









	
 Home

	 Add Document
	 Sign In
	 Create An Account














[image: PDFKUL.COM]






































	
 Viewer

	
 Transcript













60



INQUIRY: CRITICAL THINKING ACROSS THE DISCIPLINES



Why We Argue: A Sketch of an Epistemic-Democratic Program Scott F. Aikin and Robert B. Talisse Abstract  This essay summarizes the research program developed in our new book, Why We Argue (And How We Should): A Guide to Political Disagreement (Routledge, 2014). Humans naturally want to know and to take themselves as having reason on their side. Additionally, many people take democracy to be a uniquely proper mode of political arrangement. There is an old tension between reason and democracy, however, and it was first articulated by Plato. Plato’s concern about democracy was that it detached political decision from reason.  Epistemic democrats attempt to show how the two can be re-attached.  What is necessary is to couple the core democratic liberties with norms of rational exchange. Thus epistemology and argument provides a basis for democratic politics. Why We Argue (And How We Should) makes a case for the connection and develops a toolkit for maintaining it. Keywords: informal logic, deliberative democracy, epistemology, argument I. Plato’s Case Against Democracy Why We Argue (And How We Should) brings together two research programs in philosophy that are often regarded as quite distinct. First, we are interested in logic and epistemology – we study what makes reasoning good and we integrate these explanations for this or that bit of good reasoning into a comprehensive system for demonstrating good reasoning, no matter what form it takes. Second, we think about politics – we study what makes some political arrangements better than others, and we work on integrating these explanations into a comprehensive system for good politics. Overall, we are interested in the good, what we ought to do, both in reasoning and in politics. It would be great if these two ambitions – to think rationally and to live well politically – could be synthesized. The trouble facing those interested in this synthesis is that politics often occasions, and sometimes even seems to encourage, very bad reasoning; furthermore, displays of impeccable reasoning often make for very bad politics. Hence the regular joke about our book: Reason in politics? Good luck!



