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Deweyan Democracy and Pluralism:
A Reunion

SHANE RaLsTON

Abstract: What Talisse refers to as his “pluralist objection” states that Deweyan democracy,
or John Dewey's theory of democracy as contemporary Dewey scholars understand it,
resembles a thick account, that is, a theory establishing a set of prior restraints on the values
that can count as legitimate within @ democratic community, and thus is incompatible with
pluralism, at least insofar as contemporary political theorists define that term. In this paper,
| argue that by undermining the pluralist objection, a reunion of Deweyan democracy and
pluralism—two ideas that have been torn asunder by Talisse’s misreading of Dewey and
Deweyans—becomes possible.

So let us not be naive: Deweyan democracy is antipluralist in that it
places decisive constraints upon the kinds of voices we need to include.
. . . Consider that the Deweyan-democratic commitment to inquiry
excludes not only those who refuse to inquire, but also those who hold
views that are incompatible with the fallibilism and experimentalism at
the heart of inquiry —Robert Talisse'

|. Introduction

What Talisse refers to as his “pluralist objection” states that Deweyan democracy,
or John Dewey’s theory of democracy as contemporary Dewey scholars under-
stand it, resembles a thick account, that is, a theory establishing a set of prior restraints
on the values that can count as legitimate within a democratic community, and thus
is incompatible with pluralism, at least insofar as contemporary political theorists
define that term. In this paper, I argue that by undermining the pluralist objection,
a reunion of Deweyan democracy and pluralism—two ideas that have been torn
asunder by Talisse’s misreading of Dewey and Deweyans—becomes possible.

The pluralist objection is susceptible to a combination of one or more of the
following three charges. First, in reading Deweyan democracy through the filter
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of Berlinian value pluralism, his interpretation neglects to consider Dewey’s own
theory of valuation. Analogously, we could imagine a contemporary interpreter
of Plato’s Symposium employing the filtering strategy by entirely overlooking the
ancient Greek view of homoeroticism and instead understanding the text in terms
of the post-Freudian category of homosexuality.? Second, and similar to the previ-
ous charge, the pluralist objection challenges the pluralist credentials of Deweyan
democracy according to the standard offered by John Rawls, what he calls ‘reasonable
pluralism,’ not in terms of Dewey’s own principle of growth. In reaction to these
charges, Talisse could justifiably claim that the argument for treating Dewey on his
own terms, or reading his ideas without first filtering them through more recent
theoretical frameworks, is groundless. Contemporary Deweyans must inevitably
reconcile their own Dewey-inspired democratic theories with the accounts of plural-
ism currently dominant in the democracy literature, including those advanced by
Berlin and Rawls. Unfortunately for Talisse’s argument, there is no parallel avenue
for escaping the third charge. By framing the distinction between substantive and
proceduralist democratic theory as a strict and exclusive dichotomy, he mistakes
Deweyan democracy for a purely substantive or thick theory. Instead, Dewey’s
theory of democracy proves to be highly proceduralist and perfectly compatible
with a plurality of reasonable political views—or so 1 argue.

The next section of the paper is devoted to a presentation of Talisse’s pluralist
objection. The third section sets forth the three charges against the pluralist objec-
tion. In the fourth section, I give an account of the pragmatist pluralist procedure
as it manifests in Dewey’s writings and in the works of a contemporary Deweyan,
William Caspary, and then demonstrate how the procedure operates in a concrete
case study. Deweyan democratic communities are compared with gay or ‘queer’
communities to demonstrate that while both kinds of communities reveal dynamic
patterns of inclusion and exclusion, queer communities are distinctive in that they
employ a highly proceduralist criterion of inclusion. In the concluding section, the
implications of deploying such analogies are considered.

