysis, the relatively affluent investor class – not the vastly larger consumer class – makes the crucial decisions in the global market.  And the needs and preferences of these investors, not the preferences of citizens, determine crucial decisions of governments throughout the world.  Such a situation should not, however, be viewed as problematic, according to globalists.  

First, the investor class is large and growing and capable of continued growth.  Globalization has generated enough affluence that many citizens hold stock and bond portfolios, especially through their retirement accounts.  Globalists also favor governmental policies that privatize social security (or other governmental old-age insurance programs) and encourage educational savings programs that would help make most people part of the investor class. 

 Second, not only is power widely dispersed among investors but investors are only one kind of power agent in the global economy, and, in that sense, Friedman’s portrait is oversimplified. The laws of the market make clear that investors must respond not just to their perceptions of consumer demands but what consumers actually want, so consumers remain influential in a global economy.  Additionally, investors do not rule the day-to-day operations of the companies in which they invest.  Indeed, Friedman stresses that in order to survive the intense competition of the global marketplace, companies must themselves become more decentralized and democratized.  He claims that  “the best CEOs will understand that their job is to chart broad corporate strategies… and then let those closest to the customers and to the rapidly changing marketplace manage those balls on their own” (Friedman, 1999: 139).  In short, another dimension of the structure of power in a global economy is increasingly dispersed power within corporations.

Third, despite the great influence of investors in a global political economy, their power over political leaders should not be overestimated.  As Norberg (2003: 274) stresses, investors “do not demand a liberal (free market) ideology in order to ‘reward’ a country with their decisions about where to locate or send capital, but they do require a well-ordered economy that is not on the verge of collapse…. If an economy is equally well ordered, investors will not treat a social democratic state any differently from a libertarian nightwatchman state.  One of the world’s most globalized countries is Sweden, which also happens to have the world’s highest taxes.” In short, political leaders do retain opportunities to respond to citizen preferences and cultural norms in their countries. 

Globalists have little use for “perfect democracy” or for highly populist forms of democracy where citizen participation is extensive and policymakers have little choice but to respond to the fears and whims of voters.  They believe, for example, that calls to democratize global institutions like the International Monetary Fund are profoundly mistaken, as these institutions need the flexibility and expertise to make technical judgments about the most economically effective decisions (Norberg, 2003: 177; Thatcher, 2002: 458). But nation states require democratically elected rulers.  Globalists are committed to representative democracies comprised of elected officials who understand that reelection depends on the economic performance of their policies – and that economic prosperity is best achieved by providing effective and fair rules that govern market activity and by facilitating economic growth by participating fully in a global economy.

In sum, globalist principles about rulers seem to fall within the underlying consensus of pluralism.  In general, they support the polyarchies that exist in national, state, and local communities and would like to see non-democratic communities adopt polyarchical structures and processes.  Only their apparent resistance to democratizing global institutions can be construed as contrary to the underlying consensus with pluralism.  However, it is not clear whether the current practice of holding leaders of global institutions accountable to the leaders of nation-states that they represent is insufficiently democratic to satisfy the broad norms of pluralism regarding rulers (Kymlicka, 2002:312-315). 

Evaluating globalist claims:  Critics have a difficult time refuting the globalist claim that “never before in human history has democracy, universal suffrage and the free formation of opinion been as widespread as they are today (Norberg, 2003: 38).  Fukuyama also documents the “worldwide liberal revolution” that shows a “pronounced secular trend in the democratic direction,” and democracy breaking out “of its original beachhead in Western Europe and North America” (Fukuyama, 1992: 48-50).  Under the impetus of globalization, democracy has made significant inroads into those parts of the world that have not had cultures conducive to democracy.  


Still, critics of globalism can raise two important objections.  First globalization has resulted in a large shift of power from national arenas to international ones.  Despite some claims that the global economy is ungoverned, “laws, rules, and standards are being written to guide and channel global commerce.  Government officials and international experts – often helped by the very industries and corporations they seek to regulate” – are weaving a legal and supervisory web around the global economy” (Longworth, 2001: 19). It is hard to describe as democratic those institutions – like the World Trade Organization and the International Monetary Fund – that make these rules.  According to critics, “a good old boys network” of like-minded officials who are committed to globalist ideology populate these institutions (Longworth, 2001; Hamilton, 2004: 77-78.) The kinds of contentious groups that sometimes succeed in getting access to policymakers in domestic politics are usually frozen out of any sort of hearing in international organizations.  The work of the WTO and the IMF is so vast and complex that it is difficult for democratic bodies like the U.S. Congress, the media, and various watchdog nongovernmental organizations like Global Trade Watch to monitor their work.   The result is a deluge of international rules and regulations that often preempt those made under more democratic processes within nation states.