The problem is compounded for those who, like us, are committed to democracy. Plato very famously observed that in democracies, there is a gulf between the popular will and what reason best supports (Republic 561b). In informal logic, there is even a name for the fallacy of thinking that the former is a good guide to the latter. It’s called the ad populum fallacy, and it is captured by the thought that Just because many people believe it, it doesn’t follow that it’s true. Plato observed that a well-trained speaker or a rich person with many connections can get people to believe things that are totally unsupported by reason and evidence. Deploy some catchy phrasing here, disparage your opponent there, kiss a few babies, shake a few hands, act like a patriot, and you win. The force of Plato’s criticism is relatively simple, but potentially devastating. Politics aims at achieving justice, and so political policy must reflect the demands of justice. Only those who know what justice is and have the self-control to enact what justice requires are capable of deliberating about policy and enacting it in ways not in the service of craven self-interest. Alas, Plato believes that the average citizen in a
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democracy is dumb and vicious. As Winston Churchill is widely taken to have once quipped, the best argument against democracy is five minutes with the average voter. Hence the Platonic conclusion is that democracy is a fundamentally corrupt form of politics; it is the rule of those who neither know nor care about justice. In the Republic, Plato’s Socrates argues for a philosophical monarchy, the rule of the wise and virtuous philosopher-king. Case closed. Plato reasoned that democracy cannot provide the proper coincidence of reason and politics. One needs, instead, the philosopher kings – rulers who understand the issues, see what’s right, have the power to act on that knowledge, and who won’t be distracted by self-interest. Accordingly, Plato’s kings are never allowed to even touch gold – they care only for knowledge and the common good. It’s not hard to think your way to his thought: Who do we want to be in charge, those who know the best answers or those who don’t? Those who are self-interested or those who by their nature value the good of all? Philosophers, Plato holds, embody the correct aspirations. And so, in the Republic, Plato’s Socrates famously asserts: “Until philosophers become kings, or kings become philosophers, there can be no true justice.” (Republic 483c) Plato advances formidable criticisms of democracy for those of us who are also committed to truth, good reasoning, and justice. Plato’s view is simply that democracy is ruinous of those things that are right and good. Citizens of modern democracies naturally tend to recoil at Plato’s argument. And his positive proposal that philosophers should rule is often met with understandable ridicule. Yet Plato’s crucial premise that the average citizen is too dumb and undisciplined for democracy is widely embraced, especially among those who find themselves on the losing
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side of a democratic vote. For one example, consider a common reaction among social and fiscal conservatives to Barack Obama’s reelection in 2012; it was routinely claimed that the People had been “duped” and “mislead.” Mark Steyn at National Review Online darkly intoned, “If this is the way America wants to go off the cliff, so be it.” {http://www. nationalreview.com/corner/332836/live-freeor-die-mark-steyn} Robert Stacy-McCain at The American Spectator put it in the clearest terms by declaring “The cretins and dimwits have become an effective governing majority” {http://spectator.org/archives/2012/11/07/ doomed-beyond-all-hope-of-rede} Or consider the Mallard Fillmore cartoon retrospective (and prospective) about the election: Mallard’s 2013 New Year’s Prediction: A new poll, in which more people can identify Honey Boo Boo than either Senator from their home state . . . will help clarify what happened in last November’s election. (1-11-2014) These are all instantiations of what we might call The Plato Principle: Democracies are the rule of the thoughtless by the equally thoughtless, and the only time anyone in the democracy realizes this fact is in the immediate aftermath of losing an election. All too often, we think that those who express these thoughts are merely engaged in sour grapes rationalization after losing elections. But it may be that in losing the election, in seeing their case fall on deaf ears, they see how reason has no connection to democracy. If you don’t like our 2012 examples, consider the statements made by Democratic-leaning pundits in the wake of George W. Bush’s reelection in 2004. II. Responses to Plato: Could Plato Be Right? So we must ask: “Could Plato be
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right?” We should begin by noting that many philosophers, including us, hold that democratic citizens ought to take Plato’s criticisms seriously. There is nothing antidemocratic about earnestly confronting democracy’s critics, and arguably there’s something on the order of an imperative to engage with democracy’s smartest detractors. As John Stuart Mill once argued, “He who knows only his own side of an argument knows little of that” (On Liberty I.35). A First Response to Plato Now, there are several responses to Plato, and we’d like to survey a few popular rejoinders before sketching our own. First, one may respond to Plato by denying that politics has anything at all to do with ideals so lofty as wisdom and justice. Politics, the response continues, is not about discerning truths, but producing stable government. And stability is not a matter of getting things right, but getting things done in ways that prevent revolution, and that’s what a democracy accomplishes. Were it successful, this reply would decisively undercut the Platonic objection. Were proper politics not a matter of truth but the effective wielding of power, there would be no sense to the worry that democracies are unwise; the case for democracy is made simply by appeal to its stability. The trouble with this rejoinder, however, lies in its apparent strength. The idea that proper politics is about effective power forces us to conclude that there’s nothing to criticize in dictatorship, provided it is brutal and oppressive enough to be long-lasting. That’s unacceptable. We should seek to preserve the commonsense distinction between power successfully exercised and power justly exercised. In denying this distinction, the attempted rejoinder presents no case for democracy at all. A Second Response to Plato Consider a more sophisticated kind of reply to Plato. It is alleged that Plato makes the error of comparing an ideal form of