Il. Talisse’s Pluralist Objection

Robert Talisse objects that Deweyan democrats cannot consistently hold that (i)
“democracy is a way of life™ and (ii) democracy as a way of life is compatible with
pluralism. Thus he recommends, “Deweyans . . . [should] drop the vocabulary of
pluralism.” In “Can Democracy be a Way of Life?” he characterizes “Deweyan de-
mocracy” as thick or substantive, “astyle of . . . democratic theory which emphasizes
citizen participation in the shared cooperative undertaking of self-government at
all levels of social association.” On this view, to embrace Deweyan democracy is
to commit oneself to a set of substantive values related to citizen engagement and
inquiry, values that severely restrain the scope of acceptable conceptions of the
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good (or life plans) that may be held by citizens. If inquiry-related values, such as
fallibilism and experimentalism, are incompatible with the worldview of any person
or group, then that incompatibility becomes a legitimate basis for excluding them
from enjoying the public benefits of living in a Deweyan democracy. The reason
that Deweyan democrats embrace a thick conception of democracy, Talisse claims,
is that they wish to understand democratic life as Dewey did, that is, as “a mode of
social organization in which citizens collectively inquire into shared problems.”
So, when Deweyans employ the slogan “democracy is a way of life,” what they are
really saying (in a convenient short-hand) is that they endorse an exclusively thick
or substantive theory of democracy.

As both a descriptive and normative concept, pluralism plays a pivotal role,
Talisse notes, in the contemporary literature on democratic theory. If a democratic
theorist is to find a warm reception for her theory, she must grapple with the real-
ity that “reasonable, sincere people profoundly disagree about . . . ultimate ends”
but go further than simply propound the truism “that toleration is necessary for
democracy.” Insofar as those who hold rival worldviews disagree over final ends or
values, pluralism is an obstinate feature of modem political life and, in some cases,
an insurmountable obstacle to democratic will-formation. “Pluralism,” in Talisse’s
words, “is the thesis that at least some, and perhaps many, of these disagreements
are inevitable, irresolvable, non-contingent, and, in a word, permanent.”®

According to Talisse, pluralism comes in two varieties: (i) value (or ontologi-
cal) pluralism and (ii) epistemic pluralism.® Value pluralists, such as Isaiah Berlin
and John Gray, argue that values resemble “objective moral facts” or “moral goods”
that cannot be simultaneously realized in a single set, for some will inevitably prove
incompatible, incompossible or incommensurable with each other.’ Epistemic
pluralists, such as John Rawls, sidestep the issue of whether all values can be con-
sistently realized, measured and ranked in favor of an account of pluralism based
on reason and its limits. Given the epistemic barriers to arriving at a comprehensive
doctrine, a democratic state cannot reasonably resolve deep disagreements between
citizens by endorsing a single overarching worldview, or at least not without sup-
porting oppressive and antipluralist policies.

Why choose democracy when reasonable people disagree about what con-
stitutes the best form of government? Or, from the perspective of the democrat,
“How is democracy possible under conditions of pluralism?”!! Rawls’s answer to this
question is complex. It involves foregoing a philosophically rich (or thick) defence
of democracy for a proceduralist (or thin) defence in order to accommodate the fact
of pluralism. Citizens find agreement on a set of highly abstract principles of justice
to govern the “basic structure of society,” principles which it would be reasonable
to support regardless of one’s philosophical or religious worldview.

Talisse sharply distinguishes Rawls’s proceduralist approach to harmoniz-
ing democracy and pluralism with the substantive approach of civic republican
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Michael Sandel. Pluralism factors into both of their accounts of democracy because
it constitutes a significant obstacle to democratic will-formation, to “an account of
democracy that at least in principle could win the consent of all reasonable persons.”*2
Rawls overcomes the obstacle by settling on a thin theory of democracy. Rather than
offering the philosophically best form of government, democracy provides a set of
reasonable procedures for both making collective decisions and negotiating the
perpetual problem of pluralism. In contrast, Sandel’s civic republicanism demands
that persons assimilate their separate and rival worldviews to the community’s single
standard of virtuous citizenship. Therefore, Talisse concludes that the thickness of
Sandel’s democratic theory makes it patently antipluralist. Likewise, the thickness
of Dewey'’s theory, particularly in its embrace of inquiry and intelligence as prereq-
uisites for citizenship, qualifies it as antipluralist.

lll. Three Charges

In this section, I level three charges at Talisse’s pluralist objection to Deweyan
democracy, as follows. Of the three, the final charge is the most critical and con-
sequential for evaluating the strength of my argument.