Second, the quantitative increase in the number of democracies that have emerged throughout the world does not mean that there has been any increase in the quality of democracy within nations.  Almost all political communities are now democratic to some extent, but the question is how extensive is democracy in these communities.  The criteria used by globalists to signify that a country is democratic are typically quite minimal.  Having formally competitive elections is required, but the degree of competition is seldom assessed and so the extent to which policymakers are really accountable to voters is not determined.  Having universal suffrage is required, though the extent to which there are barriers to voting and disincentives for voting is not determined.  Freedoms of the press and the opposition are required though the extent to which the press and opponents have capacities to effectively monitor governments is not determined.  If democracy is conceptualized as an ideal where people are political equals, then all countries fall short of being fully democratic and the question is “how democratic are each of our political communities?” Critics of globalism are justified in supposing that globalization has prompted most political communities to become less - not more – democratic.  As markets have increased in importance and governments have declined in importance under the impetus of globalism, citizens have withdrawn from politics and are thus less available for democratic participation.  While “strong democracy” requires deliberation and the employment of political rationality, globalists are skeptical about these sorts of procedures, so there is no reason to believe that the spread of globalization has led to stronger democracies in those communities and countries where formal democratic arrangements exist (Barber, 1984).

The Progressive Alternative

Progressive pluralism may be a fitting label for a broad public philosophy that situates itself to the left of globalism, but retains a moderate and reformist outlook that is well within the pluralist underlying consensus.  Progressive pluralists – hereafter called “progressives” - regard globalization and the free-market capitalist system that fuels our increasingly global interdependence as having desirable characteristics, and thus they do not wish to abolish the free-market system or impose insurmountable barriers to global trade and investment.  But they seek to develop stronger democratic governments that reform capitalist processes and that govern globalization in ways that enable it to deliver more effectively a wider range of human values than economic freedom and efficiency.  


From the perspective of progressives, globalization – when operating under the values and rules of globalism – threatens central concerns of pluralism’s old friends.  Conservatives see globalization as overemphasizing materialism and self-indulgence, at the expense of traditional social virtues.  Liberals see globalization as overemphasizing negative liberty (as removing governmental restrictions on economic freedom) at the expense of positive liberty (achieved when governmental programs enhance the capacity of individuals and communities to choose ways of life that are not dictated by market and global forces).  Socialists see globalization as overemphasizing legal codes that benefit multinational corporations at the expense of social justice and communal bonds.  Progressives seek to restructure the global economy in ways that are less threatening to the long-standing concerns of their conservative, liberal, and socialist friends.


Progressives believe that, under globalism, the pluralist balance between free-market capitalism and democratic governance has become severely tilted toward capitalism and away from democracy.  There are many manifestations of this imbalance:  economic development trumps environmental protection; male ideals of beating the competition overwhelm feminist concerns about nurturing and caring for others; de-regulation of markets preclude governments from addressing effectively various market failures; property rights are emphasized over citizen rights; corporate priorities undermine the needs and power of labor; global identities displace local ones; economic freedom denies social justice.  Such imbalances can only be rectified by citizens using democratic processes to empower governments to restore better balances among these competing concerns.  Progressive pluralism does not strive to define precise limits between these competing concerns, and instead maintains that democratic politics, not corporate power, should provide on-going adjustments among them.


To compete with globalism as a public philosophy, progressive pluralism must provide general and abstract political principles dealing with a wide range of political issues.  The most basic principles of progressive pluralism are:

The Equal Liberty Principle.  All humans – regardless of their different natural talents and their different social circumstances – are to afforded equal dignity, consideration, and respect.  The lives of all humans should be considered to have equal worth.  The interests of all humans are to be given equal consideration by policymakers. The judgments and views of all humans are to be accorded respect (though views that attain the greatest public support, after due deliberation, should prevail).  Everyone is to be granted specified human rights.  Such rights include extensive religious and moral freedoms (to hold whatever religious beliefs and other moral doctrines about the contents of the good life that one chooses, as long as one honors the equal religious and moral freedoms of others).  Such rights include extensive political liberties within their communities (to dissent from current practices and oppose current authorities, to associate with others in pursuit of political objectives, to participate in decisions regarding their communities, including a right to vote at some stage in the policy process).  Such rights include extensive economic freedom (to work, invest, consume and trade as one chooses, constrained by equivalent freedoms for one’s economic partners and the just regulations of governments).  Everyone is to be assured certain rights to property (wealth, commodities, and capital) that is acquired through just processes and to have that property be secure from illegitimate seizures, though such property rights may be subject to regulations and taxation as determined by democratic processes.  All humans have extensive legal rights (to be treated equally under the law and be afforded various protections if accused of breaking laws).  And all humans have extensive and equal civil rights (to be treated with civility and without discrimination in everyday life within civil society).

The Community Sovereignty Principle.  Political communities, understood as residents of specified territories (e.g., the U.S., California, Los Angeles, etc.) or as members of broad associations within civil society (e.g., the NAACP, the NCAA, the NRA, etc.) have the right to sovereignty or collective self-determination, constrained by both the equal liberty principle and the just rules and requirements of larger communities of which they are a part.  As long as such restraints are honored, communities have the right to determine the requirements under which outsiders can join their community. As long as such restraints are honored, communities have the right to determine the rights to be provided members and the responsibilities to be imposed on members.  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.  Communities can determine what responsibilities members must fulfill to secure the benefits that communities provide: the rules they must obey, the taxes they must pay, and the services to the community they must render.  Communities can use their democratic governing bodies to influence the production and distribution of social goods (the various resources created through the interactions of community members and valued by them).

The Democratic Enhancement Principle.  The collective self-determinations of communities – ranging from global to local communities and including the associations within civil society  - should be made by their governing bodies through the most democratic processes feasible.  Communities should strive to ensure extensive and equal political rights and ensure that these rights are fully honored.  They 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.  Communities should create policies and programs that enhance the virtues of citizenship, so that democratic processes involve competent and civic-minded participants. Communities should make special efforts to include in community decision-making those kinds of citizens whose interests are affected by issues but who have been historically excluded and marginalized in the political process.


