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Deweyan Democracy, Robert Talisse, and the Fact of Reasonable 

Pluralism: A Rawlsian Response 

Joshua Forstenzer, University of Sheffield 

Abstract 

Over the last decade, Robert Talisse has developed a devastating argument against 

reviving John DW┘W┞げゲ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI ｷSW;ﾉく Iﾐ ｴｷゲ Hﾗﾗﾆが A Pragmatist Philosophy of 

Democracy, and in other essays, Talisse has argued that Deweyan democracy fails to 

;IIﾗﾏﾏﾗS;デW ‘;┘ﾉゲげ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa さデｴW a;Iデ ﾗa ヴW;ゲﾗﾐ;HﾉW ヮﾉ┌ヴ;ﾉｷゲﾏざ HWI;┌ゲW ｷデ ｷゲ 

committed to a perfectionist conception of the good. In response, this article offers a 

‘;┘ﾉゲｷ;ﾐ ヴWH┌デデ;ﾉ デﾗ T;ﾉｷゲゲW H┞ Sヴ;┘ｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ ‘;┘ﾉゲげ ﾗ┘ﾐ Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗf perfectionism 

to show that DW┘W┞げゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗS ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ヮWヴaWIデｷﾗﾐｷゲデ ﾗﾐ ‘;┘ﾉゲげ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ;ﾐS 

thus can reasonably accommodate the fact of reasonable pluralism. This article thus 

begins by exposing ;ﾐS W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ T;ﾉｷゲゲWげゲ ;ヴｪ┌ﾏWﾐデが HWaﾗヴW ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;デｷﾐｪ Shane 

‘;ﾉゲデﾗﾐげゲ ヴWﾃWIデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW BWヴﾉｷﾐｷ;ﾐ ;ﾐS ‘;┘ﾉゲｷ;ﾐ aｷﾉデWヴゲ ヮヴWゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲWS H┞ T;ﾉｷゲゲWげゲ 

argument. Then, it develops its central argument by showing that, even if we accept the 

Rawlsian filter, Deweyan democracy does not fail to accommodate the fact of 

reasonable pluralism, because it only relies on a thin (not a full) theory of the good, 

before considering some foreseeable Talissean objections. Ultimately, the article 

concludes by showing that these objections fail because Deweyan democracy does not 

ヴWﾉ┞ ﾗﾐ ; けa┌ﾉﾉげ デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗSく 

 



Forthcoming in the Transactions of the Charles Sanders Peirce Society 2 

Key Words 

Democracy, Dewey, Talisse, Rawls, Growth, Reasonable Pluralism, Perfectionism, 

Ralston   

 

Introduction 

Over the last decade, Robert Talisse has developed a devastating argument against John 

DW┘W┞げゲ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI ｷSW;ﾉく Iﾐdeed, most explicitly in his book, A Pragmatist Philosophy 

of Democracy,1 and in his essays,2 T;ﾉｷゲゲW ｴ;ゲ Sヴ;┘ﾐ ﾗﾐ Jﾗｴﾐ ‘;┘ﾉゲげ Political Liberalism 

to articulate a crushing objection to the project of reviving DW┘W┞げゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa 

democracy. 3  Talisse contends that Deweyan democracy has one fundamental 

shortcoming: namely, it fails to accommodate what Rawls calls さデｴW a;Iデ ﾗa ヴW;ゲﾗﾐ;HﾉW 

plur;ﾉｷゲﾏざく  

In this article, I will offer a Rawlsian defencW ﾗa DW┘W┞げゲ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI ｷSW;ﾉ H┞ 

drawing on Rawlsげ broader conceptual apparatus with a special focus on his conception 

ﾗa けヮWヴaWIデｷﾗﾐｷゲﾏげく However, before I go any further, I must state that despite serious 

ﾏｷゲｪｷ┗ｷﾐｪゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ヮﾗゲゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa ﾏWWデｷﾐｪ ‘;┘ﾉゲげ IヴｷデWヴｷﾗﾐ aﾗヴ ﾉWｪｷデｷﾏ;デW ゲデ;デW ;Iデｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ 

a non-circular manner,4 aﾗヴ デｴW ゲ;ﾆW ﾗa ヴWゲヮﾗﾐSｷﾐｪ デﾗ T;ﾉｷゲゲWげゲ IWﾐデヴ;ﾉ ;ヴｪ┌ﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐ デｴW 

most comprehensive and charitable manner, I will assume throughout this article that 

the fact of reasonable pluralism can, at least in principle, be accommodated. Moreover, 

for the sake of clarity, it must be understood that for present purposes the terms 

けデｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗSげが けIﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗSげが ;ﾐS けIﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ aﾉﾗ┌ヴｷゲｴｷﾐｪげ 
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will be taken to be broadly synonymous. Furthermore, I will ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐS けDW┘W┞;ﾐ 

SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞げ as DW┘W┞げゲ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI ｷSW;l as interpreted largely by the lights of his 

Middle and Later Works. DW┘W┞げゲ W;ヴﾉ┞ articulation of his democratic ideal and those 

developed by some commentators who stress this early period are fairly obviously 

perfectionistic and thus reasonably rejectable.5 To be clear, while there is undoubtedly 

continuity iﾐ DW┘W┞げゲ デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞が I aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ Gregory Pappas in 

understanding there to have been significant changes HWデ┘WWﾐ DW┘W┞げゲ W;ヴﾉ┞ ;ﾐS ｴｷゲ 

けﾏ;デ┌ヴWげ WデｴｷI;ﾉ デｴWﾗヴ┞.6 As a result, part of the task I am setting for myself here consists 

ｷﾐ ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;デｷﾐｪ ;ﾐ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa DW┘W┞げゲ mature democratic ideal, fully reflecting the 

ゲｴｷaデ aヴﾗﾏ け;Hゲﾗﾉ┌デｷゲﾏ デﾗ W┝ヮWヴｷﾏWﾐデ;ﾉｷゲﾏげ ｷﾐ DW┘W┞げゲ overall philosophical project.7 

Now, wｷデｴ デｴ;デ ｷﾐ ﾏｷﾐSが I ┘ｷﾉﾉ ゲｴﾗ┘ デｴ;デ T;ﾉｷゲゲWげゲ ;ヴｪ┌ﾏWﾐデ a;ｷﾉゲ ﾗﾐ ‘awlsian 

terms, since Deweyげゲ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI ｷSW;ﾉ properly understood does not rely on what Rawls 

called a けa┌ﾉﾉげ H┌デ ; けデｴｷﾐげ デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗS ;ﾐS ｷゲ デｴWヴWaﾗヴW a┌ﾉﾉ┞ IﾗﾐゲｷゲデWﾐデ ┘ｷデｴ ‘;┘ﾉゲげ 

characterisation of the fact of reasonable pluralism. To show this, I will start by 

thoroughly ヮヴWゲWﾐデｷﾐｪ T;ﾉｷゲゲWげゲ I;ゲW ;ｪ;ｷﾐゲデ DW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ ふIぶき デｴWﾐ I ┘ｷﾉﾉ ヮヴWゲWﾐデ 

“ｴ;ﾐW ‘;ﾉゲデﾗﾐげゲ ﾗHﾃWIデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ T;ﾉｷゲゲWが ;IIﾗヴSｷﾐｪ デﾗ ┘ｴｷIｴ ｴW a;ｷﾉゲ デﾗ W┗;ﾉ┌;デW DW┘W┞;ﾐ 

democracy in its own terms (II); subsequently, I will articulate my Rawlsian defence of 

Deweyan democracy against Talisseげゲ ;ヴｪ┌ﾏWﾐデ (III); I will consider and reject some 

likely responses from Talisse (IV); and ultimately, I will show that Deweyan democracy is 

not ヴW;ゲﾗﾐ;Hﾉ┞ ヴWﾃWIデ;HﾉW ｷﾐ ‘;┘ﾉゲｷ;ﾐ デWヴﾏゲ HWI;┌ゲW ｷデ SﾗWゲ ﾐﾗデ ヴWﾉ┞ ﾗﾐ ; けa┌ﾉﾉげ デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa 

the good. 
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Iく T;ﾉｷゲゲWげゲ C;ゲW Aｪ;ｷﾐゲデ DW┘W┞;ﾐ DWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ 

In order to construct his case against Dewey, Talisse ヮヴﾗヮﾗゲWゲ さデｴW aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ aﾗ┌ヴ 

interlocking theses as constituデｷ┗W ﾗa DW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ざぎ 

(1) The Continuity Thesis: The democratic political order is a moral order 

characterized by a distinctive conception of human flourishing. 

  

(2) The Transformative Thesis: The democratic process is one in which individual 

preferences, attitudes and opinions are informed and transformed rather than 

simply aggregated. 

 

(3) The Way of Life Thesis: Democracy is not simply a kind of state or a mode of 

government, but a way of life. 

 

(4) The Perfectionist Thesis: Democratic states may enact legislation and design 

institutions for the expressed purpose of fostering the values and attitudes 

necessary for human flourishing.8  

 

I ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐS T;ﾉｷゲゲWげゲ ;ヴｪ┌ﾏWﾐデ ;ｪ;ｷﾐゲデ DW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ デﾗ デ;ﾆW ｷゲゲ┌W ┘ｷデｴ デｴW 

compound effect of (1) and (4). Why? Taken together, they lend authority to the notion 

that the state is entitled to use its power to further a distinctive conception of human 

flourishing. This is problematic for Talisse. According to him, since we live under 

conditions of reasonable pluralism, we cannot expect all reasonable citizens to agree 

upon one conception of the good, hence justifying state action with reference to this 

controversial conception of the good would result in oppressing dissident citizens. 

Talisse is, of course, here borrowing from Rawlsげ characterisation of the fact of 

reasonable pluralism, which is in need of further explanation.  

