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Matthew Festenstein’s excellent 1997 book taught me that John Dewey’s call for democracy ‘as a way of life’ should be understood not merely as a call for a more participatory democracy, but rather as a call for a politics organized around his theory of self-realization. I read Matthew’s book at the same time when I was confronting the revolution instigated by John Rawls’s Political Liberalism (1993). It seemed to me that Rawls had posed a serious challenge to any view that, like Dewey’s, sought to ground a public conception of democracy in a comprehensive doctrine. Since then I had Deweyan sympathies, I tried to formulate Deweyan politics in a way that would evade the Rawlsian problematic. At the same time, I posed objections to Rawls’s alternative. I now regard these efforts as unsuccessful. Moreover, I believe that since Festenstein is correct about Dewey, Deweyan democracy is, for Rawlsian reasons, nonviable. If Deweyan democracy is the only pragmatist option in politics, pragmatists must face the unwelcome result that they cannot formulate a practicable political philosophy. Pragmatists hence need to develop a view that acknowledges the Rawlsian constraints. Festenstein’s characterization of the view I propose as ‘pragmatist political liberalism’ (PPL) is therefore quite apt. Such is the background to our present engagement. In his essay, Festenstein identifies two strands within PPL. One, represented by Eric MacGilvray, draws primarily upon pragmatism’s semantics; the other, represented by me, draws primarily upon pragmatism’s epistemology. Both strands reject Deweyan democracy and attempt to develop a pragmatist politics that can satisfy the requirement that coercion always be justifiable to citizens by means of reasons that they could not reasonably reject. Festenstein contends that the arguments MacGilvray and I bring against Deweyan politics can equally succeed against our own proposals. But, rather than taking the success of his argument to entail that pragmatism fails, Festenstein concludes that the Rawlsian demands may be jettisoned, and Deweyan democracy reintroduced. r 2010 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1470-8914 Contemporary Political Theory www.palgrave-journals.com/cpt/
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I find this move problematic, but cannot elaborate here. Presently, I will address Festenstein’s arguments against PPL. Leaving the objections to the semantic (or ‘clarification’) version of PPL to MacGilvray, I will focus on Festenstein’s criticisms of the epistemic (or ‘fixation’) version. Festenstein fairly portrays my view; however, there is one dimension that should be highlighted in the light of his objections. I contend that epistemic norms we already endorse simply in virtue of having beliefs entail a set of social epistemic norms that can be satisfied only under democratic political conditions. The argument, which I claim derives from a proper reading of Peirce’s ‘Fixation of Belief,’ proceeds from what might be called the firstpersonal phenomenology of belief. That is, I argue that the norms of truthaiming, reason-responsiveness and reason-exchanging (roughly Festenstein’s (i) through (iii)) are internal to belief; they are not imposed from without, but are implicit in what it is to have a belief. We can see that these norms are internal by considering the impact of selfassessments that indicate their violation. Consider:
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(i) I believe that p, but p is false. (ii) I believe that p, the best reasons, arguments and evidence speak decisively against p. (iii) I believe that p, but I have never subjected p to the kind of scrutiny that would allow counterevidence or challenges to p to emerge, and have never attended to the reasons others have for holding beliefs opposed to p.
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As self-assessments, each of these signals epistemic failure. This is a generic fact about believers, regardless of the content of p, whether moral, non-moral, scientific, religious, metaphysical or what have you. To be sure, the failure signaled in (i) is more severe than the failure indicated in the others. A self-assessment of type (i) is typically sufficient to defeat instantaneously the belief that p. By contrast, the assessments identified in (ii) and (iii) are consistent with sustaining the belief. However, they nonetheless indicate the epistemic deficiency. Accordingly, self-assessments of the kind specified in (ii) and (iii) stimulate us to take epistemic action, ranging from acts of further inquiry and clarification to attempts to dismiss the counterevidence and impugn our opponents. There is plenty of self-deception, stubbornness and smearing afoot, especially in cases of moral and political disagreement. But, this fact strengthens the case for the specified norms. Were it not the case that we took our moral and political beliefs to be subject to these norms, there would be no need to react in any way to our opponents, much less to discredit them. Importantly, that we reject the idea that disagreement may be dismissed on a ‘no-fault’ basis leads to the need for a social epistemic system that enables inquiry. In order to take ourselves to be satisfying the norms internal to belief, 46
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we need to be able to take ourselves to be operating under favorable social epistemic conditions, conditions that allow for public and reliable sources of information and the public contestation of political institutions and policies (roughly Festenstein’s iv). Hence, self-assessments of the following kind also indicate epistemic failure:
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(iv.1) I believe that p, but I have been forbidden from examining all of the relevant available evidence. (iv.2) I believe that p, but all critics of p have been intimidated into silence. (iv.3) I believe that p, but I know that were I to come to believe that not-p, I would be subject to severe punishment.