To command our allegiance, such principles must be consistent with epistemological, ontological, sociological and psychological assumptions that pluralists generally affirm.  Moreover, such assumptions of progressives should have greater political and moral appeal than the underlying assumptions of their globalist rivals within pluralism. In general, the philosophical assumptions of progressives are less specific and narrow than those that have so frequently been the basis of previous public philosophies.  Unlike various fundamentalisms, progressives do not find truth in any sacred text.  Unlike orthodox Marxists, progressives do not hold a determinant ontology.  Unlike fascists, progressives do not regard society as a unity, and unlike socialists, they do not stress a particular basis of social division.  Unlike liberals, they do not assume that human nature can be reduced to a single motivation, such as maximizing happiness.  When public philosophies are based on such narrow assumptions, they become ideological in such negative senses as oversimplifying and distorting reality and promoting rigid thinking that is resistant to new information. In contrast to such narrow assumptions, those of progressives acknowledge a range of possibilities and specify that some of these possibilities are desirable.  It is not assumed that desirable possibilities will prevail, but there is an implicit optimism in progressivism that desired possibilities can be reflected in our politics, if people and communities choose to adopt the principles that are consistent with progressive assumptions.  In Praise of Progressive Pluralism  presents and defends these assumptions.  Of course, such a defense cannot be absolute.  The philosophical bases of progressive pluralism cannot be defended by appeals to empirical science, by observable facts or by inter-subjective perceptions and experiences, as they often involve value statements that are beyond the reach of science.  The philosophical bases of progressive pluralism cannot be defended by appeals to pure reason, as there are no clear and distinct “first principles” from which these ideas can be deduced.  Thus, a defense of progressive pluralism will also need to show its implications for a wide variety of human aspirations.  In the next section, the implications of progressive pluralism for the human desire for more democracy are considered.

Deepening democracy


The underlying consensus within pluralism maintains that citizens and their elected representatives should rule our political communities, but progressives are much more concerned than globalists about the inadequate realization of this ideal in practice.  When globalists celebrate the spread of democracy that has accompanied globalization, they are right to be pleased that dictatorships have been replaced with political institutions that grant citizens political rights and make political officials accountable to citizens through competitive elections.  Such democratic arrangements are important for disciplining political leaders and giving them incentives to be responsive to the needs and preferences of their citizens. But progressives correctly point out the limitations of such achievements, as the mere presence of elections and provision of rights do not ensure that citizens and elected representatives adequately rule.  Many democratic deficits can undermine the realization of democratic ideals even when formal institutions of democracy are in place.  Unlike globalists, progressives believe that “democracy is like a horizon, always approaching,” as eloquently expressed by Vaclav Havel, the spiritual father of the democratization movement in Eastern Europe during and after the fall of communist autocracies. In short, progressive principles about rulers focus on the need to continually address democratic deficits, but not because they hope to ever achieve perfect democracy.   Indeed, progressives understand that the ideals, institutions, and processes of perfect democracy can never be specified as we can only have tentative understandings about how to achieve more democracy.  Progressives seek to stem the erosion of democratic rule in those communities where various threats to democracy are prominent.  Progressives hope to enhance the extent of democratic rule in communities where it is feeble.


When others gain power that equals or exceeds that of elected officials and citizens, various forms of distorted pluralism prevail.
  If actors from outside the community – such as foreign governments, multinational corporations, or international organizations – have greater control over a community than do its own elected officials and citizens, then a community suffers from neo-colonialism.
  If owners and executives of domestic economic enterprises have greater control over a political community than do elected officials, then a community suffers from corporate domination (sometimes called elite domination).  If special interest groups have greater power over elected officials than citizens or voters, then a community suffers from special-interest domination.  Such are some of the broader conceptions of how communities that are formally democratic can remain far from the democratic horizon.


Theodore Lowi presented a powerful analysis 35 years ago claiming that pluralism has degenerated into “interest-group liberalism.”  According to Lowi (1969), elected officials have delegated vast amounts of authority to the administrators of various agencies and programs, and these bureaucrats have developed mutually-supportive relationships with the special interests that these agencies and programs are designed to serve.  As a result of these arrangements, special interests and bureaucrats determine the real content of public programs and policies, and neither elected officials nor citizens rule in any meaningful way.  Moreover, these arrangements have become deeply entrenched, making almost impossible progressive change.


Given such an image of how pluralist communities are ruled, globalists ideas of who rules seem almost progressive.  While recognizing that consumer sovereignty in the economy and popular sovereignty in government are oversimplifications, globalists believe that ordinary people do influence the political economy through the votes they cast, both through their wallets and at the ballot box.  While recognizing that powerful economic actors influence the decisions of political leaders at least as much as political leaders control corporate decision-makers, they believe that economic power is very decentralized.  Such power resides among many investors and corporate leaders who make and influence investment decisions and the decisions of political leaders who feel constrained to make those policies that will attract mobile wealth to their communities.  Globalists believe that there is no elite domination of the political economy, at least in the sense that there is no small group of economic powerbrokers who run the global economy.  And they believe that there is no corporate domination of the political economy, at least in the sense that political leaders are not powerless in their ability to resist corporate interests.