 

Rawls and the Fact of Reasonable Pluralism 
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‘;┘ﾉゲげ Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴｷゲes さデｴW a;Iデ ﾗa ヴW;ゲﾗﾐ;HﾉW ヮﾉ┌ヴ;ﾉｷゲﾏざ デｴ┌ゲぎ 

There is no single comprehensive philosophical, religious or moral doctrine upon 

which reason converges. That is to say, there is a set of defensible and 

reasonable comprehensive moral ideals such that each ideal is fully consistent 

with the best exercise of reason but inconsistent with other members of the 

set.9  

  

Iﾐ ﾗデｴWヴ ┘ﾗヴSゲが Sｷゲ;ｪヴWWﾏWﾐデ ;Hﾗ┌デ ┘ｴ;デ ‘;┘ﾉゲ I;ﾉﾉゲ けIﾗﾏヮヴWｴWﾐゲｷ┗W SﾗIデヴｷﾐWゲげ ふｷくWく 

religious or philosophical views about the order of the world or sources of normativity) 

cannot be explained by mere misinformation, stubbornness, irrationality, or malice.10 Or 

;ゲ T;ﾉｷゲゲW ヮ┌デゲ ｷデが さヴW;ゲﾗﾐ;HﾉW ヮWﾗヮﾉW に sincere, honest, and intelligent individuals 

carefully attending to the relevant considerations and doing their epistemic best に 

nonetheless disagrWW ;デ デｴW ﾉW┗Wﾉ ﾗa Bｷｪ Q┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐゲくざ11 Talisse therefore follows Rawls in 

claiming that we have no other choice but to accept that these disagreements are the 

ﾐWIWゲゲ;ヴ┞ ヴWゲ┌ﾉデゲ ﾗa さデｴW ┘ﾗヴﾆ ﾗa ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ヴW;ゲﾗﾐ ┌ﾐSWヴ WﾐS┌ヴｷﾐｪ aヴWW ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐゲくざ12 

Thus, since reasonable people disagree about the fundamental values that ought to 

guide the state, the state cannot justify the promotion of any one fundamental value to 

all reasonable members of society. For Rawls, the fact of reasonable pluralism entails 

that the only legitimate ideal for settling debates about constitutional arrangements and 

matters of basic justice is a political conception of justice which can be the object of an 

overlapping consensus among all reasonable citizens. 

According to Rawls, in order for this political conception of justice to be the 

object of an overlapping consensus, it must be modular, freestanding from に or as 

“;ﾏ┌Wﾉ FヴWWﾏ;ﾐ ヮ┌デゲ ｷデが さｷﾐSWヮWﾐSWﾐデ ﾗaざ13 に comprehensive doctrines. Since a political 
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conception of justice needs to be acceptable (or at least not objectionable) to people 

holding any reasonable comprehensive doctrine, it must not ultimately depend on any 

one of those doctrines for its justification. Instead, it must find grounds for its 

justification in the shared public political culture of the society from which it emerges. 

Rawls writes: 

Since justification is addressed to others, it proceeds from what is, or can be, 

held in common; and so we begin from shared fundamental ideas implicit in the 

public political culture in the hope of developing from them a political 

conception that can gain free and reasoned agreement in judgment.14  

 

If a given conception of justice に call it (j) に is grounded in views found outside the public 

political culture, then (j) is not a political conception of justice, because it is reasonably 

rejectable. To put it otherwise, reasonable citizens can object to living under a state 

which is dedicated to promoting (j). Thus, on the Rawlsian account, the state ought to 

remain neutral with regard to competing comprehensive doctrines (say, (j), (k), (l), etc.), 

however reasonable these may be. On this view, if the state is not neutral with regard to 

comprehensive doctrines, it is ipso facto oppressive. Accordingly, to avoid state 

oppression, no comprehensive doctrine is permitted to play a uniquely determining role 

in shaping the conception of justice that will justify the operations of the state. Only a 

political conception of justice, which remains neutral with regard to reasonable 

comprehensive doctrines, can legitimately justify state action. A political conception of 

justice is composed of the views found at the intersection of all reasonable 

comprehensive doctrine, but is not composed of the views associated with reasonable 

comprehensive doctrines that reasonable citizens might reasonably reject. If even one 
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reasonable member of society has reason to object to a part of (j), then that part of (j) is 

not a part of the overlapping parts of (j), (k), (l), etc.; that is to say, that part of (j) is not a 

part of a political conception of justice, and it thus cannot justify the use of state power 

without being oppressive.  

 

The Fact of Reasonable Pluralism and Deweyan Democracy 

Crucially, Talisse believes Deweyan democracy to be a comprehensive doctrine and not 

a political conception of justice. Why? Talisse contends that Deweyan democracy is a 

comprehensive doctrine with the ambition of using the state apparatus to realise its 

ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗSく T;ﾉｷゲゲW ┘ヴｷデWゲぎ さTｴW DW┘W┞;ﾐ ┗ｷW┘ is driven by a 

distinctive conception of human flourishing according to which the participation of 

citizens in democratic community is both the necessary condition for and essential 

Iﾗﾐゲデｷデ┌Wﾐデ ﾗa ; ヮヴﾗヮWヴﾉ┞ ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ﾉｷaWくざ15 HW Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌Wゲが さデｴW DW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;t seeks to 

reconstruct the whole of society in the image of her own philosophical commitments, 

she seeks to coerce people to live under political institutions that are explicitly designed 

to cultivate norms and realize civic ideals that they could reasonabﾉ┞ ヴWﾃWIデくざ16 

Furthermore, to explain by way of analogy why this is problematic, Talisse offers the 

example of Joe the utilitarian: 

JﾗW デｴｷﾐﾆゲ ┘ｷデｴ Mｷﾉﾉ デｴ;デ デｴW GヴW;デWゲデ H;ヮヮｷﾐWゲゲ PヴｷﾐIｷヮﾉW ふGHPぶ ｷゲ けデｴW ┌ﾉデｷﾏ;デW 
;ヮヮW;ﾉ ﾗﾐ ;ﾉﾉ WデｴｷI;ﾉ ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐゲくげ17 Consequently, he thinks that any question of 

public policy or institutional design is decisively answered by the GHP. Suppose 

Joe also thinks, again with Mill, that a system of weighted voting, in which 

けｪヴ;S┌;デWゲ ﾗa ┌ﾐｷ┗WヴゲｷデｷWゲげ ;ヴW ｪｷ┗Wﾐ けデ┘ﾗ ﾗヴ ﾏﾗヴW ┗ﾗデWゲげ18, best satisfies the 

GHP. Further stipulate that Joe is correct that weighted voting is required by the 
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GHP. The fact of reasonable pluralism is the fact that utilitarianism is not the 

only reasonable moral doctrine that free citizens might adopt; one may reject 

┌デｷﾉｷデ;ヴｷ;ﾐｷゲﾏ ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ デｴWヴWH┞ ヴW┗ﾗﾆｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐWげゲ aｷデﾐWゲゲ aﾗヴ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI Iｷデｷ┣Wﾐゲｴｷヮく 
In order to be legitimate, public policy must be justifiable to all citizens, even 

デｴﾗゲW ┘ｴﾗ ﾗヮヮﾗゲW ┌デｷﾉｷデ;ヴｷ;ﾐｷゲﾏ ;ゲ ; ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ デｴWﾗヴ┞く CﾗﾐゲWケ┌Wﾐデﾉ┞が JﾗWげゲ 
utilitarian reasons could be reasonably rejected; they are hence insufficient to 

publicly justify weighted voting.19  

 

Thus, Talisse contends that the Deweyan democrat is in a position analogous to Joe the 

utilitarian, because her conception of human flourishing (or けgrowthげが H┌デ ﾏﾗヴW ﾗﾐ that 

soon) ｷゲ ;ﾐ;ﾉﾗｪﾗ┌ゲ デﾗ デｴW GHPぎ DW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デゲ デ;ﾆW ｪヴﾗ┘デｴ デﾗ HW デｴW さ┌ﾉデｷﾏ;デW 

appeal on all ethical questions.ざ  

To be clear, it is not so much that Talisse believes Deweyan democrats to be 

closet tyrants wanting to curtail the political rights of individuals; it is rather that Talisse 

believes Deweyan democrats to be discursive tyrants, since they hold that fostering 

growth is the one true goal of genuine democracy and they require, according to Talisse, 

that others agree to this goal as a precondition for engaging in democratic discussions. 

Talisse further specifies that, even if the Deweyan view of democracy were true, it 

would still be illegitimate to appeal to it in public deliberation, because other reasonable 

members of society can reject that view. Indeed, on the Rawlsian account, the truth of a 

moral doctrine is independent of its capacity to be the object of an overlapping 

consensus serving as the basis for public justification. Talisse explains:  

The Rawlsian insight is that in order to be legitimate, public policy must be 

justifiable by reasons that meet a standard higher than truth; publicly justifying 

reasons must be not reasonably rejectable. The fact of reasonable pluralism 

means that no comprehensive doctrine is beyond reasonable rejection; 

デｴWヴWaﾗヴWが ヴW;ゲﾗﾐゲが ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ JﾗWげゲが ┘ｴｷIｴ SWヴｷ┗W aヴﾗﾏ ; ゲｷﾐｪﾉW IﾗﾏヮヴWｴensive 

doctrine に again, even a reasonable one に cannot publicly justify. In order to 
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publicly justify weighted voting in a democratic society, Joe must appeal to 

reasons that even non-utilitarians could accept.20 

 

In other words, Talisse contends that Dewe┞げゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ;ﾐ 

appropriate social ideal because people can legitimately reject some of its core 

philosophical commitments (that is, its conception of the good) without being said to be 

け┌ﾐヴW;ゲﾗﾐ;HﾉWげ ﾗヴ けfailing at democracyげ. According to him, although Deweyan 

democracy is reasonable, it demands of other participants in democratic deliberation 