monarchy to real democracy. Any comparison between an ideal X and a real Y will tend to punctuate accentuate the flaws of real world while extolling the pristine wholesomeness of the ideal. The thought continues that when real monarchy and real democracy are compared, democracy actually looks pretty good; and when ideal forms of both are compared, democracy is decidedly superior. Were Plato to have kept his categories straight, he would have been a democrat after all. This response to Plato underlies another of Winston Churchill’s famous quips about democracy, this one being that democracy is the worst form of government, except for all the others that have been tried. However, though it is an improvement on the former argument, this response to Plato concedes too much. It challenges Plato’s positive claim that philosophical monarchy is superior to democracy, but makes no advance against Plato’s claim that democracy is fundamentally unjust. The Platonist could concede Churchill’s point, and then go on to assert that though democracy is the best we can get, it is still no good at all. That’s not much of a defense of democracy. It’s at best an apology. A Third Response to Plato Another kind of response to Plato is less frequently pursued, yet strikes us as the most promising. It consists in taking the bull by the horns, as it were, and making an epistemic case in favor of democracy. Recall that the main force of Plato’s argument against democracy is that it is the rule of the unwise. Plato held that political legitimacy depends on knowledge; and so he concluded that the only legitimate form of political rule would be rule of the few who are wise. The earlier responses to Plato that we considered have attacked the premise that only knowledge can be a source of legitimacy. The epistemic reply currently under consideration attacks the Platonic assertion that democracies are unwise. How successful could such a strategy
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be? Isn’t it obvious that democracy is unwise? Let’s see. One version of the epistemic argument for democracy draws on the “wisdom of crowds” phenomenon, arguing that the outcomes of properly democratic decision-making processes are wiser than non-democratic processes (Surowiecki, 2005). Alas, this argument encounters severe difficulties. It concedes much of Plato’s conceptual argument, differing from Plato only in holding the empirical thesis that the only true philosopher king is the collective democratic citizenry. And, furthermore, though the empirical data concerning the “wisdom of crowds” are suggestive, they’re not decisive. So were the empirical data to turn out to support not the “wisdom of crowds,” but the “wisdom of some subset of the crowd,” these theorists would find themselves back on the road to Platonic antidemocracy. Our Response to Plato A better version of the epistemic defense of democracy locates the wisdom of democracy not with the correctness of its outcomes, but with democracy’s ability to support and enrich our most fundamental cognitive aspirations. To wit: when we adopt a belief, or begin to wonder, or ask a question, or express a disagreement, or engage in argument, we are attempting to embrace the true and reject the false. This aspiration for the truth brings with it the aspiration to discern and follow the best reasons and evidence available. Call this the constitutive rationality reply to Plato. And in this we are inevitably dependent on each other as fellow reasoners; we must rely on others to share and articulate their ideas, to formulate their reasons, and to challenge ours. In short, in order to pursue wisdom individually, we need others to pursue wisdom as well. But we also need more. We need to share with others a common social and political world where reasons, arguments, information, and evidence can be freely and openly exchanged. Further, we need there to
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be mechanisms where the public officials and the basic terms of social association can be scrutinized, challenged, held accountable, and if necessary, changed. These conditions are best secured under a democratic political order. Hence our epistemic and democratic reply to Plato: We need democracy in order to pursue wisdom. This view does not make any unduly rosy claims concerning the wisdom of democratic decisions, and it is fully consistent with a pessimistic assessment of the wisdom of individual democratic citizens. Our claim rather is that democracy is the political manifestation of our aspiration to rationally pursue the truth; it is, in other words, the essential political correlate of our individual rationality. III. Democracy and Our Cognitive Health The question now is how that happens – how democracy allows us to pursue those cognitive goals. Begin with logic. Logic, as the study of reasoning, has two foci: a formal focus, and an informal focus. On the formal side, logicians study ways that pieces of information can come together to yield new information. Here are two very simple examples. First, a simple syllogism: All cats are mammals Penelope is a cat So, Penelope is a mammal Second, a disjunctive argument: Jeff’s out running or he’s at home. Jeff’s not at home So, Jeff’s out running In the formal study of logic, we try to make explicit how the information in premises has a synergy such that it yields the conclusion. One needs both pieces of information to do the computation. Taken by themselves, one can’t go anywhere; yet taken together, they bring us to a new truth. In formal logic we start with these basic forms of good reasoning and build to computational systems for massively complex information – but it’s all based on this foundation of good simple computation.
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On the informal side of logic, one studies how we use the information we have to resolve disagreements, answer questions, and properly investigate matters. Research in this area clarifies the importance of and how one can A. Identify and use reliable sources of information B. Get all the relevant information, and C. Ensure that if we have questions about A and B, we can either answer the questions or find alternatives. If we are to make informed decisions, then we don’t want only high-quality and relevant information, we want as much of it as we can get. This is all a matter of cognitive health. A cognitively healthy thought has the following form: (1) I believe that p, and I believe that p is well supported by all the relevant evidence. The problem, though, is that thoughts of this form are notoriously hard to maintain, because you need to have assessed your evidence as relevant and complete. And so consider how you would view your commitments as failures or as erroneous were you to think the following: (2) I believe that p, but I’ve ignored a large swath of information about it; (3) I believe that p, but my reasons for it are irrelevant to it; (4) I believe that p, but I don’t listen to those who hold p is false; or (5) I believe that p, but I have no reply to arguments that p is false. In order to assess our own thoughts as being properly formed and held, we must be able to see them as being both formally and informally successful. Taking up successfully with others is required for us to see our beliefs as properly formed; consequently, it is required for us to see ourselves as cognitively healthy. It seems then, that some degree of interpersonal argumentative engagement is necessary for cognitive health.