What troubles progressives is not the globalist view of who rules, but globalist acceptance of the degree to which economic elites and economic considerations influence politics.   In pluralist democracies, the ultimate rulers should be citizens and their elected representatives, but under globalism, citizens and elected representatives see their power and control over the community severely limited by corporate power and economic imperatives.  Improving the balance of power between democratic forces and economic ones is a key progressive concern.


Among pluralists, the old battle wages about the relative power of citizens and their representatives.  Should elected representatives exercise more autonomous power, basing their decisions on their independent judgments of what best serves the public interest and justice rather than pandering to public opinion and the latest polls?  Or should citizens exercise more direct control of policy decisions, giving elected officials clearer “instructions” and exercising greater oversight to ensure that their representatives vote as their agents when making policy decisions?  And should citizens exercise direct power, using such instruments as the referenda and recall?  Progressives basic response to these questions is “yes,” both elected representatives and citizens should exercise greater power in a strong democracy, in a system of political rule that improves the balance between democratic forces and economic ones.  In a strong democracy, elected officials have many opportunities to exercise independent judgment and leadership.  In a strong democracy, citizens have real opportunities to influence decision-makers and public policy.  A strong democracy is structured so that elected representatives reach judgments that ordinarily mirror the preferences of their citizens, so that representatives and citizens together exercise democratic control over the political economies of their communities (Pitkin, 1972; Jacobs and Shapiro, 1994).


Achieving more democracy can be viewed as intrinsically valuable – that it is simply consistent with the underlying assumptions of progressivism – but it can also be instrumentally valuable in that it has beneficial consequences.  More democracy might further the emancipation of oppressed groups, as the expansion of democracy has historically had the impact of empowering the least powerful, marginalized groups in society (Smith, 2003: 559). More democracy might enable less powerful groups to negotiate more fair outcomes (Sen, 2002). More democracy might increase people’s attachment to communities, as people feel more loyal to communities that have offered genuine opportunities to be heard (Dryzek, 2000). And more democracy might increase the legitimacy of political authority.  Global institutions in particular have little legitimacy because of their democratic deficits (Longworth, 2001).


However, achieving the goals of the democratic enhancement principle of progressives is complex and difficult.  No single reform or improvement will transform deformed pluralist democracies to strong pluralist democracies.  Nor is there a particular type of political community that should be the focal point of reform efforts.  Global institutions - such as those of the United Nations, the European Union and the IMF – must be democratized (Barber, 2005).  Long-standing democratic nations like the United States and Great Britain, nations still in the process of democratization like the Ukraine and Thailand, and nations retreating toward more autocratic regimes like Russia are all appropriate targets for democratic reform.  Local communities throughout the world could be further democratized.  In all of these settings, five stages of the political process can be democratized in various ways and to various degrees.  In this section, the progressive principles for democratic enhancement are organized around these stages: elections, agenda setting, deliberation, resolution, and evaluation.


Elections.  While globalism celebrates the increasing democratization of the world due to the diffusion of competitive elections, progressives worry about the adequacy of these elections.  When elections function well, they result in the selection of political leaders who are representative of citizens; they hold the same principles, values, and policy preferences as citizens – or in a pluralist society, where there is great diversity of principles, values, and preferences – the diverse views of citizens are reflected in the diverse views of representatives.  But to have elections function well and achieve such representation, a number of conditions must be reasonably well met:  there must be genuine competition for leadership positions; candidates in campaign must express their principles, values, and policy preferences and the media must convey differences in such views with enough clarity that voters can accurately understand the “ideological” differences; there should be widespread voting participation (or at least voters should be representative of nonvoters); voters should count equally; electoral laws and regulations should contain no systematic biases favoring certain kinds of candidates; and the role of money in determining elections must be minimized.
  


Voters must be offered genuine choices at elections, but such choices are undermined by an increasing absence of electoral competition; for example, over 90 percent of the members of the House of Representatives are thought to hold safe seats.  To increase electoral competition, progressives advocate fixing the problem of gerrymandered districts, making it easier for party regulars to be seriously challenged by insurgent candidates during primary elections, and easing the barriers to third party and independent candidates during general elections.  Of these problems that of gerrymandering is perhaps the most urgent.  The recent success that (former) Republican Majority leader Tom Delay had in having the Texas Legislature draw congressional boundaries in ways that maximized safe seats for Republicans illustrates the problem.
 While gerrymandering districts to provide safe seats has long been a problem for democracies, the increased information that is now available about the voting tendencies of citizens within even small territorial units has made it easier for the dominant party within states to draw boundaries that enhance partisan advantage and ensure re-election of their candidates.  One possible solution to this problem – which could also reduce barriers to third-party candidates - is simply to get rid of districts and adopt proportional representation.
  While the full implications of such changes cannot be considered here, proportionate representation would surely result in voters being presented with a larger array of meaningful electoral choices (including more third party candidates) and increase the chances of some candidates being elected who are among a voter’s choices.


The extent to which ideological differences among candidates matter in democratic elections has long been a concern of political scientists; clearly most voters have limited understandings of the different positions of candidates and do not dwell on ideological differences when casting their votes (Kinder,1983). Progressives do not expect citizens to become perfectly informed voters, but they urge candidates to run more issue oriented, less negative campaigns that dwell on undermining the character of their opponents.  And they urge the media to focus less on such attacks and the tactics used by campaigns and focus more on the principles, values, and policy orientations of opposing candidates. 