デｴ;デ デｴW┞ ヴWIﾗｪﾐｷゲW デｴ;デ DW┘W┞げゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗS I;ﾐ ゲWヴ┗W ;ゲ デｴW H;ゲｷゲ aﾗヴ 

political justification. This, in turn, is unacceptable to Talisse, since the fact of reasonable 

pluralism entails that reasonable people disagree about what is the ultimate goal of 

moral action. Talisse thus concludes that Deweyan democracy is reasonably rejectable 

and oppressive.21  

 As I made clear at the outset of this article, it is precisely this contention that I 

intend to dispute. A number of responses to Talisse focus on demonstrating that his 

alternative Peircean conception of democracy fares no better than Deweyan democracy 

in accommodating the fact of reasonable pluralism.22  While those criticisms may have 

their merits, I intend to defend Deweyan democracy by ゲｴﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ デｴ;デが ﾗﾐ ‘;┘ﾉゲげ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ 

of perfectionist conceptions of the good, the conception of the good held by Deweyan 

democrats (growth) is not perfectionist. However, in order to provide more context 

before offering a substantive argument to that effect I will rehearse “ｴ;ﾐW ‘;ﾉゲデﾗﾐげゲ 

SWaWﾐIW ﾗa DW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ ;ｪ;ｷﾐゲデ T;ﾉｷゲゲWげゲ ﾗHﾃWIデｷﾗﾐ ﾗﾐ デｴW ｪヴﾗ┌ﾐSゲ デｴ;デ ｷデ a;ｷﾉゲ デﾗ 

evaluate Deweyan democracy by its own standard of pluralism. 
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IIく FｷﾉデWヴｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デ デｴW FｷﾉデWヴゲぎ R;ﾉゲデﾗﾐげゲ RWゲヮﾗﾐゲW デﾗ T;ﾉｷゲゲW 

In けDW┘W┞;ﾐ DWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ ;ﾐS Pﾉ┌ヴ;ﾉｷゲﾏぎ A ‘W┌ﾐｷﾗﾐげが “ｴ;ﾐW ‘;ﾉゲデﾗﾐ ;ヴｪ┌Wゲ デｴ;デ T;ﾉｷゲゲW 

fails to treat Deweyan democracy on its own terms. 23 Ralston argues that Talisse 

ｷﾐデWヴヮヴWデゲ DW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴヴWW aｷﾉデWヴゲぎ Iゲ;ｷ;ｴ BWヴﾉｷﾐげゲ ﾗﾐデﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ┗;ﾉ┌W 

ヮﾉ┌ヴ;ﾉｷゲﾏが Jﾗｴﾐ ‘;┘ﾉゲげ ﾉWｪｷデｷﾏ;I┞ ヮヴｷﾐIｷヮﾉWが ;ﾐS デｴW SｷIｴﾗデﾗﾏ┞ HWデ┘WWﾐ ヮヴﾗIWS┌ヴ;ﾉ ;ﾐS 

substantive conceptions of democracy. While Talisse eventually abandons both the 

procedural/substantive dichotomy and the use of Berlinian value pluralism to articulate 

his criticism of Deweyan democracy,24 I think we can ignore the former but not the 

ﾉ;デデWヴ ｷﾐ W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ ‘;ﾉゲデﾗﾐげゲ ヴWヮﾉ┞ デﾗ T;ﾉｷゲゲWく That is why I will address ‘;ﾉゲデﾗﾐげゲ 

characterisation of the Berlinian and then the Rawlsian filter. 

 

The Lens of Berlinian Value Pluralism 

According to BWヴﾉｷﾐが さｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲ ゲWﾉWIデ デｴWｷヴ ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲ aヴﾗﾏ ;ﾏﾗﾐｪ ; ┌ﾐｷ┗WヴゲW ﾗa IﾗﾏヮWデｷﾐｪ 

ヮﾗゲゲｷHｷﾉｷデｷWゲくざ25 This means that, on this view, human ends are incommensurable and 

potentially mutually exclusive. Berlin concludes from this that any attempt at 

harmonisｷﾐｪ デｴWゲW IﾗﾏヮWデｷﾐｪ ｪﾗﾗSゲ ｷゲ ; ﾏｷゲデ;ﾆWぎ さIﾐデヴ;Iデ;HﾉW ┗;ﾉ┌W IﾗﾐaﾉｷIデゲ デｴWヴWaﾗヴW 

HWIﾗﾏW ;ﾐ ┌ﾐ;ゲゲ;ｷﾉ;HﾉW a;Iデ ﾗa ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ﾉｷaWくざ26 This view presupposes that values 

pre-exist the process of moral inquiry and that the process of moral inquiry merely 

Iﾗﾐゲｷゲデゲ ｷﾐ Wゲデ;Hﾉｷゲｴｷﾐｪ ; ヮヴWaWヴWﾐIW ヴ;ﾐﾆｷﾐｪ ;ﾏﾗﾐｪ さ; I;デ;ﾉﾗｪ┌W ﾗヴ ﾗﾐデﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ゲIｴWﾏ; 
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ﾗa ;IIWヮデWS ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲくざ27 Ralston points out that, on the Deweyan account of valuation, the 

ヮｷIデ┌ヴW ｷゲ a;ヴ ﾏﾗヴW S┞ﾐ;ﾏｷIぎ さﾉﾗｪｷI ｷゲ ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ ヮヴｷﾗヴ デﾗ ﾗﾐデﾗﾉﾗｪ┞く “ｷﾐIW ﾉﾗｪｷI ｷゲ ; デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa 

inquiry, any shared values must first undergo collective investigation and 

W┝ヮWヴｷﾏWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐ HWaﾗヴW HWｷﾐｪ ゲWデデﾉWS けﾗ┗Wヴ ;ﾐS ;Hﾗ┗W Hﾗ;ヴSげが デｴ;デ ｷゲが ;ゲ デｴW ヮヴﾗS┌Iデゲ ﾗa 

ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ｷﾐケ┌ｷヴ┞くざ28 In other words, for Dewey, the process of inquiry is existentially prior 

to any ontological claim about the existence of values or about their incommensurability 

and incompatibility. This means that it is not so much the case that Dewey is committed 

to the notion that all values will definitely be rendered fully harmonious; it is rather the 

case that he is committed to the idea that we must pursue such harmony to the extent 

that we can achieve it through the process of inquiry. Ralston concludes from this that 

さDW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ SﾗWゲ ﾐﾗデ ﾗaaWヴ ; けIﾗﾏヮヴWｴWﾐゲｷ┗W ┘ﾗヴﾉS┗ｷW┘げ ﾗヴ ┌ﾐｷデ;ヴ┞ ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ ﾗa 

values, but rather a way, among many others, to reconcile different and often-times 

conflicting value orientatioﾐゲ ｷﾐデﾗ ; けﾏﾗSW ﾗa ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デｷ┗W ﾉｷ┗ｷﾐｪげくざ29 This entails two 

things: (i) Deweyan democracy does not offer a final picture of the moral world towards 

which we ought to strive; and (ii) Deweyan democracy is a method for negotiating 

conflicts of value that emerge from within the flow of human life.  

 

The Lens of Rawlsian Reasonable Pluralism 

Ralston then デ┌ヴﾐゲ デﾗ T;ﾉｷゲゲWげゲ ┌ゲW ﾗa ‘;┘ﾉゲぎ 

T;ﾉｷゲゲW aｷﾉデWヴゲ DW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ ‘;┘ﾉゲげゲ ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ヴW;ゲﾗﾐ;HﾉW 
ヮﾉ┌ヴ;ﾉｷゲﾏ ;デ デｴW W┝ヮWﾐゲW ﾗa ｷｪﾐﾗヴｷﾐｪ DW┘W┞げゲ ;ﾐ;ﾉﾗｪﾗ┌ゲが デｴﾗ┌ｪｴ Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴ;Hﾉ┞ 
richer, principle of growth. Instead of an overlapping consensus between 
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otherwise divergent worldviews, the ethical principle of growth recommends 

that individuals and groups cultivate those experiences that will liberate their 

potentialities.30 

 

If to Talisse this principle of growth is overly constraining, Ralston explains that it is 

nothing more than a principle ﾗa ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ ゲﾗﾉ┗ｷﾐｪが ;IIﾗヴSｷﾐｪ デﾗ ┘ｴｷIｴ さIｷデｷ┣Wﾐゲ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS 

HWIﾗﾏW ｷﾐIヴW;ゲｷﾐｪﾉ┞ ;SWヮデ ;デ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉ ;ﾐS ｪヴﾗ┌ヮ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ ゲﾗﾉ┗ｷﾐｪざ31 by developing 

their capacities for problem solving に whatever they may be. In other words, Deweyan 

democracy is, at its heart, an injunction to become better problem solvers. The only 

clear specifications made by Dewey about how we might go about following such an 

injunction consist in pointing out that education (in the widest sense of the word) and 

the actual practice of collective problem solving are good places to start. On this 

reading, the outcomes of the process of problem solving are left undetermined by 

Dewey. Or, as Matthew Festenstein puts it: 

The precise form in which this ideal is to take political shape is up to the 

individuals themselves, in the specific circumstances in which they live. Dewey is 

explicitly agnostic about the forms which the ideal might take: what is ultimately 

ヴWケ┌ｷヴWS aﾗヴ デｴW aﾗヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ; SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI ヮ┌HﾉｷI ｷゲ け; ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪW ┘ｴｷIｴ 
does not yet exｷゲデげが ;ﾐSが ｷﾐ ｷデゲ ;HゲWﾐIWが けｷデ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HW デｴW ｴWｷｪｴデ ﾗa ;Hゲ┌ヴSｷデ┞ デﾗ デヴ┞ 
to tell you what it would be like if it existedげ32.33   

 

To underline the open-ended nature of his ideal, Dewey further writes that 

さぷSへemocracy is the faith that the process of experience is more important than any 

special result attained, so that special results achieved are of ultimate value only as they 