IV. Democracy and the Responsibility of Governing Ourselves Now let’s look at the political implication of this logical program. In order to satisfy our aspiration for cognitive health, we must be able to engage with others in ways that are epistemically well-ordered. Democracies, at least ideally, are organized so that we can do so; democracy enables us to live up to our epistemic aspirations. Think especially of the familiar free expression norms – specifically institutional guarantees of free speech, freedom of association, and freedom of the press – that enable and protect processed by which citizens can access, exchange, and scrutinize proposed reasons, arguments, and evidence. Such norms, and their institutional guarantees, must be in place if we are to take any of our beliefs to be properly formed. To see this, consider the collective assessment of a democratic policy decision on the analogy of the model of cognitive health we laid out above: (1) We’ve collectively decided policy p on the basis of all the relevant available evidence. That’s a way to feel good about a policy decision, even when one also holds that p is suboptimal, or even mistaken. That the decision was made in light of processes by which the relevant evidence was available to one’s fellow citizens helps to legitimate the collective decision, even to the outliers. Those who see the decision as suboptimal or even in error are nonetheless able to view the reasons by which it was driven; they may thus be able to see the collective result as procedurally sound and justified, even if substantively mistaken. Contrast this assessment with the following: (2) We’ve collectively decided policy q, but relevant considerations regarding q were silenced.
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Or,



Or,



(3) We’ve collectively decided policy q, but all the information regarding q was tightly controlled so that none of the evidence against q could get out.



(4) We’ve collectively decided policy q, but the case favoring q dominated all discussion simply because those who support q have vastly more resources than q’s opponents, and so they were able to drown out dissenting considerations. The point here is that the objection to the policy decision in the latter three cases is driven by the sense that there has been a democratic failure in the decision process: information was withheld, opposition was silenced, discussion was distorted, and hence public opinion was ill-formed. Regardless of the epistemic value of policy q, the collective decision to enact it is unwise. And this is precisely because the decision is the product of a process that violates the cognitive norms recognized and protected by democracy. Humans are naturally committed to living up to the norms of cognitive health – you know to do your homework, get all the data, not overlook things. That’s just what it is to have beliefs – you care for their truth, so you do your best to have them reflect what’s true. But it’s the political component that’s important. For the sake of your democracy, you need to learn how to communicate what you know. And you need to learn how to listen to others that may know. For the sake of good policy, you need to make sure that your sources are reliable and information complete. For the sake of justice, you need to make sure all the voices are heard. To be sure, these are heavy responsibilities, cognitive and otherwise; but in a democracy, if we’ve taken on the responsibility of governing ourselves, we should take on the responsibility of doing it right. Of course, to assert that we are naturally



65



committed to these epistemic norms is not to say that we tend to respect them. Obviously the world is filled with epistemically corrupt behavior: rationalization, distortion, manipulation, self-deception, and much else. But the force of the norms can be seen in the fact that the rationalizer cannot take himself to believe on the basis of a rationalization; and, similarly, those who self-deceive must assess themselves otherwise. The same goes for the rhetorician who employs manipulations and distortions with the aim of moving her audience. Were she to announce her methods, they would lose all effect. Indeed, the rhetorician must present herself as epistemically impeccable – a clear-thinker, straight-talker, open inquirer, and truth-teller – or else lose all hope of success. Again, we may not be especially adept at satisfying the epistemic norms that govern our cognitive lives; but it is telling that our most common, fundamental, and systematic failings are always accompanied by the reassurance that those norms are indeed being met. V. Fallacies and Reasoning as Dialectical We’ve seen that for the sake of cognitive health, we must have evidence for our views and we must have arguments that not only display that evidence but also shows that it is representative of and responsive to all the relevant considerations. This requires that our reasoning be dialectical, and there are distinctive failures of reasoning that can be seen from this light. The general term for failures of reasoning is fallacy, and a standard way to think of fallacies is to think of them as mistakes in the logical form of the reasoning. Consider the following: X is a polygon If X is a triangle, X is a polygon So, X is a triangle That’s a pretty shabby piece of reasoning – it instantiates the formal fallacy of asserting the consequent. Its premises don’t guarantee the truth of the conclusion. But not all fallacies
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are formal in that way. Consider the following piece of reasoning. Call it the blue cake argument: Bill went to the bakery and bought a cake. The cake was blue So, Bill bought a blue cake Now, that’s a fine piece of reasoning in one sense: its premises, if true, guarantee the truth of their reiteration as the conclusion. But what if there’s a dispute regarding whether Bill bought a blue cake among those who agree that Bill bought a cake? Imagine someone claiming the following: “Bill went to the bakery, but I don’t think he bought a blue cake . . . I think it was a red one.” The blue cake argument obviously won’t do anything to resolve the dispute. The premise that Bill bought a blue cake hasn’t been introduced properly. Instead, that premise simply denies that he bought a red cake. One might say that, whatever its other virtues may be, when there’s a dispute over the color of the cake that Bill bought, the blue cake argument is no argument at all. To be sure, it is deductively valid (the truth of the premises does guarantee the truth of the conclusion) and the argument might even be sound; still, the blue cake argument is hardly an argument in the sense that is called for in the face of disagreement. So there must be more to argumentative success than meeting the requirements of deductive soundness. When presenting arguments to each other, we are seek to address questions, resolve disagreements, further inquiry, and flesh things out. The trouble with the blue cake argument above is that it begs the question, and it does so even if it is true that Bill bought a blue cake. The conclusion is identical to the premises, so the argument attempts to resolve a disputed question by merely asserting one disputant’s answer. However, disputes arise among people who disagree, and arguments must be designed to address disputes in ways that could provide a resolution to disagreements. In order to resolve a disagreement, the arguments that are