Voter turnout in America is typically just over 50 percent in presidential elections, around 40 percent in off-year congressional and state elections, and even less in most local elections.  This is a concern to progressives, in part because citizen participation is an integral part of democracy that connects citizens to their political communities but also because nonvoters tend to be disproportionately poor and nonwhite, lessening their influence in the political process and lessening the electoral success of progressive candidates whose natural coalitions include relatively disadvantaged citizens.   There are numerous strategies for addressing this problem.  Voter registration can be made easier, including having the responsibility for registering lie with the state rather than with citizens.  State laws curtailing the voting rights of felons who have served their sentences have excluded 15 percent of black men in some states and could be reformed.
 Holding elections on Sunday or making Veterans Day a national holiday when major elections are held would relieve people of the difficulty of fitting voting into their work schedules.  Extending the voting process by allowing citizens to vote by mail or through the Internet during, for example, a week-long period might also increase voter participation.  Such reforms might well reduce the under-participation of poor people and minorities, and thus make voters more representative of all citizens.


Despite the importance of voter equality as a principle of democracy, there are many ways that voters do not count equally.  Citizens do not have equal voting power in choosing presidents under the electoral college system and in choosing senators, as federal constitutional provisions ensure that small states select more electors to the college and more senators per voter than do large states. As most famously evident in Florida during the 2000 elections, citizens using flawed technologies sometimes have their ballots discarded or miscounted, and thus progressives support improvements and greater standardization in voting technology (Watson, 2004).  

Politicians write electoral laws, and such laws thus reflect the interests of those who dominate the legislative process.  Most obvious in this regard are laws that make it difficult for independents and third parties to get on ballots; clearly election laws have huge built-in advantages that favor the two major parties.  Other election laws may be neutral on the surface, but have applications that favor particular kinds of candidates.  For example, electoral laws in the U.S. almost always allow citizens to cast but one vote when choosing among candidates for an office.  This prompts many citizens to be “sophisticated rather than sincere” voters, casting their one vote for their second choice rather than “wasting their vote” on a preferred but seemingly unelectable third-party candidate. Such a system is biased in favor of the two major parties.   The electoral laws of other countries sometimes employ the “transferable vote” or “instant runoff” voting procedure.  Under this procedure, voters can rank-order their preferences, enabling them to name first a preferred third-party candidate with little chance of winning, while naming second “the lesser of two evils” between the major party candidates.  If it turns out that the third party indeed comes in third (or lower), but neither of the major party candidates has received a majority of first-place ballots, computer technology instantly recalculates the results, transferring votes given initially to the third party candidate to the voters second choice.  Such an electoral procedure would ease voter disincentives from supporting third parties.  While progressives have not generally embraced the transferable vote change in electoral laws, they are committed to finding ways of removing hidden biases in electoral processes.

Probably the most discussed malady plaguing democratic elections is the importance and influence of money.  Fearing the possibilities for corruption that arise when candidates need to attract campaign contributions, some countries have provided public financing of elections and restricted private donations.  Such an approach to dealing with the problem of money seems foreclosed in the U.S. by the Supreme Court’s Buckley v.Valeo decision that forbids  Congress from limiting certain kinds of campaign contributions (Sunstein, 2000: 25-26). But there are a number of reforms that progressives endorse to curtail the influence of money on elections.  They often back “clean money reform” in which candidates can receive full public funding for their campaigns if they voluntarily agree to limit their spending and reject campaign contributions from private sources.  They pursue better disclosure practices, so that the public has accurate and complete information about financial contributions in advance of elections.  They have sought limits on contributions and on how contributions are utilized, such as those imposed by the McCain-Feingold Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act.  The effectiveness and feasibility of such reforms is very much open to debate, but progressives are committed to limiting the role of money in democratic elections (Mann, 2003).

Agenda-Setting.  Pluralists have long been made aware of the inequalities that occur in bringing issues to the public agenda (Bachrach and Baratz, 1970). Corporate and other well-organized interests have always had greater access than most citizens to public officials – in part because of their campaign contributions.  Such actors have a greater understanding of their own interests than many ordinary citizens, whose more marginal involvement in politics leave them vulnerable to mistakenly believing that the interests of more powerful interests are their own interests, leaving them unable to identify the kinds of issues they could profitably bring to the public agenda (Gavanta, 1980). And even if they succeed in conceiving the kinds of issues that further their interests, they often find their concerns dismissed as illegitimate, a verdict that they find hard to contest given a lack of resources to pursue the matter.

Progressives acknowledge such democratic deficiencies and seek remedies for them.  Community organizing is probably the most general progressive approach to democratizing agenda setting.  The goal is to establish community-based organizations that identify and publicize the social and economic problems that occur in communities and that advocate community action to address these problems.  Progressive often highlight successful community organizations, such as those of the Industrial Areas Foundation and ACORN (Cortes, 2000). Typically, some leader (or entrepreneur) enters a depressed local community and identifies well-connected and respected “ordinary folks” who hope to better such communities.  This begins a process of bringing others to meetings, discussing their concerns with them, and even conducting more systematic surveys and interviews to identify problems.  Citizens then deliberate within these organizations to achieve as much consensus as possible on goals and strategies.  Typically, they choose to focus initially on a small and conquerable problem, in order to build momentum for dealing with larger issues.  Sometimes these organizations generate their own resources to deal with these problems, sometimes they seek resources from foundations and other private supporters, and sometimes they seek governmental assistance in the form of programs and policies that address the problem.  The goals are always to put on the community agenda issues that have remained dormant, to politicize citizens who have long been inactive, and to create new organizations from which to build a power base for future successes in democratic politics.  