;ヴW ┌ゲWS デﾗ WﾐヴｷIｴ ;ﾐS ﾗヴSWヴ デｴW ﾗﾐｪﾗｷﾐｪ ヮヴﾗIWゲゲくざ34   
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Ralston explains that this seems a far cry from advancing a state-sponsored 

┘ﾗヴﾉS┗ｷW┘き さぷｷへnstead, 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-ゲﾗﾉ┗Wヴゲくざ35 Ralston adds 

デｴ;デ ｷﾐ Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴｷゲﾗﾐが ‘;┘ﾉゲげ SWﾏ;ﾐS デｴ;デ ;ﾉﾉ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI SWﾉｷHWヴ;デｷﾗﾐ HW ﾏ;SW ｷﾐ デｴW 

language of (or in a language translatable into) public reason is far more stringent than 

DW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI SWﾉｷHWヴ;デｷﾗﾐが ┘ｴWヴW さa;ｷヴ ヮヴﾗIWS┌ヴWゲ ぷぐへ ヮWヴﾏｷデ ヴW;ゲﾗﾐ;HﾉW 

Iｷデｷ┣Wﾐゲが SｷゲデｷﾐIデ ｪヴﾗ┌ヮゲ ;ﾐS ゲデ;デW ;ｪWﾐデゲ ぷぐへ デﾗ Sｷゲ;ｪヴWW ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ ヴWゲﾗヴデｷﾐｪ デﾗ 

┗ｷﾗﾉWﾐIWくざ36 

Ralston goes on to articulate what he sees as DW┘W┞げゲ SWﾉｷHWヴ;デｷ┗W ゲデ;ﾐS;ヴS ﾗa 

ｷﾐIﾉ┌ゲｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ SWﾉｷHWヴ;デｷﾗﾐく ‘;ﾉゲデﾗﾐ IﾗﾐデWﾐSゲ デｴ;デ DW┘W┞ ﾗaaWヴゲ デ┘ﾗ IヴｷデWヴｷ;ぎ さデｴW aｷヴゲデ 

ヮWヴデ;ｷﾐゲ デﾗ デｴW ヮﾉ┌ヴ;ﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa ｷﾐデWヴWゲデゲ ｴWﾉS ｷﾐ Iﾗﾏﾏﾗﾐ H┞ SｷaaWヴWﾐデ ｪヴﾗ┌ヮゲく ぷぐへ TｴW ゲWIﾗﾐS 

question concerns whether groups are open to rW;Sﾃ┌ゲデｷﾐｪ デｴWｷヴ ┘;┞ゲ ﾗa ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デｷﾐｪくざ37 

Thus, for Dewey, the process of problem solving necessarily involves two steps: first, the 

individuals who form part of a group must identify shared interests; and, second, they 

ﾏ┌ゲデ さヮヴﾗヮﾗゲW ﾐﾗ┗Wﾉ ;ﾐS aﾉW┝ｷHﾉW ┘;┞ゲ of associating in order to address their shared 

ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲくざ38 Deweyan democracy thus only demands that citizens be prepared to revise 

the forms of association in which they participate for the sake of finding improved forms 

of communal living. Thus Ralston wヴｷデWゲが さDW┘W┞げゲ ヮヴﾗIWS┌ヴW aﾗヴ ;SSヴWゲゲｷﾐｪ デｴW a;Iデ ﾗa 

ヮﾉ┌ヴ;ﾉｷゲﾏ ﾏｷｪｴデ HW I;ﾉﾉWS デｴW けﾏ┌デ┌;ﾉ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデ ;ﾐS ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デｷ┗W aﾉW┝ｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ ゲデ;ﾐS;ヴS ﾗa 

ｷﾐIﾉ┌ゲｷﾗﾐげくざ39 This, Ralston claims, is a method for resolving social problems, not a 
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さゲデ;デW-sponsored worldview に a procedure for negotiating, though not permanently 

resolving, the deeply divisive and sometimes intractable differences between peoples 

;ﾐS ｪヴﾗ┌ヮゲ HWｴﾗﾉSWﾐ デﾗ IﾗﾏヮWデｷﾐｪ aﾗヴﾏゲ ﾗa ﾉｷaWくざ40  

Dewey does indeed offer his own pluralist procedure for addressing the fact of 

reasonable pluralism. Moreover, I agree that Deweyan democracy is a method for 

solving social problems, not a comprehensive conception of the good with the ambition 

of taking control of the state apparatus. Ralston therefore understandably rejects the 

approach of interpreting Dewey through a Rawlsian filter. Although I appreciate the 

force of this moveが T;ﾉｷゲゲWげゲ ヮヴﾗﾃWIデ SWﾏ;ﾐSゲ, rightly or wrongly, that pragmatism make 

itself more けpragmaticallyげ relevant by dialogically engaging with contemporary 

arguments in political philosophy. In order to respond to Talisse on his own term, and 

hopefully convince him of the error of his ways, it behooves us Deweyan democrats to 

thoroughly consider Deweyan democracy through the Rawlsian filter. My contention is 

that, even from this perspective, Deweyan democracy meets the challenge posed by the 

fact of reasonable pluralism, since it relies on a thin and not a full conception of the 

good.  

 

III. Rawls Revisited: Deweyan Democracy as Political Liberalism 

 

In both a Theory of Justice and Political Liberalism, Rawls relies on a distinction between 

けa┌ﾉﾉげ ;ﾐS けデｴｷﾐげ デｴWﾗヴｷWゲ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗSく けF┌ﾉﾉげ デｴWﾗヴｷWゲ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗS Iﾗﾐゲｷゲデ ｷﾐ a┌ﾉﾉ┞ ┘ﾗヴﾆWS 
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out accounts of conceptions ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗS ﾉｷaWが ┘ｴｷﾉW けデｴｷﾐげ デｴWﾗヴｷWゲ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗS Iﾗﾐゲｷゲデ ｷﾐ 

accounts of what moral agents minimally require in order to realise full conceptions of 

デｴW ｪﾗﾗSく Oヴが ;ゲ “;ﾏ┌Wﾉ FヴWWﾏ;ﾐ ヮ┌デゲ ｷデが ; a┌ﾉﾉ デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗS さｷﾐIﾗヴヮﾗヴ;デWゲ デｴW ｷSW; 

of final ends tｴ;デ ;ヴW ┘ﾗヴデｴ ヮ┌ヴゲ┌ｷﾐｪ aﾗヴ デｴWｷヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ ゲ;ﾆWがざ41 while a thin theory of the 

ｪﾗﾗS さSﾗWゲ ﾐﾗデ ゲWデ aﾗヴデｴ ;ﾐ┞ ゲヮWIｷaｷI WﾐSゲ ;ゲ ヴ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ デﾗ ヮ┌ヴゲ┌W aﾗヴ デｴWｷヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ ゲ;ﾆWくざ42 

Tｴ┌ゲが ; a┌ﾉﾉ デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗS ヴWゲヮﾗﾐSゲ デﾗ デｴW ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐぎ さWｴ;デ ｷゲ デｴW ┌ﾉデｷﾏ;デW ｪﾗ;ﾉ ﾗa 

human lifWいざが ┘ｴｷﾉW ; デｴｷﾐ デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗS ヴWゲヮﾗﾐSゲ デﾗ デｴW ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐぎ さWｴ;デ WﾐSゲ ｷゲ ｷデ 

ヴ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ デﾗ ヮ┌ヴゲ┌W ﾐﾗ ﾏ;デデWヴ ┘ｴ;デ ┘W HWﾉｷW┗W デﾗ HW デｴW ┌ﾉデｷﾏ;デW ｪﾗ;ﾉ ﾗa ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ﾉｷaWいざ  

According to Rawls, a political conception of justice comprises a thin conception 

of the good but stops short of embracing any full theory of the good, since such full 

theories of the good are not appropriate objects for an overlapping consensus among 

reasonable citizens under the conditions of reasonable pluralism. Nevertheless, Samuel 

Freeman explains:  

Aゲ ‘;┘ﾉゲ ┌ゲWゲ デｴWゲW デWヴﾏゲが ｷﾐデWヴWゲデゲ I;ﾐ HW けゲ┌ヮヴWﾏWﾉ┞ ヴWｪ┌ﾉ;デｷ┗Wげ ﾗヴ 
けa┌ﾐS;ﾏWﾐデ;ﾉげ ;ﾐS ﾗa けｴｷｪｴWゲデ ﾗヴSWヴげ ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ HWｷﾐｪ aｷﾐ;ﾉ WﾐSゲが ヮ┌ヴゲ┌WS aﾗヴ デｴWｷヴ 
own sake. For example, our interest in self-ヮヴWゲWヴ┗;デｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ﾗa デｴW けｴｷｪｴWゲデ ﾗヴSWヴげが 
according to Hobbes, but that does not mean that self-preservation is one of the 

final ends we pursue and which give our lives meaning. It means rather that it is 

an essential interest that must be fulfilled if any of our final ends and pursuits 

are to be realized. It is in this sense that it is an essential good.43  

 

Thus, one might say that ‘;┘ﾉゲげ デｴｷﾐ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ｪﾗﾗS points to goods that are of 

the highest value, without seeking to articulate any final moral good (summum bonum). 

That is to say, thin theories of the good identify goods that are of the highest value in 
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the same sense that Rawls ゲヮW;ﾆゲ ﾗa IWヴデ;ｷﾐ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデゲ HWｷﾐｪ ﾗa デｴW さｴｷｪｴWゲデ ﾗヴSWヴざ44, 

they are worthy of pursuit whatever other goals we may hold.  