Charge One

For Isaiah Berlin, individuals select their values from among a universe of compet-
ing possibilities. According to this value ontology, human ends exist in a very real
. sense because they resemble distinct, incommensurable and often incompatible
moral goods. Since “the ends of men are many, and not all of them are in principle
compatible with each other,” persons must choose some values and reject others in
cultivating their own value schema.'? No single metric can assist these value-choosers
in rank-ordering the incommensurable options. Also, it proves impossible for every
possible value or end to manifest in a comprehensive set or unitary system. In Berlin’s
words, “the belief that some single formula can in principle be found whereby all
diverse ends of men can be harmoniously realized is demonstrably false.”** Intractable
value conflicts therefore become an unassailable fact of human moral life. Inasmuch
as moral agents will always have differences among their philosophical, theological
and moral commitments, the “necessity of choosing between absolute claims is then
an inescapable characteristic of the human condition.”'® Hence, in Berlin’s theory of
valuation, values qua moral goods have an undeniably existential quality, and value
pluralism resembles an “inescapable” feature of the “human condition.”

Talisse views Deweyan democracy through the prism of Berlin’s value ontology
and not through Dewey’s own theory of valuation. First, he characterizes the notion
of democracy found in Dewey’s works as wedded to “the republican notion of free-
dom,” not unlike Sandel’s civic republicanism.'® According to this account, humans
deserve their status as free citizens only insofar as they embody a set of common
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values. Favorably quoting John Stuhr, Talisse agrees that in “the widest sense”
Dewey’s philosophy “simply is social and political philosophy,” and thus Deweyan
democracy must be a thick or substantive theory. “If Stuhr is correct,” he notes, “then
Deweyan democracy is inextricably bound up with a deep, comprehensive worldview
about which it seeks agreement.”"” Since, on Berlin’s analysis, an all-encompassing
value system cannot reconcile itself with the inescapable fact of pluralism, Dewey’s
account of democracy must be incompatible with pluralism too.

The difficulty with Talisse’s reading of Deweyan democracy is that he filters it
through Berlin’s value ontology. In doing this, he also fails to treat Deweyan democ-
racy on its own terms, that is, relative to Dewey’s own theory of valuation. Through
the social activity of appraisal or evaluation, private preferences, or what Dewey
terms “prizings” (i.e., what is valued or desired), are converted into publicly shared
values (i.e., what is valuable or desirable).!® For Dewey, values do not possess an
existential quality in the Berlinian sense, except insofar as the prizing agent decides
to appraise or evaluate objects in concert with others. Moreover, value-choosers do
not naturally rank-order their ends with the intention of constructing a catalogue
or ontological schema of accepted values. Indeed, for Dewey, logic is always prior
to ontology. Since logic is a theory of inquiry, any shared values must first undergo
collective investigation and experimentation before being settled “over and above
board,” that is, as the products of social inquiry.'® Therefore, Deweyan democracy
does not offer a “comprehensive worldview” or unitary system of values, but rather
a way, among many others, to reconcile different and often-times conflicting value
orientations into a “mode of associated living,”2°

How might this reconciliation occur? For Dewey, it happens through ongo-
ing inquiry at the local level, by members of the community dedicated to settling
differences among those “values which . . . [distinct] groups sustain.””! Dewey
understands a group impacted, either negatively or positively, by the activities of
other groups as a “public,” that is, “all those affected by the indirect consequences
of [other groups’] transactions.”2 While publics will often contain members with
conflicting interests, their members are similarly affected by the problematic con-
sequences of others’ activities. According to Paul Stob, “Dewey’s terms speak not of
what the public is but of what the public can do.” Once the individuals belonging
to a public acknowledge their shared situation, the occasion arises for them to engage
in collective discourse and action aimed at the disclosure and clarification of their
shared values as well as the settling of their differences.2* This is not to deny the fact
of pluralism but to offer a method for negotiating the conflicts that grow out of, to
borrow Berlin’s words, this “inescapable characteristic of the human condition."