The fact that such organizations focus on local and grassroots matters mean that their role is limited to a presence in only some local communities and that they have little impact within national and global communities.  Progressives thus have also been supportive of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that are active in global civil society: groups like Global Trade Watch, the Third World Network, and the International Forum on Globalization (Steger, 2005: 120-26).  Such groups seek to broaden the political and social agenda by keeping abreast of globalizing developments, reporting both broad overall trends and how globalization has impacted particular nations and sub-communities.  These are the folks who compile statistics and tell stories about some of the problems and horrors that accompany globalization.  They sometimes mobilize peaceful protests against international organizations like the World Trade Organization and NAFTA and they sometimes organize boycotts against multinational corporations that employ exploitive practices. Progressives generally applaud their efforts to enlarge the agenda of trade agreements so that they address not only the interests and property rights of investors, but a host of other social and environmental concerns.

Deliberation.  Progressives believe that globalists have an implicit “vote-centric” model of democracy.   By stressing democracy as a method for controlling political leaders so that they do not abuse their power (Schumpeter, 1943), democratic theory has often focused on the capacity of citizens to cast votes to express their disapproval of leaders.  Extending that theory to the policymaking process has meant seeing democracy as “majority rule,” as a way of counting up people’s given preferences to determine the predominant set of (pre-existing) preferences.  Democracy among elected representatives in the legislature has thus come to mean having the votes to control issue outcomes.  In the 108th Congress, such a vote-centric conception of democracy resulted in the Republican leadership pushing to passage many bills before legislators had time to read or discuss them. It is estimated, for example, that 57% of the bills considered by the House in 2003 were declared “emergency measures” and rushed to a vote with as little as 30 minutes notice (Kuttner, 2004: 19). Floor amendments to bills have increasingly been prohibited.  And conference committees have been packed with congressmen supporting a particular outcome who radically rewrite bills (rather than reconcile Senate- House differences) and ship them back to each body for quick up-or-down votes (Kuttner, 2004: 20).  In other communities, such as departments of political science, people holding a vote-centric model theory of democracy, call for immediate votes, so as not to waste time, since “we all know what we want.”

Progressives reject such a vote-centric conception of democracy.  They doubt that people do know what they want in the absence of deliberation on an issue.  They think that deliberation helps people from misunderstanding their own interests and, more importantly, informs them about the interests of others.
  They doubt that people are so cold as to be unmoved when learning about the needs of others that they will remain indifferent to their plights.  Empathy is not a trait that some people have and others lack; its something we all acquire from being in community with others, and long deliberations with people having different interests puts us in community with them and increases our empathy for them.  At least this is possible when policymaking processes are not structured to achieve a particular outcome that has been dictated by party leaders.

Deliberation thus occurs at a stage in the political process where elected officials come to the fore and citizens recede into the background.  When processes are more fully democratic, there will be opportunities for ordinary citizens (and leaders of groups who represent their views and interests) to be heard.  Elected officials will attend public hearings and listen attentively to concerns as they seek to develop independent judgments about what policy option best serves the community as a whole and meets relevant justice considerations.  And elected officials will deliberate among themselves, both in committees and in the larger legislative body.  For many years, the U.S. Senate was celebrated as one of the greatest deliberative bodies in democratic politics because of the seriousness with which Senators spoke and listened to each other, and because of the civility that marked their deliberations.  Progressives see real value in such practices (Loomis, 2002). One benefit is that while deliberation can take a long time and bog down the legislative process, it can also lead to bipartisan agreements and policy innovations having lasting and important effects (Mayhew, 1991). Another benefit is that talk is perhaps the best weapon available to minorities. The fact that most representatives come from privileged backgrounds and that poor people and minorities are packed into a relatively small number of districts means that representatives who simply vote their interests or those of their constituents will seldom if ever respond to the needs of disadvantaged minorities.  Only the hope of persuading representatives using the moral appeal of various conceptions of justice can help disadvantaged people attain outcomes responsive to their needs (Chambers, 1996).

Thus, multicultural inclusion is central to an effective deliberative stage of politics.  The voices of minorities, women, the poor and other such groups that have traditionally been marginalized and excluded in public hearings and among representatives must be heard during deliberations.  Progressives understand the need for democratic governments to pursue proactive measures to organize excluded groups and ensure their presence in public forums (Young, 1990).  Minorities do not need to become dominant in legislatures, but they need to be present as important elements of multicultural coalitions having sufficient liberal whites to be able to prevail on certain issues (Browning, Marshall and Tabb, 1984).


Resolution.  “To prevail on an issue” does, of course, involve having enough votes.  Here is the relatively small part of the democratic process where “majority rule” – so often thought to be the defining aspect of democracy – comes into play.   Other decision rules, such as having a mere plurality of votes (when considering three or more alternatives) or requiring a supra-majority (such as two-thirds) of all voters, are possible.  Progressives seek consensual social understandings about public policy, but they recognize that consensus is seldom feasible and so they do not seek decision rules calling for unanimity or supra-majorities.  Generally, they support majority rule because it best gives equal consideration to all voters (Dahl, 1989: 135-162). 