In order for Talisse to have shown that Deweyan democracy is reasonably 

rejectable and that it therefore fails to countenance the fact of reasonable pluralism, he 

needs to have shown that Deweyan democracy is irrevocably wedded to a full and not a 

thin conception of the good.45 I contend that he fails to do so and that a more accurate 

interpretation of Deweyan democracy will demonstrate that it only requires a thin 

theory of the good that identifies goods ﾗa デｴW けhigheゲデ ┗;ﾉ┌Wげ in the Rawlsian sense. As 

mentioned previously, Deweyan democracy is wedded to a specific conception of the 

ｪﾗﾗS I;ﾉﾉWS けｪヴﾗ┘デｴくげ Once the distinction between thin and full conceptions of the good 

is established, all I need to show is that growth is a thin not a full conception of the 

good. In other words, I need to show that growth establishes general ends that are 

rational to pursue no matter what our more specific life goals might be and remains 

largely agnostic about what final or ultimate life goals we ought to adopt. If I can show 

this, it then follows that Deweyan democracy is capable of countenancing the fact of 

reasonable pluralism. But to do this, I need to explain precisely what Deweyan growth 

involves.  

According to James S. Johnston, Deweyan growth has three broad meanings: 

firstly, growth is the continued life and development of a biological organism; secondly, 

growth is the capacity to make intelligent judgments; thirdly, growth is the capacity to 

develop intelligent habits of action by learning from past experiences and judgments 
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and adapting ensuing actions in light of such a process of learning.46 This means that 

けgrowthげ ｷゲ SWaｷﾐWS H┞ デｴW SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ﾗa IWヴデ;ｷﾐ I;ヮ;IｷデｷWゲ デｴ;デ ゲWヴ┗W ﾗﾐWげゲ ﾏﾗヴW 

general capacity to solve problems. In other words, the development of capacities that 

enable intelligent problem solving ought to be understood as being of primarily 

instrumental value, since they are of ultimate value in their enabling the solving of 

problems.  

This last sentence, however, might seem rather contentious even to the most 

ardent Deweyan. Why? Because Dewey offered a rather complex account of the 

relationship between means and ends. Indeed, he does not draw a staunch ontological 

separation between the two, claiming that さﾏW;ﾐゲ ;ﾐS WﾐSゲ ;ヴW デ┘ﾗ ﾐ;ﾏWゲ aﾗヴ デｴW 

same reality.ざ47 Yet, this is not to say we cannot distinguish means from ends. Rather, as 

Naoko Saito puts it: 

Iﾐ DW┘W┞げゲ ┗ｷW┘が ; SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷﾗﾐ HWデ┘WWﾐ ﾏW;ﾐゲ ;ﾐS WﾐSゲ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ﾏWデ;ヮｴ┞ゲｷI;ﾉが Hut 

a┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉく ぷぐへ EﾐSゲ a┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐ ;ゲ ; ﾏW;ﾐゲ H┞ ゲWヴ┗ｷﾐｪ ;ゲ デｴW ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W aヴﾗﾏ 
which we anticipate the next act. In turn, a means is the name for the next 

immediate action to be taken as temporary end.48 けMW;ﾐゲ ;ヴW ﾏW;ﾐゲき デｴW┞ ;ヴW 
intermediates, middle termゲげ.49 Ends are being reconstructed at each moment 

ﾗa ;Iデｷﾗﾐく けEﾐSゲ ｪヴﾗ┘くげ TｴW┞ ;ヴW ﾐﾗデ ゲデ;デｷI ヮﾗｷﾐデゲが ;ﾐS I;ﾐﾐﾗデ HW けﾉﾗI;デWS ;デ ﾗﾐW 
ヮﾉ;IW ﾗﾐﾉ┞げ50. ‘;デｴWヴが WﾐSゲ ;ヴW けWﾐSゲ-in-┗ｷW┘げ デｴ;デ ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ ; ┘ｴﾗﾉW ゲWヴｷWゲ ﾗa 
acts51:  けデｴW デWヴﾏｷﾐ;ﾉ ﾗ┌デIﾗﾏW ┘ｴWﾐ ;ﾐデｷIｷヮ;デWS ぷぐへ HWIﾗﾏWゲ ;ﾐ WﾐS-in-view, an 

;ｷﾏが ヮ┌ヴヮﾗゲWが ; ヮヴWSｷIデｷﾗﾐ ┌ゲ;HﾉW ;ゲ ; ヮﾉ;ﾐ ｷﾐ ゲｴ;ヮｷﾐｪ デｴW Iﾗ┌ヴゲW ﾗa W┗Wﾐデゲげ52. 

ぷぐへ Tｴ┌ゲが ヮ;ヴ;Sﾗ┝ｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ けぷWへﾐSゲ ;ヴW ﾉｷデWヴ;ﾉﾉ┞ WﾐSﾉWゲゲげ53; ends are open-WﾐSWSく ぷぐへ 
Aゲ DW┘W┞ ゲ;┞ゲが けデヴ;┗Wﾉﾉｷng is a cﾗﾐゲデ;ﾐデ ;ヴヴｷ┗ｷﾐｪげ54.55 

 

Moreover, sｷﾐIW DW┘W┞ ゲデヴWゲゲWゲ デｴ;デ さｷデ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ デｴW ゲ;デｷゲa;IデﾗヴｷﾐWゲゲ ﾗa ぷ;ﾐへ ;Iデｷ┗ｷデ┞ ┘ｴｷIｴ 

defines [said activity]; the definition comes from the structure and function of subject-

ﾏ;デデWヴざ56, it is this same functional definition that I draw upon to argue that we ought 

to understand the capacities for intelligent problem solving as being primarily of 
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instrumental value rather than consummatory. In other words, I contend that we must 

┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐS けｪヴﾗ┘デｴげ not in relation to its consummatory character (i.e. the satisfaction 

we derive from developing our capacities to solve problems), but its functional or 

instrumental capacity to help in the task of solving problems intelligently.  

Yet, here already the critic beckons: What exactly ｷゲ ﾏW;ﾐデ H┞ けｷﾐデWﾉﾉｷｪWﾐデげ 

problem solving? The intelligent character of problem solving consists in solving present 

problems in a manner that enables, or at the very least does not impede, future 

problem solving. Thus, the function of growth on this account is to enable us to develop 

capacities that not only solve existing problems but that put us in good stead to solve 

both present and future ones. The upshot of this is that growth cannot point to an 

ethical finality because さぷデへｴW H┌ゲｷﾐWゲゲ ﾗa ヴWaﾉWIデｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ SWデWヴﾏｷﾐｷﾐｪ デｴW デヴ┌W ｪﾗﾗS I;ﾐﾐﾗデ 

HW SﾗﾐW ﾗﾐIW ;ﾐS aﾗヴ ;ﾉﾉ ぷぐへ Iデ ﾐWWSゲ デﾗ HW SﾗﾐWが ;ﾐS SﾗﾐW ﾗ┗Wヴ ;ﾐS ﾗ┗Wヴ ;ﾐS ﾗ┗Wヴ 

;ｪ;ｷﾐが ｷﾐ デWヴﾏゲ ﾗa デｴW IﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa IﾗﾐIヴWデW ゲｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐゲ ;ゲ デｴW┞ ;ヴｷゲWざ57. Thus, on this 

account, the process of growth is never fully completed, because it is the nature of the 

human condition to always encounter new problems. This means that the concrete 

goals that growth enables us to further are unspecifiable in advance. All Deweyan 

growth requires of us is that we pursue the development of the habits of action that 

enable the process of intelligent problem solving, while seeking to avoid those habits 

that would hinder it. As mentioned previously, Dewey remains largely philosophically 

agnostic about particular solutions to particular problems. In fact, the Deweyan account 

is even agnostic about tｴW ゲｷﾐｪ┌ﾉ;ヴｷデ┞ ﾗヴ ヮﾉ┌ヴ;ﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa けｪﾗﾗSげ ゲﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐゲ デﾗ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲく Iデ ｷゲ 

;ﾉゲﾗ ;ｪﾐﾗゲデｷI ;Hﾗ┌デ ┘ｴWデｴWヴ ﾗヴ ﾐﾗデ デｴWヴW ｷゲ ; けヮWヴaWIデげ ゲﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐ ふデｴ;デ ｷゲが ﾗﾐW ┌ヮﾗﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ 
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we cannot improve) to any one problem. It allows such specifications to be made a 

posteriori, leaving it to actual inquirers to ascertain, since it is the iterated process of 

inquiry に and it alone に which ultimately establishes whether or not a solution to a 

particular problem can be intelligently improved upon.  

Therefore, at a general level, Deweyan growth enables us to ascertain that 

certain habits of thought and action are to be preferred to others for the sake of 

intelligent problem solving. That is to say, for example, that the general goal of problem 

solving informs us that truth-telling is preferable to lying, that logical thinking is 

preferable to wishful thinking, that conscious decision-making is preferable to knee-jerk 

reaction, etc. Growth therefore does not consist in the furthering of pre-established 

ends or life goals; it consists in the development of certain capacities that it is rational to 

want to possess given the fact that intelligently solving problems is necessary, whatever 

other ultimate goals groups or agents may wish to pursue. Therefore, Deweyan 

democrats must hold that intelligent ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ ゲﾗﾉ┗ｷﾐｪ ｷゲ ﾗa デｴW けhighest-ﾗヴSWヴげ ｷﾐ デｴW 

same sense that に to summon Freemaﾐげゲ ┘ﾗヴSゲ に さﾗ┌ヴ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデ ｷﾐ ゲWﾉa-preservation is of 

デｴW けｴｷｪｴWゲデ ﾗヴSWヴげ ぷぐへ but that does not mean that self-preservation is one of the final 

ends we pursue and which give our lives meaning. It means rather that it is an essential 

interest that must be fulfilled if any of our final ends and pursuits are to be realizedくざ58 

But the critic may well further ;ゲﾆぎ DﾗWゲ デｴW けｷﾐデWﾉﾉｷｪWﾐデげ Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴ ﾗa ゲﾗﾉ┗ｷﾐｪ 

problems covertly reintroduce a contentious prescriptive normative agenda? In other 

words, the critic may well worry that, despite my claims to the contrary, intelligent 
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problem solving actually reflects a substantive political project aiming at the 

development of a reasonably rejectable conception of the good. That would mean that 

growth secretly aims towards a good beyond itself. However, if we were to ask Dewey, 