Charge Two

According to John Rawls, legitimacy and stability within a democratic society re-
quire a neutral framework of principles to which all citizens may appeal in their
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use of public reason. Principles of justice provide fair terms of cooperation through
a system of rights and protections that can successfully accommodate the “fact of
reasonable pluralism™—or the reality that citizens with deep differences need to
coexist in peaceful and tolerant ways.26 Otherwise, without the rights and protec-
tions afforded by liberal institutions, majorities would endanger the freedom of
minorities, impose upon them a single conception of the good, and consequently
jeopardize the polity’s stability. To ascertain what those fair terms of cooperation
would be, citizens engage in a thought experiment, imagining themselves in an
“original position” of perfect equality, where they would choose the principles to
govern a just society without knowledge of their personal endowments or their
private fortunes in the eventual distribution of goods. Public reason limits the
content of public discourse to exclusively political subject-matter, to those issues
one would contemplate in the thought experiment of the original position, or to
what Rawls refers to as the “basic structure of a just society.””’

Rawls employs a “political conception of liberalism” in order to negotiate the
problem of legitimacy and stability in a pluralist society. According to this concep-
tion, the plurality of views and values that citizens hold should overlap and, in the
area of shared agreement, yield a principled account of justice.”® This “overlapping
consensus” is made possible by two characteristics of citizens: (i) their status as free
and equal citizens and (ii) their common understanding of political society as a “fair
system” of long-term cooperation.”® Rawls’s notion of public reason supplies an
ideal for citizens to struggle towards in regulating their political talk: “[TThe ideal of
public reason is that citizens are to conduct their fundamental discussions within
the framework of what each regards as a political conception of justice based on
values that the others can reasonably be expected to endorse and each is, in good
faith, prepared to defend that conception so understood.”® As a result, citizens
who attempt to realize the ideal of public reason bracket the diverse aspects of their
worldviews when engaging in public discourse about matters of justice.

The restrictions on what kinds of reasons count as public reveal that Rawlsian
democracy is far more substantive than Talisse’s account suggests. According to
Rawls, public reasons must also be offered in the specific setting of “public forums,”
including legislative, executive and judicial institutions as well as among citizens
voting “in elections when constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice are
at stake.”! Consequently, if they are to count as public, those reasons offered must
pertain to political issues, such as matters of justice and questions concerning the
constitution—in other words, to the subject-matter of a “political conception of
justice.”? Therefore, these significant limitations on the substance of public dis-
course make Rawls’s democratic theory less proceduralist (or more substantive)
than Talisse would wish to concede.

Talisse filters Deweyan democracy through Rawls’s notion of reasonable plu-
ralism at the expense of ignoring Dewey’s analogous, though comparably richer,
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principle of growth. Instead of an overlapping consensus between otherwise diver-
gent worldviews, the ethical principle of growth recommends that individuals and
groups cultivate those experiences that will liberate their potentialities.>> Education
is the sine qua non for realizing the possibilities of human development and growth:
“Since life means growth, a living creature lives as truly and positively at one stage
as at another, with the same intrinsic fullness and the same absolute claims. Hence
education means the enterprise of supplying the conditions which ensure growth, or
adequacy of life, irrespective of age.”* While Dewey explicitly identifies education
as a condition for growth, he refrains from specifying exactly what growth would
entail or its meaning in the concrete. Instead, working out personal and collective
conceptions of growth (or self-realization) is a task better left for individuals and
groups to undertake, not for philosophers or politicians to preordain.

