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The term pluralism has been used in various linguistic, methodological and theoretical contexts to indicate multiplicity and plurality in contrast with unity and harmony. It was introduced by the eighteenth-century German philosopher Christian von Wolff and it came to be used, in metaphysics, as the opposite of monism, which is the thesis that the universe is explicable in terms of a single principle, or that all phenomena are reducible to a single principle, or substance. Pluralism admits instead of a plurality of kinds of substances, or a multiplicity of individual substances of a certain kind (Hamlyn 1984). However, the idea that a plurality of first principles is necessary to explain the world is much older than that, and it was already defended in ancient Greece by Heraclitus and Anaxagoras (V cent. BC).

One of the first and most prominent thinkers to articulate a comprehensive (metaphysical, epistemological, and axiological) vision of pluralism was the American William James (1842-1910). Pluralism for James can explain realities in a more accurate and perceptive way than alternative theories, and monism in particular. James’s radical empiricism had a remarkable impact on the subsequent generation of philosophers including Bertrand Russell and Ludwig Wittgenstein. Russell, in opposition to the idealism of Bradley and inspired by the work of G.E.Moore, introduced a new pluralistic and realistic approach to traditional metaphysical and epistemological disputes (Russell 1903; 1918-19). 

However, since the 1950`s in Britain, and perhaps in the rest of the world, the term pluralism is almost invariably associated with the name of Isaiah Berlin and his formulation of ‘value pluralism’. The core idea is that values (but also, on some interpretations, ends, duties and obligations) are irreducibly plural and heterogeneous, and nevertheless objective. This was an important element of the intuitionism defended by H.A. Pritchard and David Ross (1930), whose pluralism contrasts both with i) relativism, according to which it is not possible to define good and bad/evil objectively, or defend this distinction rationally, and ii) monism, according to which goods are either reducible to a single currency or can be ranked in a comprehensive hierarchical scale of value. According to value pluralism, there is no single rule - such as the maximisation of utility or  Kant’s categorical imperative - which guides our moral thinking, but morality involves trade-offs and hard choices amongst competing values. There is no possibility, even in principle, that all human goods and moral goals can be realised simultaneously; nor is there a single rational way of ranking them. A similar concept was endorsed by Berlin’s contemporary Michael Oakeshott. However, conflicts and hard choices are for Oakeshott the result of a faulty approach to morality. By abandoning a reflective method and letting habits and experience guide our choices, conflicts can be avoided (Cheniss and Hardy 2005). For Berlin, on the other hand, conflicts and trade-offs are intrinsic to the nature of morality.

The logical and practical implications of value pluralism and its interpretations lie in the background of some of the liveliest debates in contemporary moral and political philosophy (Nagel 1981; Taylor 1982; Walzer 1983; Raz 1986).

One central question is whether or not pluralism entails the incommensurability of values (Berlin 1969;  Williams 1965, Lukes 1991; Stocker 1990).  On one common definition, incommensurability means that there are cases in which, given two irreducible values x and y, it is not possible to say that x is better than y, that x is worse than y, or that x and y have the same value. In a normative perspective, this may give rise to hard choices and moral dilemmas (Chang 1997;   Griffin 1986).

According to some interpretations incommensurability applies not only to values, but also to whole moral codes (Berlin 1991; MacIntyre 1981). A nucleus of basic values may be part of different moral codes, and have nevertheless an objective validity. This means that codes which deny those values are morally inferior to those which include them. However, beyond a parsimonious list of shared basic values pluralists admit a legitimate difference between equally permissible moral codes. Therefore, there is not always a single solution to moral questions, nor a simple way of adjudicating interpersonal conflicts, or making interpersonal welfare comparisons.

In political philosophy, some theorists see a privileged relationship between pluralism and liberalism, insofar as liberalism provides a framework within which individuals can freely choose among competing goods, and hence is hospitable to a variety of conceptions of the good. Many liberals defend state neutrality towards people’s reasonable doctrines of the good, which are sometimes conflicting and incommensurable (Rawls 1993; Larmore 1994). For others, the liberal commitment to accommodating a reasonable disagreement about the good requires respecting or even  promoting cultural pluralism, which is the source of a multiplicity of cultural, religious and ethnic groups within a single political society (Raz 1986; Crowder 2002). Critics object that liberalism itself, by establishing the priority of liberty over other values, is a doctrine of the good amongst others, and if pluralism is true, there is no way to accord to it universal justification (Gray 1996). This criticism, however, rests on a radical interpretation of pluralism that verges on relativism. 
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