さWｴ;デ ｷゲ デｴW ┌ﾉデｷﾏ;デW ｪﾗ;ﾉ ﾗa ｪヴﾗ┘デｴいざ I デｴｷﾐﾆ DW┘W┞げゲ ;ﾐゲ┘Wヴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HW デｴ;デ さｪrowth 

aims towards growth itselfざ に meaning that growth aims towards a greater development 

of our capacities to intelligently solve problems. I therefore think we should follow 

Ralston in understanding that ｪヴﾗ┘デｴ SﾗWゲ ﾐﾗデ さ;ｷﾏ ;デ ゲﾗﾏW ┌ﾉデｷﾏ;デW WﾐSざ59 beyond 

itself; agents may well pursue further ends beyond growth, but growth is not in the 

business of identifying what such eventual ends ought to be. Rather, as Welchman puts 

it: 

The putative end of human action, the good life [that is, a life of growth], cannot 

be conceived of as a discrete thing, event, quality, or state. It must be instead 

conceived of as a series, a series of challenges overcome giving rise to new 

challenges. Each new end is a new construction, the outcome of a process of 

ｷﾐ┗Wゲデｷｪ;デｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS SｷゲIﾗ┗Wヴ┞ ﾗa デｴW ﾏ;デWヴｷ;ﾉゲ ;ﾐS ﾗヮヮﾗヴデ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲ ﾗa ﾗﾐWげゲ 
circumstances, subject to eventual confirmation.60 

 

The most demanding prescription we can derive from Deweyan growth, I contend, 

involves a commitment to the pursuit of what Axel Honneth calls an さｷﾐIﾉ┌ゲｷ┗W ｪﾗﾗSざ61 

┘ｴｷIｴ ヴWケ┌ｷヴWゲ デｴ;デ ┘W さaﾗヴWゲWW IﾗﾐゲWケ┌WﾐIWゲ ｷﾐ ゲ┌Iｴ ; ┘;┞ デｴ;デ ┘W aﾗヴﾏ WﾐSゲ ┘ｴｷIｴ 

ｪヴﾗ┘ ｷﾐデﾗ ﾗﾐW ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ ;ﾐS ヴWWﾐaﾗヴIW ﾗﾐW ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴざ62. On my account, this means that a 

solution to a problem is けintelligentげ if and only if that solution both resolves the 

problem at hand by the lights of those who experience it and does not inhibit future 

problem solving. My contention is that all reasonable problem solvers (including Talisse) 

would agree to this constraint, upon reflection. 
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 Thus, if we now return to the Rawlsian conceptual apparatus, it should be clear 

that growth is a thin conception of the good precisely because it radically under-

determines which ultimate ends citizens may wish to pursue. To put it another way: 

under conditions of reasonable pluralism, in order for Deweyan democracy to be 

reasonably rejectable, reasonable citizens would have to reject the idea that the 

capacities that further intelligent problem solving are an essential good, worthy of 

pursuit no matter what ultimate life goals they hold. Yet, reasonable citizens, in virtue of 

their very reasonableness, would not reject such an idea. Recall that for Rawls, the 

object of an overlapping consensus merely requires that all reasonable citizens value a 

common value, without requiring that they value said value for the same reasons (since 

those reasons can be derived from their respective comprehensive doctrines). My 

contention is that growth, and thus Deweyan democracy, requires that all reasonable 

citizens value intelligently solving problems, not that they all value intelligent problem 

solving for the same reasons. Therefore, if all reasonable citizens value intelligent 

problem solving, Deweyan democracy can be the object of reasonable agreement under 

conditions of reasonable pluralism. 

In summary, although Deweyan democracy relies on a particular conception of 

the good (namely, growth), it fails to be reasonably rejectable on the Rawlsian account 

because growth is a thin and not a full theory of the good. Thus, it only calls for the 

development of capacities that enable continuous intelligent problem solving. Such a 

goal is of the highest order only in the sense that it is necessary (in a manner analogous 

to continued existence) for the furthering of any other human goals. This is consistent 
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with ‘;┘ﾉゲげ Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ SﾗIデヴｷﾐWゲ (which are legitimately used to 

publically justify) within conditions of reasonable pluralism. It therefore follows that 

Deweyan democracy does not fail to accommodate the fact of reasonable pluralism. 

 

IV. Some Potential Talissean Replies 

In response to this argument, I believe that Talisse could emit the following replies: (i) 

Deweyan growth simply is a perfectionist theory of the good and it is thus reasonably 

rejectable; (ii) Deweyan growth is reasonably rejectable because it identifies shared 

experience as the ultimate moral good; and (iii) any version of Deweyan democracy 

which is not reasonably rejectable fails to be appropriately Deweyan. 

 

(i) The Problem of Perfectionism に Growth as a Teleology Without an End 

One might worry that Talisse would lend little credence to my argument so far because, 

on his understanding, Deweyan growth simply is a perfectionist conception of human 

flourishing and as such it is reasonably rejectable. Now, there are two obvious senses of 

けヮWヴaWIデｷﾗﾐｷゲﾏげ ┘W ﾏｷｪｴデ IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴぎ ふ;ぶ ‘;┘ﾉゲげ SWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ふHぶ ; ﾏﾗヴW ｪWﾐWヴ;ﾉ 

understanding of the concept. Let us consider these in turn. 

 ふ;ぶ ‘;┘ﾉゲ ﾗaaWヴゲ ; ヴ;デｴWヴ ﾐ;ヴヴﾗ┘ ;ﾐS WIIWﾐデヴｷI SWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けヮWヴaWIデｷﾗﾐｷゲﾏげく 

IﾐSWWSが ;IIﾗヴSｷﾐｪ デﾗ ｴｷﾏが ヮWヴaWIデｷﾗﾐｷゲﾏ Iﾗﾐゲｷゲデゲ ｷﾐ デｴW HWﾉｷWa デｴ;デ ┘W ｴ;┗W ; S┌デ┞ さデﾗ 

develop human persons of a certain style and aesthetic grace, and to advance the 
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ヮ┌ヴゲ┌ｷデ ﾗa ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪW ;ﾐS デｴW I┌ﾉデｷ┗;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ;ヴデゲくざ63  Or as Freeman puts it, 

perfectioﾐｷゲﾏ Iﾗﾐゲｷゲデゲ ｷﾐ さWデｴｷI;ﾉ ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐゲ ┘ｴｷIｴ ｷﾐIﾗヴヮﾗヴ;デW デｴW ヮヴｷﾐIｷヮﾉW ﾗa 

perfection, and maintain that the achievement of human excellences in art, science and 

I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW Iﾗﾐゲデｷデ┌デWゲ デｴW ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ｪﾗﾗSくざ64 ‘;┘ﾉゲ ┘ヴｷデWゲ デｴ;デ デｴW ヮヴｷﾐIｷヮﾉW ﾗa ヮWヴaWIデｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ さa 

teleological theory directing society to arrange institutions and to define the duties and 

obligations of individuals so as to maximize the achievement of human excellence in art, 

science, and culture. The principle obviously is more demanding the higher the relevant 

ｷSW;ﾉ ｷゲ ヮｷデIｴWSくざ65 According to Rawls, perfectionism cannot form the basis of a political 

conception of justice because we cannot expect reasonable citizens to agree upon what 

constitutes human perfection: perfectionist ethical ideals are, by definition, full and not 

thin. 

I IﾗﾐデWﾐS デｴ;デ DW┘W┞げゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ｪヴﾗ┘デｴ a;ｷﾉゲ デﾗ aｷデ ‘;┘ﾉゲげ SWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa 

perfectionism. Although Dewey is committed to the idea that his conception of growth 

can direct social institutions and define duties and obligations while also requiring the 

development of human capacities in the arts, science, and culture, it is not perfectionist 

because such development does not constitute human flourishing per se; it merely 

enables it, since human flourishing is ultimately constituted by developing the capacities 

for intelligent problem solving. To W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐ a┌ヴデｴWヴぎ ｷﾐ ﾗヴSWヴ デﾗ a┌ﾉaｷﾉ ‘;┘ﾉゲげ SWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa 

perfectionism, Deweyan growth must maintain that the achievement of human 

excellences in art, science, and culture constitutes the human good. Thus, in order for an 

ethical theory to be perfectionist in these terms, it must maintain that such human 

excellences constitute the human good. This is a sufficiency claim: it means that on 
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‘;┘ﾉゲげゲ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ; ヮWヴaWIデｷﾗﾐｷゲデ デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ aﾉﾗ┌ヴｷゲｴｷﾐg is subsumed by the 

development of discrete human excellences in the arts, sciences, and culture. I contend 

デｴ;デ DW┘W┞げゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ｪヴﾗ┘デｴ I;ﾐﾐﾗデ HW IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWS デﾗ デｴｷゲ ┗ｷW┘が HWI;┌ゲWが aﾗヴ 

Dewey, such developments are always seen as being of value because they enable 

future problem solving. To put it otherwise, although Dewey was one to encourage the 

development of human capacities in art, science, and culture and although his 

conception of growth demands that these capacities be furthered, Dewey does not hold 

the view that the human good is subsumed by the achievement of human excellence in 

art, science, and culture. Ultimately, in my view, what constitutes or subsumes the 

human good for Dewey is a capacity to resolve problems intelligently: the fact that 

developing human capacities in the arts, science, and culture is a necessary part of 

developing human capacities to solve problems intelligently is entirely incidental. 

Therefore, growth is not a perfectionist ethical ideal as specified by Rawls because it 

does not value the development of a pre-given list of cultural excellences for its own 

sake; rather it only values them in so far as they enable the development of capacities 

for intelligent problem solving. Yet, Talisse may well intend to associate Deweyan 

growth with a wider notion of perfectionism. 