Besides education, another prerequisite for growth is the ability to solve prob-
lems. For Dewey, the breadth of content that can potentially count as subject-matter
for collective problem solving and public discourse is virtually limitless. Human
reason features strongly in experience because problem solving, or inquiry, is a natu-
ral human activity, both in politics as well as other domains of life.** If, as Popper
generalizes, “all life is problem solving,” or, as Dewey observes, inquiries “enter into
every area of life and into every aspect of every area,” then claiming that democratic
citizens should become increasingly adept at individual and group problem solving
is distinctly different from advancing a state-sponsored worldview.* Instead, it is
merely to restate the fact that humans are naturally problem-solvers; to observe that
humans who are citizens of democracies confront common problems; and then to
infer from the fact and observation that the challenge for democratic citizens is to
become better collaborative problem-solvers. Thus, Dewey selectively emphasizes
one common feature of human experience, i.e., the regularity with which humans
confront and resolve problematic situations, in order to demonstrate that problem-
solving partnerships in democracies tend to facilitate the personal and collective
growth of their citizens.”

Charge Three

Finally, and most troubling, Talisse’s pluralist objection erects a strict and exclusive
dichotomy between substantive and proceduralist conceptions of democracy. This
charge strikes at the heart of a key distinction relied on by many democratic theo-
rists.* Deliberative democrats Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, for instance,
try to refute the position that deliberation should be purely proceduralist, or that
“the collective outcomes produced [by democratic deliberation] need no further
justification beyond the rationale for the method itself.”® Yet, despite Gutmann
and Thompson’s concern and what David Estlund calls a “flight from substance
in democratic theory,” it is almost impossible to find a democratic theorist who
endorses a purely proceduralist theory of democracy.* Substantive or value-laden
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constraints on the process and outcome of democratic procedures are an inevitable
feature of most, if not all, theories of democracy—even in Rawls’s theory. By the
same logic, most so-called ‘substantive theories of democracy’ also have at least
some proceduralist characteristics. Thus, there is a rupture between the strict and
exclusive conceptualization of the distinction and the actual features of most, if
not all, democratic theories.*!

One possible way to remedy this problem is to reconstruct the substantive-
proceduralist distinction. “To oppose one to the other is.” Dewey warns, “to set the
moving tendency and the final result of the same process over against each other.”*#
His warning, although referring to the opposition between child and curriculum,
applies with equal force to a strict and exclusive distinction between substantive and
proceduralist democracy. Alternatively, the process and result might be conceived as
a continuum, a continuous gradation of more or less proceduralist, as well as more
or less substantive, democratic theories, not a quantum leap between those with
purely proceduralist credentials and others with purely substantive credentials.

This brings us to the issue of where to locate Deweyan democracy along
the proceduralist-substantive continuum. According to the charitable interpreta-
tion of his position, Talisse claims that democracy as a way of life is substantially
thicker (or more substantive) than Rawls’s theory, and so is on par with Sandel’s
civic republicanism. Thus, Deweyan democracy proves to be incompatible with
full-fledged pluralism, or the view that value conflict is an intransigent feature of
human life. However, on closer examination, democracy as a way of life shows itself
to be significantly thinner than Talisse is willing to acknowledge. Dewey advarnces a
theory of democracy that is both predominantly proceduralist and strikingly similar
to contemporary theories of deliberative democracy.* Instead of a monumental
event (e.g., a constitutional convention), democratic deliberation for Dewey is an
on-going process of everyday discourse, a “back-and-forth give-and-take discus-
sion” and a “conversation,” in which one conception, or set of conceptions, replaces
another as the plans and projects of the community change.** Community members
working in concert with experts discuss and collectively decide how to understand
their shared conceptions in the best possible light, or as would ideally suit their
public values, and to solve their common problems and restructure their shared
institutions accordingly.*