But progressives, like liberals, are concerned that minorities can have rights curtailed by unconstrained majoritarian rules.  Fundamental private and political rights must never be taken away by majority rule.  This is why the democratic enhancement principle should not be interpreted to mean that progressives endorse enhancing the occasions when majority rule can be used to restrict fundamental political liberties.  Progressives oppose having majoritarian public referenda resolve moral issues that might restrict fundamental liberties.  Issues like gay rights and abortion are properly determined by complex arrangements that check the capacity of illiberal majorities to restrict individual rights.  Constitutional provisions requiring supra-majorities at many points in the political process are essential for protecting minority rights.  Progressives support the capacity of the Supreme Court to declare unconstitutional federal laws and state constitutional provisions that have achieved majority support but that violate fundamental liberties.  


Evaluation.  Progressives understand that many programs and policies that result from even effective democratic processes will reflect tentative and imperfect social understandings.  Public policies are always remedial in the sense that they should be reviewed to determine whether their implementation effectively achieves intended goals and whether policies and programs have had unintended consequences that warrant their revision. Progressive principles have a very strong pragmatic element.  All governmental programs and policies should be seen as experiments, and the question is whether or not these programs work – or work well enough to warrant continuation or work better than alternatives.  


Much program evaluation must surely be conducted by experts, but citizens who are impacted by programs and policies must have a large role in the process.   Program evaluators must reach out to citizens, discover how citizens experience programs, and give “greater status to grassroots knowledge,” so that latent or unintended effects can be included in systematic evaluations (Schneider and Ingram, 1997). Governments must have institutions ranging from legislative staffers to ombudsmen to e-government that enable citizens to register complaints.  Progressives understand that voting on public officials every few years is far too blunt of an instrument for ensuring that public officials pursue policies that effectively solve social problems and respond to their wants and needs.  
Achieving progressive change


Progressive principles call for significant economic, social, moral, and political changes, but the changes sought are hardly radical and the methods that progressives use to achieve these changes are not those of revolutionaries.  Progressive principles do not oppose globalization, but rather call for attending to other than the overall economic benefits that can result from greater global interaction and interdependence.  Progressive principles entail taming capitalism, not eliminating it.  Progressive principles call for enhancing democratic practices, not making fundamental alterations in democratic institutions.  Progressive principles call for maintaining the political communities that exist, but all communities are in need of some reforms.


The means that progressives use to achieve change are relatively conventional.  They try to create public awareness about the problems they hope to address and the possibilities they seek to pursue.  They try to elect progressive leaders.  They try to influence policymakers, often by pooling their resources into various groups.  But progressives often have fewer conventional political resources than their pluralist rivals, and this means that they must sometimes dig deeper and use more contentious methods: protests, strikes, boycotts and other such methods that are disruptive of normal social and political life (Euchner, 1996; Guidry and Sawyer, 2003). Contentious methods involve articulating the shortcomings of pluralism, including the marginalization and exclusion of many legitimate interests.  Contentious methods involve complementing the use of positive inducements (emphasizing the benefits of responding to progressive concerns) with the use of negative inducements that impose costs on other members of the community unless concessions are made.  Contentious methods often employ bifurcated leadership in which militants create tensions that enable moderates to make inroads into policymaking arenas (Walker, 1963). Protest and disruption have always been necessary means for bringing about progressive change for groups that are marginalized in ordinary pluralist politics.  Progressive believe it is sometimes necessary to employ civil disobedience to publicize injustices that arise from otherwise legitimate democratic authority, and they applaud the willingness of dissenters to accept punishment for pursuing their deep moral convictions.  But militant protests that call for destruction of the system or employ violence are opposed by progressives, at least when such tactics are employed in communities that are basically pluralist (Schumaker, 1975).


Different progressives will focus on different targets of reform efforts.  Global institutions are certainly in need of greater democratization.  There are significant gaps between progressive principles and the performances of national, state, and local governments.  Institutions within civil society – especially business corporations - often fail to exhibit the values and principles that progressives endorse.  Specific groups of progressives can target their energies at any such targets.


Different progressives will emphasize different kinds of reforms.  Some will want to replace authorities who are insufficiently progressive in their beliefs and actions.  Some will want to propose and generate support for specific policies that might help achieve progressive goals.  Some will want to build organizations that can address community problems and put pressure on governmental and business leaders to pursue more progressive policies.  And some will want to try to reform one aspect or another of current democratic processes and governing institutions.  Different progressive groups can specialize in various areas of politics, trying to bring improvements to any of them.


This means that progressive politics will inevitably be incremental and reformist.  Progressives do not imagine utopian communities.  They do not destroy existing institutions that fall short of their ideals, and replace them with wholesale changes.  They accept present politics in their various manifestations in most of our many political communities - at least in the sense that existing realities are thought to usually have certain benefits and enable at least partial realization of some important goals.  But existing conditions are examined for their departures from progressive principles and goals, and improvements are envisioned.   Progressives thus see change as occurring through thousands of campaigns involving specific reforms for specific communities (Rorty, 1998: 111-124).