(b) A more commonly held view of ethical perfectionism consists in the belief 

that the realisation of human capacities, broadly construed, constitutes human 

flourishing に not achieving human excellence in specifically cultural terms.66 And this 

may seem more problematic for my argument, as Deweyan growth certainly requires 

the development of human capacities. However, it is still the case that for Dewey, the 
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development of human capacities and the fostering of certain types of human 

relationships are, functionally, primarily necessary means for resolving problems. They 

do not, in and of themselves, constitute the human good in any other sense than that 

they are themselves solutions to existing problems. On this instrumentalist account of 

Deweyan democracy, capacities are valuable only insofar as they resolve existing 

problems and/or enable solving future problems. To speak somewhat oxymoronically, 

growth can be understood as a teleology without an end に it affirms the need for 

humans to develop in certain ways in order to become judicious problem solvers, but it 

does not specify to what end this process ought to drive other than the preservation 

and expansion of the process of becoming more capable and judicious problem solvers 

itself. It is thus teleological only in that it points to the development of certain 

capacities, but not truly teleological in that it eschews providing a telos, a final endpoint 

towards which this development is ultimately supposed to drive. Campbell claims that 

when Dewey writes,  

[g]rowth ｷデゲWﾉa ｷゲ デｴW ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ けWﾐSげが ぷｴへW ｷゲ ┌ゲｷﾐｪ デｴW デWヴﾏ けWﾐS ｷﾐ デｴW aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ 
sense: けTｴW WﾐS ｷゲ ﾐﾗ ﾉﾗﾐｪWヴ ; デWヴﾏｷﾐ┌ゲ ﾗヴ ; ﾉｷﾏｷデ デﾗ HW ヴW;IｴWSく Iデ ｷゲ デｴW ;Iデｷ┗W 
process of transforming the existent situation. Not perfection as a final goal, but 

the ever-enduring process of perfecting, maturing, refining, is the aim in 

ﾉｷ┗ｷﾐｪくげ67 ぷぐへ ぷGへヴﾗ┘デｴ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ デｴW ヮ;デデWヴﾐｷﾐｪ ﾗa ﾉｷaW ;aデWヴ ゲﾗﾏW けヮヴWゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲWS aｷ┝WS 
ゲIｴWﾏ; ﾗヴ ﾗ┌デﾉｷﾐWげ ﾗa ┘ｴ;デ ｷデ ｷゲ デﾗ HW ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐく68 けNﾗ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉ ﾗヴ ｪヴﾗ┌ヮ ┘ｷﾉﾉ HW 
judged by whether they come up to or fall short of some fixed result, but by the 

SｷヴWIデｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴW┞ ;ヴW ﾏﾗ┗ｷﾐｪくげ69 Mﾗヴ;ﾉ ｪヴﾗ┘デｴ けSﾗWゲ ﾐﾗデ ﾏW;ﾐが デｴWヴWaﾗヴWが 
デﾗ ;Iデ ゲﾗ ;ゲ デﾗ aｷﾉﾉ ┌ヮ ゲﾗﾏW ヮヴWゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲWS ｷSW;ﾉ ゲWﾉaげ70.71 

 

Writing more generally, Philip Kitcher addresses the worry that this notion of pragmatic 

progress might さeschew ぷぐへ teleology at the front doorざ while letting さｷデ ゲﾐW;ﾆ ｷﾐ ;ｪ;ｷﾐ 

through the rear,ざ 72 by asking: さCan we make sense of the notion of a situation as 
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problematic, without presupposing a goal? After all, to speak of a problem is to 

recognize a goal, to wit relief from the source of the troubleくざ73 In the last analysis, the 

reply proposed by Kitcher, consists in insisting on the absence of a fixed or pre-given 

wished for final goal:  

TｴW ;ﾉﾉWｪWS けｪﾗ;ﾉげ is local, something that could well cover any number of 

incompatible  alternatives, unranked from the present perspective. Once the 

goal has been achieved に relief obtained に people will move on to address other 

difficulties, including, perhaps,  problems generated by the solution itself. There 

is no envisaged final state, but an unpredictable sequence of local adaptations.74 

 

Thus, growth does not require valuing the development of capacities either for its own 

sake or for the sake of achieving some ultimate finality (telos). Growth aims for the 

development of the methods of intelligent problem solving for the sake of intelligently 

solving problems. Intelligently solving problems, I maintain, is a goal which reasonable 

citizens would agree to upon reflection. Or to put it in Rawlsian language, the 

development of capacities for intelligent problem solving constitutes a thin conception 

of the good required for に not an impediment to に the pursuit of reasonable full 

conceptions of the good. 

 

(ii) The Problem of Shared Experience に  Associated Living as a Democratic Means  

At the beginning of this article, I ventured that Talisse found two theses associated with 

Deweyan democracy particularly problematic, namely, デｴW けCﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌ｷデ┞ TｴWゲｷゲげ ふヱぶ ;ﾐS 

デｴW けPWヴaWIデｷﾗﾐｷゲデ TｴWゲｷゲげ ふヴぶく B┌デ デW┝デ┌;ﾉ evidence also suggests that Talisse might find 
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デｴW けW;┞ ﾗa LｷaW TｴWゲｷゲげ ふンぶ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ;デｷI ｷﾐ ｷデゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ ヴｷｪｴデく Tｴｷゲ デｴWゲｷゲ Iﾗﾐゲｷゲデゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐ 

that democracy is not simply a kind of state or a mode of government, but a way of life. 

In other words, what Talisse might take to be reasonably rejectable about Deweyan 

democracy is that it is committed to a conception of growth that identifies けshared 

experienceげ ふﾗヴ ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デWS ﾉｷ┗ｷﾐｪぶ as the ultimate moral goal. Indeed, when Talisse goes 

on to present his positive account of Peircean democracy, he writes:  

Fﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが デﾗ HWﾉｷW┗Wが ┘ｷデｴ DW┘W┞が デｴ;デ けゲｴ;ヴWS W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ｷゲ デｴW ｪヴW;デWゲデ ﾗa 
ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ｪﾗﾗSゲげ75 is to take it to be true that shared experience is the greatest of 

human goods, and to take this to be true is to be committed to the idea that the 

best reasons, arguments and evidence would confirm it.76  

  

I think we can thus understand Talisse to be committed to the view that Deweyan 

democracy is reasonably rejectable because it is committed to a conception of growth 

┘ｴWヴW けゲｴ;ヴWS W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWげ ｷゲ デｴW ┌ﾉデｷﾏ;デW ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ｪﾗ;ﾉく  

However, I think this also is a mistaken understanding of Deweyan democracy. 

Tﾗ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデ デｴｷゲ Iﾉ;ｷﾏが ﾉWデ ┌ゲ IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴ デｴW ┘ｷSWヴ IﾗﾐデW┝デ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ DW┘W┞げゲ ┘ﾗヴSゲ IｷデWS H┞ 

Talisse first appear. In the relevant passage in Experience and Nature, Dewey writes: 

Communication is consummatory as well as instrumental. It is a means of 

establishing cooperation, domination and order. Shared experience is the 

greatest of human goods. In communication, such conjunction and contact as is 

characteristic of animals become endearments capable of infinite idealization; 

they become symbols of the very culﾏｷﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ﾐ;デ┌ヴWく  ぷぐへ Ia ゲIｷWﾐデｷaｷI 
discourse is instrumental in function, it also is capable of becoming an enjoyed 

object to those concerned in it. Upon the whole, human history shows that 

thinking in being abstract, remote and technical has been laborious; or at least 

that the process of attaining such thinking has been rendered painful to most by 

social circumstances. In view of the importance of such activity and its objects, it 

is a priceless gain when it becomes an intrinsic delight. Few would philosophize 

if philosophic discourse did not have its own inhering fascination. Yet it is not 

the satisfactoriness of the activity which defines science or philosophy; the 

definition comes from the structure and function of subject-matter. To say that 

knowledge as the fruit of intellectual discourse is an end in itself is to say what is 

esthetically and morally true for some persons, but it conveys nothing about the 
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structure of knowledge; and it does not even hint that its objects are not 

instrumental.77  

 

Here, Dewey explains that scientific and philosophic discourses can be experienced as 

ends in themselves but are functionally instruments that help in attaining further goods. 

Philosophy and science may provide a certain enjoyment (that is their consummatory 

character), but it is their instrumental capacity to help in responding to problems that 

provide their functional definition.  

 On my account, the Deweyan democrat ultimately ought to understand shared 

experiences in the same way that Dewey values artistic and scientific capacities: namely, 

shared experiences are functionally defined by their instrumental capacity to further 

intelligent problem solving. Shared experience, according to Dewey, is what enables us 

to assess which habits of thought and action are more fertile than others because it 

enables communication, critique and learning.78 Yet, shared experience is not itself the 

goal of rightful action. As we have seen, intelligent problem solving is the goal of rightful 

action. Shared experience happens to be a necessary condition for the process of 

valuation, judgment and learning that enables intelligent problem solving. Thus, in 

response to Talisse, we should understand the val┌W ﾗa けゲｴ;ヴWS W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWげ as primarily 

instrumental, since particular types of shared experiences will enable the development 

of intelligent problem solving better than others. 

 Thus, on this account, DW┘W┞げゲ Iﾉ;ｷﾏゲ デﾗ デｴW WaaWIデ デｴ;デ ｪヴﾗ┘デｴ ﾗヴ ゲｴ;ヴWS 

experience are the ultimate moral goods come down to claiming デｴ;デ さデｴW W┗Wヴ-

WﾐS┌ヴｷﾐｪ ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ ﾗa ヮWヴaWIデｷﾐｪが ﾏ;デ┌ヴｷﾐｪが ヴWaｷﾐｷﾐｪざ ﾗ┌ヴ ｪﾗ;ﾉゲ ;ﾐS ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲ ｷゲ デｴW ｴｷｪｴWゲデ 
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value (i.e. one without which valuing other values is impossible) in human life. 