So, by empowering citizens to develop, deliberate about and test their shared
ideals, Deweyan democracy operates in a more proceduralist fashion than Talisse be-
lieves. Moreover, Deweyan democracy does not impose burdensome prior restraints
or value-specific conditions on what is to count as an ultimately true conception. It
resembles neither a purely substantive theory of democracy nor an oppressive state-
sanctioned doctrine in the Rawlsian sense. Thus, fair procedures of, for instance,
deliberation and negotiation permit reasonable citizens, distinct groups and state
agents in a Deweyan democracy to disagree without resorting to violence.*®
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IV. Dewey’s Pluralist Procedure in Action

In this penultimate section, I would like to complete my response to Talisse by
articulating Dewey’s pragmatic pluralist procedure, a contemporary Deweyan’s
interpretation of it and a highly relevant illustration of Deweyan democracy and
Dewey’s pragmatic standard in action

A Pragmatic Pluralist Procedure

What is Dewey’s own pragmatic standard of inclusion? In short, it is a highly
procedural standard that asks and answers two questions. The first pertains to the
plurality of interests held in common by different groups. It queries those groups,
“How numerous and varied are the interests which are commonly shared?”*” The
second question concerns whether groups are open to readjusting their ways of
associating. It asks, “How full and free is the interplay [of conventional forms of
association] with other forms of association?* Dewey’s procedure for addressing
the fact of pluralism might be called the ‘mutual interest and associative flexibility’
standard of inclusion.

Among Dewey’s many writings on politics and the political events of his
times, one in particular, “The Principle of Nationality,” showcases the relationship
between democracy, pluralism and reason.* In this work, he distinguishes political
and cultural nationality in order to demonstrate that the problem of pluralism—or,
in his terminology, the “question of nationality” (particularly, claims of minority
groups to self-determination)—stems from a confusion of the two.* Unlike Rawls,
Dewey does not seek to set aside all metaphysical claims about the superiority of
one worldview to another in favor of a purely political solution to the problem of
pluralism. “The remedy [for the problem of nationality or pluralism] will not be
found,” Dewey contends, “by continuing the claim to complete sovereign rights
but in provision for a maximum of cultural independence along with systematic
provisions for free industrial and economic interdependence.”” Dewey wishes to
grant minorities greater freedom of cultural expression but without insulating them
from the wider society. To guard against the prospect of increasing insularity, he
recommends that minority groups increase their dependence upon other groups for
their economic well-being, particularly through the activities of work and trade.

Another one of Dewey’s essays, “The Fruits of Nationalism,” explores the
implications of the complex concept of national sovereignty for the interests of a
nation’s citizens.”® Although the existence of a nation as an “historic community
of traditions and outlook” is a concrete “reality,” Dewey believes that “the notion
of national interests” can also become “an abstraction, a fiction” when the nation
is animated “into a Person who has a touchy and testy Honor to be defended and
avenged at the cost of death and destruction.” Indeed, this species of “animism”
and the concomitant appeals by national leaders to the “national interest” can have
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the effect of marginalizing minority groups that do not share the majority’s moral
and patriotic values. While Dewey never explicitly mentions pluralism, the concept
lurks in the background of the discussion. An extreme and uncritical variety of
patriotic nationalism threatens a nation’s citizens with xenophobia, balkanization,
lack of group recognition (or misrecognition), incessant foreign wars and oppressive
treatment of insular minorities. Although there is no surefire solution to the ills of
nationalism, Dewey argues that any inquiry should begin by acknowledging that
“[i]tis to the interests of a nation that its citizens be protected from pestilence, from
unnecessary infection; that they enjoy a reasonable degree of economic comfort and
independence; that they be protected from crime, from external invasion, etc.”**
Otherwise, the doctrine of national sovereignty excuses the majority-controlled
government to exercise unlimited coercive power, whether in its relations with
foreign powers or in its dealings with dissident minorities inside its own boundar-
ies (so-called ‘nations within a nation’).