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If we concede that norms of public information, free inquiry and protected dissent are uniquely secured in a democracy, we reach a ‘striking conclusion’: only under democratic political conditions can we assess ourselves as believing in a way that satisfies the epistemic norms to which we are already committed. The crucial point that is downplayed by Festenstein is that the epistemic norms are both internal to belief and discernable first-personally. To be clear, the claim is not that we are all by nature rational honest inquirers. We hold beliefs for reasons that are barely worthy of the name; we believe on the basis of ignorance of the alternatives, cherry-picked evidence, gerrymandered reasons, bias, prejudice or worse. The force of the first-personal component of the fixation view consists in that it offers an account of how we must assess ourselves if we are to regard ourselves as epistemically above-board. I turn now to Festenstein’s criticisms. After raising and then rescinding an ‘initial worry’ about how democracy might impede the search for true beliefs, Festenstein presses the difficulty that the fixation view ‘presupposes a specific moral epistemology’ which like other ‘religious, moral and philosophical views’ should be ‘discounted by political liberalism as bases for the use of state power.’ Festenstein correctly anticipates my reply that since the epistemic norms in question are both internal to belief and first-personal, the norms are not reasonably rejectable. Here is another way to put the point: There is no reasonable pluralism with respect to the epistemic norms upon which the fixation account is based; therefore, those norms may be appealed to in political justification. Festenstein suspects that the epistemic norms are indeed reasonably rejectable. He considers and rejects four ‘strategies’ for showing that the norms are not reasonably rejectable. He does not consider the possibility that the conjunction of these strategies, or some subset of them, could succeed. Indeed, on my view, the conjunction of the first and second strategies to constitute the ground for the claim that the epistemic norms are not reasonably rejectable. r 2010 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1470-8914
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To explain, Festenstein correctly attributes to me the view that to reasonably reject a claim is to reject it for reasons rather than simply dismissing or ridiculing it. I claim, then, that the very idea that coercion must be justified by means of reasons that are not reasonably rejectable embeds a commitment to the norm of reason-responsiveness; hence that norm is not reasonably rejectable. Festenstein sees an ambiguity, however, in the norm of reasonresponsiveness. He holds that one might reject p for a reason but yet fail to reject p for a reason that is responsive to others’ reasons. Festeinsten claims that I am committed to the view that to be reason-responsive is to be responsive to others’ reasons. He argues that this is a ‘question-begging’ conception of reason-responsiveness, and surely one that could be rejected for reasons. But, here is where the first-personal component of the view is crucial. Although it is possible for one to believe that p on the basis of reasons that do not respond to the reasons of others, it is not clear that it is possible to assess one’s belief that p as being epistemically proper once one recognizes that one’s reasons are non-responsive. Consider these self-assessments:
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(a) I believe that p, but I am unaware of what competent opponents say about p. (b) I believe that p, but whenever I state my reasons for p, otherwise intelligent, sincere and competent people are unmoved. (c) I believe that p, but I always lose fairly conducted argumentative exchanges with competent interlocutors who reject p.
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Again, such assessments are consistent with maintaining the belief that p. Indeed, it is easy to find cases in which someone believes that p despite having no idea what competent opponents say; and it may be easier to find cases in which belief that p seems to strengthen in the face of a lost argument. But, uninformed and tenacious believers most frequently accompany their beliefs with stories designed to dismiss or malign those who disagree. That is, no one takes himself to be a tenacious or uninformed believer; rather, when we believe, we take ourselves to be responding not only to the reasons that move us, but also to the reasons of those who believe otherwise. Festenstein finds this kind of reply unconvincing. He holds that it is possible to believe that p and yet not take oneself to responding to reasons. To make the case, he considers a fundamentalist who simply defers to a religious authority. He imagines someone who ‘takes her preferred source of instruction to be authoritative, but her doing so is not necessarily on the basis of the reasons [y] presented in support of this epistemic authority’; Festenstein adds, ‘She may simply accept that this source is authoritative.’ I confess that I am not sure what Festenstein is proposing. Does the fundamentalist accept that her guru is epistemically authoritative for reasons 48
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other than those that are offered in support of that authority? Does the fundemantalist hold that the guru is authoritative, but not epistemically so? Has the question of source and nature of the guru’s authority simply not occurred to her? It seems to me that these questions matter. And here are two other crucial questions: Does she believe that the reasons explicitly offered in support of the guru’s epistemic authority fail ? Does she believe that the pronouncements of her guru are false? So it is hard to know what to make of the case. But, it is important to notice that Festenstein has moved from first-personal to third-personal assessments. It seems to me easy to invent cases involving caricatured fundamentalists and other figures supposedly at the epistemic margins. But, the fact is that fundamentalists most frequently take themselves to believe for reasons; indeed, they are often very eager to produce their reasons. In any case, Festenstein’s appeal to the fundamentalist instantiates a trend among those who object to the fixation view, namely, that of providing examples of other people who believe without taking themselves to have reasons. I contend that such cases are rare, and those who fit the description are plausibly regarded as in the grip of some kind of psychosis. So I wonder if Festenstein is willing to cite a belief that he holds but does not take himself to have reason to hold. In the meantime, it seems to me that the fixation account survives Festenstin’s critique.
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