Consequently, the only general injunction we can derive from Deweyan growth is to 

develop our capacities for intelligent problem solving for the sake of solving problems 

intelligently. This is reminiscent of the sentiment found in the phrase Peirce thought 

ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS HW ┘ヴｷデデWﾐ ﾗﾐ W┗Wヴ┞ ┘;ﾉﾉ ｷﾐ デｴW Iｷデ┞ ﾗa ヮｴｷﾉﾗゲﾗヮｴ┞ぎ さDﾗ ﾐﾗデ Hﾉﾗck the way of 

inquiryざ.79 Moreover, it is a far cry from claiming to have solved the problem of 

establishing what lies at the end of that path. And yet, Talisse needed to show that 

growth requires that all reasonable citizens share a common belief in a singular 

controversial endpoint of human flourishing. Short of such a point of fracture amongst 

reasonable citizens, Talisse cannot show Deweyan democracy to be anything more than 

a democratic ideal resting on a thin theory of the good. 

 

(iii) Hollowing Out Deweyan Democracy に Hypotheses and Translatability 

Iﾐ ｴｷゲ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲW デﾗ Eﾉｷ┣;HWデｴ AﾐSWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ IヴｷデｷIｷゲﾏゲ ﾗa ｴｷゲ ┗ｷW┘ゲが T;ﾉｷゲゲW Iﾉ;ｷﾏゲ デｴ;デ 

versions of Deweyan democracy that reduce DW┘W┞げゲ conception of growth to 

intelligent problem solving fail to ヮヴWゲWヴ┗W ;ﾐ┞デｴｷﾐｪ SｷゲデｷﾐIデﾉ┞ DW┘W┞;ﾐ ;Hﾗ┌デ DW┘W┞げゲ 

democratic ideal. He writes: 

PWヴｴ;ヮゲ AﾐSWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ ┗Wヴゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa DW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ ｷゲ W┗Wﾐ ﾏﾗヴW ヴWゲデヴ;ｷﾐWS デｴ;ﾐ I ｴ;┗W 

 allowed. She may say that she claims only that democratic communities should address 

 their social problems by pooling information and other cognitive resources from 

 their diverse citizenry in a way that gives a proper hearing and full consideration to all 

 points of view, with the expectation that all collective decisions are but provisional 

 stopping points in a continuous process  of self-correction. Again, this view is compelling. 

 But is it distinctively Deweyan?  There is nothing here that Madison, Mill, Popper or 

 even Russell would have rejected; furthermore, Cass Sunstein 80  endorses 
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 precisely this picture, and although he sometimes refers approvingly to Dewey, he is not 

 ; DW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デく AﾐSWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ ﾏﾗヴW ヴWゲデヴ;ｷﾐWS ┗Wヴゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa DW┘W┞;ﾐ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ 
 is not distinctively Deweyan. Can pragmatism offer no distinctive and viable political 

 theory?81 

 

In other words, Talisse argues that understanding growth as the mere pursuit of ever 

more intelligent methods of solving problems constitutes an abandonment of the 

Deweyan project altogether. If I am to read Talisse as charitably as possible, I must take 

Talisse to understand DW┘W┞げゲ views on how to actually improve intelligent problem 

solving in concrete situations (aﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが DW┘W┞げゲ accounts of progressive education, 

community formation, or democratic industrial relations) to truly constitute Deweyan 

democracy and to hold that those views are reasonably rejectable. 

Therefore, to support my argument to the effect that Deweyan democracy 

essentially consists in intelligent problem solving, I need to account for the more 

particular and controversial claims about democracy occasionally made by Dewey. In 

short, I think these views are best understood as hypotheses that seek to respond to 

concrete problems, as attempts at participating in situated intelligent problem solving. 

To put it in DW┘W┞;ﾐ デWヴﾏゲが デｴW┞ ;ｷﾏ デﾗ ゲWI┌ヴW けWﾐSゲ ｷﾐ ┗ｷW┘げく Therefore, I do not take 

them to constitute DW┘W┞げゲ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI ｷSW;ﾉ. Instead, I think Deweyan democracy 

consists in the wider process of intelligent problem solving itself. Why do I believe this? 

Because the more particular views expressed by Dewey that Talisse points to as being 

reasonably rejectable are no more constitutive of Deweyan democracy than Mｷﾉﾉげゲ 

proposals in favour of public and weighted voting constitute Mｷﾉﾉげゲ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI ｷSW;ﾉ. In 

both cases, we can distinguish the concrete proposals, attempts at offering actionable 
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social or political advice, from a broader ideal. Instead of this broadness being 

problematic, I contend that it suggests that Deweyan democracy is, at least in principle, 

capable (as much as any other conception of democracy) of being politically neutral in 

the manner required by ‘;┘ﾉゲげ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗa political liberalism. 

Yet, even if one wanted to reject my reading of Dewey and root Deweyan 

democracy in his more controversial views (which I have argued are situated hypotheses 

for action) this may not be as problematic as Talisse thinks it to be. Why? Because on 

‘;┘ﾉゲげ aｷﾐ;ﾉ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗa ヮ┌HﾉｷI ヴW;ゲﾗﾐが ｴW ヮヴﾗヮﾗゲWゲ デｴｷゲ important proviso:  

Reasonable comprehensive doctrines, religious or nonreligious, may be introduced in 

public political discussion at any time, provided that in due course proper political 

reasons に and not reasons given solely by comprehensive doctrines に are presented that 

are sufficient to support whatever the comprehensive doctrines introduced are said to 

support political arguments made in the language of sectarian doctrines (such as those 

offered by religious or philosophical views) are permissible so long as they are 

translatable into public  reasons.82  

 

Leif Wenar explains this point further thusly:  

So President Lincoln, for instance, could legitimately condemn the evil of slavery using 

Biblical imagery, since his pronouncements could have been expressed in terms of the 

public values of freedom and equality. Thus even within its limited range of application, 

Rawls's doctrine of public reason is rather permissive concerning what citizens may say 

and do within the bounds of civility.83 

  

This means that on the Rawlsian view, even DW┘W┞げゲ ﾏﾗヴW Iﾗﾐデヴﾗ┗Wヴゲｷ;ﾉ ｴ┞ヮﾗデｴWゲWゲ 

would be permissible in public debate so long as they can be translated into the 

language of public reason, which understands citizens as free and equal people seeking 

to live under a stably ordered political order. In other words, the controversial individual 

views SWヴｷ┗WS aヴﾗﾏ DW┘W┞げゲ W┝デWﾐゲｷ┗W ┘ヴｷデｷﾐｪゲ on democracy do not have to be 
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abandoned just because they are reasonably rejectable. They merely need to be 

translatable into the more general language of public reason to be receivable in public 

discourse. Ultimately, in order for Talisse to have truly shown that even the most 

controversial views he associates with Deweyan democracy have no place in civic 

discourse, he needs to have shown that no such translation can be carried out. He has 

not yet done so and the burden of proof continues to lay with him. 

 

Conclusion 

In sum, I ｴ;┗W ヮヴWゲWﾐデWS T;ﾉｷゲゲWげゲ argument according to which Deweyan democracy is 

reasonably rejectable, because it relies on a controversial conception of the good that 

could not be the object of reasonable agreement under conditions of reasonable 

pluralismく I デｴWﾐ ヮヴWゲWﾐデWS “ｴ;ﾐW ‘;ﾉゲデﾗﾐげゲ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲWが ;IIﾗヴSｷﾐｪ デﾗ ┘ｴｷIｴ T;ﾉｷゲゲW ┌ﾐa;ｷヴﾉ┞ 

W┗;ﾉ┌;デWゲ DW┘W┞げゲ ヮﾉ┌ヴ;ﾉｷゲデ IヴWSWﾐデｷ;ﾉゲ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ ; BWヴﾉｷﾐｷ;ﾐ ;ﾐS ; ‘;┘ﾉゲｷ;ﾐ デｴWﾗヴWデｷI;ﾉ 

filter. I then went on to argue that, even if we accept the Rawlsian challenge, then we 

ought to evaluate Deweyan democracy from within the wider Rawlsian framework. 

Furthermore, I argued that from within this framework, in order to show that Deweyan 

democracy fails to accommodate the fact of reasonable pluralism, Talisse needed to 

have shown that it is committed to a full (as opposed to thin) theory of the good. 

However, I have shown that Deweyan growth is, in fact, a thin conception of the good 

merely committed to the goal of intelligent problem solving. Since all reasonable 

citizens can reasonably be expected to be committed to the goal of intelligent problem 
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solving, Deweyan democracy can thus be the object of reasonable agreement within 

circumstances of reasonable pluralism. I then considered three potential replies: (i) 

Deweyan growth is a perfectionist ethical ideal; (ii) Deweyan democracy demands that 

we value shared experience; (iii) in order for Deweyan democracy to remain Deweyan it 

must be committed to controversial views and is thus unfit for public discussion. In 

response, I argued that growth is not a perfectionist ethical ideal に neither as Rawls 

understands it nor under a broader conception of perfectionism. I then argued that 

Deweyan growth merely requires that we value shared experience in so far as it enables 

intelligent problem solving. Furthermore, I argued that Deweyan democracy properly 

understood does not rely on controversial theses, but only relies on a thin theory of the 

good that can plausibly be the object of agreement among reasonable citizens under 

circumstances of reasonable pluralism. Finally, I argued that DW┘W┞げゲ SWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI ｷSW;ﾉ ｷゲ 

distinguishable from more concrete positions he has adopted with reference to his ideal 

and that, on the Rawlsian account, other more controversial views one might associate 

with Deweyan democracy only need to be translatable into the language of public 

reason to be permissible within public discourse. Understood within this wider Rawlsian 

framework, I have shown that Deweyan democracy is not reasonably rejectable. 
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