In light of Dewey’s analyses, the doctrine of national sovereignty and the
question of nationality suggest two problematic ways to negotiate the fact of plu-
ralism, viz., by appeal to a highly substantive democratic theory or by state force.
According to Dewey’s two-step pluralist procedure, members of different groups
(whether majority or minority) should, first, identify their shared interests and,
second, propose novel and flexible ways of associating in order to address their
shared problems. Therefore, democracy as a way of life represents a method, not a
state-sponsored worldview—a procedure for negotiating, though not permanently
resolving, the deeply divisive and sometimes intractable differences between peoples
and groups beholden to competing forms of life.

Caspary on Conflict Mediation

Despite Dewey having expressed views on pluralism through his writings on
nationalism and national sovereignty, the cogency of my argument could still be
questioned because Talisse’s objection is directed against Deweyan democracy
(or contemporary Deweyans’ interpretations of Dewey’s democratic theory), not
Dewey’s own theory of democracy. So, in this section, I demonstrate that William
Caspary’s interpretation of Deweyan democracy as a form of conflict mediation is
a natural extension of Dewey’s pluralist procedure, and also that Talisse’s critique
of Caspary’s interpretation is unjustified.

Caspary proposes that what Dewey calls “social intelligence” should be con-
strued expansively, particularly in a way that makes it tantamount to the techniques
of conflict resolution or mediation. “Dewey’s belief in the creative power of conflict-
resolution . . . [follows from] his belief in ‘social intelligence.” Similar to conflict
resolution, social intelligence is a method for ameliorating tensions; intelligent in the
sense that it resembles a method of effective problem solving; and social in the dual
sense that it “can expand with each generation” and “is available to all citizens.”
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Caspary identifies five features held in common by Dewey’s approach to social in-
telligence and conflict resolution frameworks: (i) statement of the parties’ interests
(“interests must be articulated and placed on the agenda™; (ii) empathetic listening
(“stakeholders have to listen respectfully to the interests and concerns of others™; (i)
identification of shared, flexible interests, rather than rigid value schemes (“the par-
ties to the conflict will have to identify their broad underlying interests, and let go of
narrow ‘fixed ends”); (iv) the creation of novel ways to associate (“contlict-resolution
involves discovery and invention of new modes of action and new meanings, which
establish common goals™); and (v) mutual accord on administrative and evaluative
processes (“satisfactory completion of public conflict-resolution requires explicit
agreements on courses of action, procedures for implementation, and monitoring
procedures”).> Notice that the third and fourth features shared by Dewey’s notion
of social intelligence and the method of conflict resolution are identical to the two
steps in Dewey’s pluralist procedure. First, parties to a conflict must identify their
overlapping interests. Second, novel ways for associating, ways that minimize ad-
versarial tension and maximize collaborative engagement, should be invented.

Robert Talisse criticizes Caspary’s account of Deweyan democracy as a method
of conflict mediation because it cannot deal with “tragic conflicts,” or disputes in
which parties to it possess incommensurable values. Caspary must weasel out of the
difficulty by denying the existence of tragic conflicts. According to Talisse, “Caspary
correctly observes that Deweyan democracy is inconsistent with the existence of tragic
conflicts; however, this does not entail that there are no tragic conflicts.”® However,
in many of these tragic conflicts, such as volatile labor-management disputes, the
mediator helps the parties agree on a procedure (or means) to resolve their dispute,
thereby sidestepping their deeper disagreements over values (or ends). According to
Charles E. Lindblom, the key to “muddling through” such tragic conflict is for parties
to agree on means, not ends: “the contestants cannot agree on criteria for settling
their disputes but can agree on specific proposals. Similarly, when one’s . . . objective
turns out to be another’s means, they often can agree on policy.” Likewise, Kwame
Anthony Appiah notes that, “[w]e can live together without agreeing on what the
values are that make it good to live together; we can agree about what to do in most
cases, without agreeing what is right.”* So, despite Talisse’s objection that Caspary’s
account of Deweyan democracy cannot handle tragic conflicts, democracy as a way
of life conceived as a way of resolving conflicts can accommodate incompatible
values by side-stepping consensus on values and proceeding to negotiations over
appropriate means (what to do, proposals or policies).