proposed must actually address the disputants and attempt to provide them with reasons to come to agree. Accordingly, even a formally unimpeachable argument can fail if it is unable to fulfill the social role of argumentation. To put the matter in a nutshell: in order to be successful, arguments must be sufficiently dialectical. What is it for an argument to be sufficiently dialectical? Here are two rough desiderata: (1) An argument must be composed not merely of reasons that support its conclusion, but of reasons that its target audience can recognize as reasons. Accordingly, a flat-footed appeal to the authority of the Pope in a dispute among Catholics and non-Catholics about the permissibility of stem-cell research is a dialectical failure. (2) An argument must address the most pressing concerns and doubts that prevail among the target audience. That is, in order to attempt resolve a disagreement, we must not only assess the reasons for one of the sides, we must assess the reasons for both sides. So a dialectically proper argument presents not merely a case for one’s preferred view; it must also take into account the going criticisms and objections to one’s conclusion. Those that fail to satisfy these desiderata, again, beg the question. Now, we can see that this dialectical requirement of argument brings with it some added responsibilities for arguers. You must be in a good position to know or have compelling reasons to believe your conclusion true. This requires that you have certain cognitive capacities relevant for proper belief production and maintenance. It also requires that you live and operate within a social and political environment where proper reasoning, inquiry, and communication are possible – where information and reasons can be freely
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exchanged, where sources of information can be scrutinized, where the powerful can be critiqued and held accountable, and where dissenters can be protected from retaliation. It seems then that proper epistemic practice in the individual depends upon a properly structured social and political environment. We associate the appropriate environment with democracy. Importantly, democratic conditions also occasion disagreements, some of which will concern very serious collective matters. Such disagreements must be managed in ways that manifest our epistemic ambitions. Accordingly, in order to be a proper believer, one needs not only to manage one’s own evidence and credence properly; one needs also to engage well with others. To be more specific, one needs to know about the views of those with whom one disagrees. One needs to learn about their reasons, and why they might (quite reasonably, perhaps) doubt what seems so clearly true. One needs to listen to their objections, and try to formulate replies to them. And, in light of this activity, one might have to change one’s mind. Why We Argue (And How We Should) attempts to lay out the case for thinking that our individual epistemic ambitions require us to participate together in proper democratic citizenship. Drawing upon examples taken from the real world of democratic politics, it develops analyses of common dialectical fallacies and provides strategies for correcting them. The driving premise of the entire enterprise is well-captured in John Stuart Mill’s illustrious remark from On Liberty: “He who knows only his own side of the case knows little of that.” References Mill, J.S. On Liberty. Everyman’s Library: London, 1984. (Orginal edition, 1859) Plato. The Republic. Translated by G.M.A. Grube. Hackett: Indianapolis, 1992. Suriwiecki, James. The Wisdom of Crowds. Anchor Books: New York, 2005.
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