To contribute to progressive change, people do not need to be highly informed about all aspects of politics, and they do not need any deep understanding of progressive pluralism as a public philosophy.  They simply need to be aware of a social problem or a potential improvement to a community, and become committed and active participants in a group pursuing a progressive goal.  Progressives believe that people are project pursuers who gain meaning and enjoyment in their lives by contributing to progressive improvements to their communities.

But progressive campaigns may normally be defeated by the greater power of globalist (and conservative) forces.  Progressive victories through reformist campaigns may be offset by losses that take political communities in less progressive and democratic directions.  It is easy to urge progressives to soldier on and do the best they can.  It is harder to create broader conditions where progressive campaigns are more frequent, more confident, and more successful – conditions where globalist perspectives are less dominant and economic forces are less powerful.  

Perhaps the ontology of progressives is their best hope for achieving such conditions.  Progressives believe that fundamental historical change is due to ideational forces.  Ideas matter, especially when people bring their organizational resources to bear on pursuing ideas.

Political movements are the way that progressive ideas have normally been injected into politics during the past few centuries.  Abolitionist, populist, labor, feminist, civil rights, environmental, anti-war, gay-rights – these are some of the movements that have brought about progressive change in the past.  The progressive movement at the turn of the 20th century that targeted concentrations of economic power (monopolies) and political power (urban machines) for reform can be cited as an example of how new ideas gave rise to an important social movement that brought about significant progressive changes.  

Beyond engaging in incremental and reformist campaigns, progressives need a broader social movement, one committed not just to a specific political transformation but to deepening democracy itself (Guinier and Torres, 2002).  Progressive pluralism needs to be seen as a public philosophy worthy of the same sort of energies that people have invested in earlier social movements.  It needs to build on the anti-globalization movement, which correctly sees the limitations of globalism as the dominant public philosophy of our time, but gets lost in an excessively narrow agenda of fighting globalization.  Globalization is not the real problem, because globalization does involve many positive benefits.  Globalization can be beneficial if tamed by democratic forces.  The focus of a new progressive movement must be on democracy, on developing deeper democratic norms, institutions, and practice to govern all of our communities.

In the past, most social movements have had their concerns incorporated into the politics of major political parties.  But such incorporation has not always been sufficient, and thus new parties – like the Republican Party during the pre-Civil War era  – have come into existence to tap into these energies.  Progressives in America now await resolution of how the Republican and Democratic Parties respond to the new progressive forces that are mobilizing.  Perhaps both will move toward progressive principles, but in the deeply divided society that has emerged, this is unlikely.  It is not clear that the Democratic Party will give up some of its globalist tendencies and become more progressive.  While most progressives hope to find in the Democratic Party an organizational vehicle for bringing progressive ideas to bear on political transformations, it remains to be seen whether that will occur.  The third party option remains.

Progressives thus want to further develop their public philosophy. They want a political movement around progressive pluralist ideas.  They want many progressive campaigns, not just to win some smaller progressive victories but also because involvement in successful progressive campaigns can be very important in winning participants over to a broader progressive public philosophy. And they look to develop parties committed to these ideas who can be vehicles for progressive change.  Given the power of globalism and other ideological competitors and given the apparent apathy of many citizens, they are not sure that progressivism will flourish, but they can hope so.

And so the progressive believes.
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� This article extracts those portions focusing on democracy of a larger manuscript entitled In Praise of Progressive Pluralism, which is currently preparation.





� This delineation of rights is similar to that provided by the equal liberty principle of John Rawls (1999:  53)





� Of course, some private interests or entities might, as individuals have more power than a particular elected official or the average citizen.  As in my earlier work (Schumaker, 1991: 141-173), the concern here is with collectivities. 





� Older forms of colonialism of course involved total control of communities by foreign agents where these communities had no democratic institutions.  Neo-colonialism involves external influence despite communities having formal sovereignty and democratic institutions.





� This list of requirements for more effective democratic elections is by no means exhaustive; for a fuller discussion of the requirements of adequate election processes, see Thompson (2003).  The principles for better attaining these requirements that are listed below are also offered with a progressive spirit of tentativeness.





� Kuttner (2004: 22) estimates that gerrymandering in Texas is likely to shift seven seats from Democrats to Republicans.  Such gerrymandering is thus intended not only to reduce electoral competition within districts for seats, but  also ensure Republic domination of Congress.





� Under proportional representation, candidates would run in larger units (like states) rather than single-member districts, and these larger units would elect multiple representatives, the exact number normally determined by the number of citizens in the larger unit.  For the U.S. House, for example, California would select 52 representative and Kansas would select four.  Voters would be provided multiple votes (usually equal to the number of positions available).  Some progressives like Lani Guinier (1994) have argued that proportional representation should allow voters to cast “bullet ballots” – all or most of their votes for a particular candidate. Minority voters could cast such bullet ballots for specific minority candidates to enhance the chances of being represented in Congress.  





� Neuborne (2001: 21) adds that many excluded felons committed their crimes as youths and the kind of offenses leading to their felony convictions were less likely to be regarded as felons when committed by young whites.





� Political science has recently generated a huge literature on deliberative democracy.  Some of the most important works in this vein include Gutmann and Thompson (1996, 2003), Elster (1998), Levine (2000), Ackerman and Fishkin (2004), and Leib (2004).
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