An Example

By way of illustration, I want to suggest that membership in queer communi-
ties might be controlled by a pluralist procedure of inclusion similar to the one
Dewey and Caspary have articulated. While the literature on queer culture and gay
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marriage is extensive, less has been written on the notion of family within queer
culture and queer communities.®! As noted, for Dewey, pluralism is an empirical
and normative concept that identifies patterns on inclusion and exclusion within
and between particular cultures. It is also a procedure that when followed reduces,
if not overcomes, deep differences between and within cultural groups. Caspary,
a contemporary Deweyan democrat, teases out the irenic dimension of Dewey’s
pluralist procedure and infers that the objective of Deweyan democracy is, indeed,
to ameliorate, and ideally resolve, contlicts.

According to the ‘family’ criterion of inclusion, anyone is considered queer or
part of the queer community so long as they have been marginalized or excluded
from the dominant community. So, despite heteronormative views (or one might
call them ‘heterosexual prejudices’) to the contrary, being homosexual is not the
relevant standard for being a member of a queer community. In Michael Warner’s
book The Trouble With Normal, he explains: “If there is such a thing as a gay [or
queer] way of life, it consists in these [family] relations, a welter of intimacies outside
the framework of professions and institutions and ordinary obligations.”® Those
standing outside the networks of life widely considered ‘normal’ have identified
their shared interests and developed novel ways for associating, ways that define
what it means to be part of a queer community. Of course, members must also be
open and tolerant of others who find themselves, for whatever reasons (chosen or
not), on the margins of the dominant community and its norms.

Even though pluralism in queer communities is highly proceduralist, built into
it are some substantive limitations on membership which vary from community to
community. For instance, some queer communities treat bisexuals and, to a lesser
degree, transsexuals as occupying a place on the margins of the community. Those
who are afforded the least tolerance, and sometimes expressly excluded, from queer
communities are adult persons who have (illegal) sexual relations with children,
otherwise known as ‘pedophiles.” Nevertheless, gay communities use a very thin
approach to gate-keeping, accepting most people who have been marginalized from
the dominant or ‘normal’ society. Therefore, the ‘family’ criterion delivers patterns
of inclusion and exclusion that tend toward greater inclusivity. Similar to queer
communities, Deweyan democratic communities more often include than exclude
potential members. When complaints about marginalization occur, members typi-
cally invoke the family notion as a way of identifying their shared interests and
suggesting new and flexible ways to associate—ways that will hopefully relieve the
problematic conditions that engendered the initial conflict.

V. Conclusion

To conclude, Talisse’s pluralist objection fails to convince Deweyans to drop
the language of pluralism because democracy as a way of life does not endorse a
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state-sponsored comprehensive worldview or an incommensurable scheme of
values. However, one might object that the queer communities illustration risks
reading Dewey’s ideas through an alien filter. While I acknowledge that ap-
peals to fairly recent socio-political phenomena could function in ways similar
to Talisse’s Berlinian and Rawlsian filters, 1 nevertheless believe that the prag-
matic value of the practice justifies the risk.® Not only does it help us to see the
contemporary relevance of Dewey’s ideas, but it also assists Dewey scholars in
declining invitations to give up the language of contemporary political theory.
As John Herman Randall declared, “[t]he best way of honoring Dewey is to work
on Dewey’s problems—to reconstruct his insights, to see, if need be, farther than
Dewey saw.”** By repelling Talisse’s objection, the stage is thereby set not only to
reunite Deweyan democracy and pluralism but also to appreciate the continued
relevance of Dewey’s pluralist procedure for contemporary problems of group
recognition, ethno-cultural conflict and difference accommodation in contem-
porary multicultural societies.®

Shane Ralston, University of Maine
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