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Introduction

At a panel on the state of the discipline at the 2001 meeting of the American Political Science Association, Professor David Laitin said that political theory plays an indispensable role in contemporary political science, because it provides the foundational questions that the rest of the field tries to answer (Laitin 2001a).   For Laitin, however, political theory’s continuing relevance is a sign of political science’s immaturity (Laitin 2001b, 24).  Political theory’s function of  “accounting for and justifying different public outcomes” should be taken up by political science generally.  Such investigators may do better than theorists have been doing lately, as they may avoid getting mired in “diversionary tacks inducing us to grapple with ontologies or epistemologies” (23).    

Laitin’s vision for a theory-free political science fails to account for the special nature of political science’s object of inquiry: political actors are historically constituted, limited rational beings in the process of making their collective worlds.  What differentiates a political science which includes theory from a “purified,” “positive,” political science is that only the former can account for its object of inquiry qua constructor of value.   However, Laitin’s point about diversionary tactics applies all too well both to political theory and to the discipline of political science as a whole.  In focusing too narrowly on subdisciplinary methodological issues, political scientists and political theorists alike have missed opportunities to address political questions of broad, substantive interest (cf. Isaac 1995).   

In this paper I shall argue for a new practice in political theory: one that takes a provisional, rather than a conclusive, perspective; and one that operates in the historical, rational, and empirical modes.  I illustrate this practice with the extended example of a critique of contemporary democratic theory.  I claim that a provisional rather than a conclusive perspective allows political theorists to focus away from attempts to influence decisions emanating from the traditional locations of authoritative judgment, and toward critical analysis of the places where political actors may gain or lose capacities for substantive self-rule.  Furthermore, I argue that most generally interesting political questions cannot be addressed by historical analysis, contemporary political philosophy, or empirical research alone.  Take, for example, of the issue of international human rights.  First, ahistorical inquiry would miss key points, such as the fact of institutions for the defense of international human rights that precede the national state by hundreds of years, or the fact that claims for human rights tend to follow a sequence from civil through political to social. Second, contemporary political philosophy has clarified the consequences for international human right of reasoning from different premises, such as the premise of individual rational agency or the premise of culturally distinct group memberships.  Finally, without empirical inquiry we would have nothing but speculative responses to important questions, such as whether the concept of human right or the concept of human dignity has more international currency, or the question of whether advocacy groups mobilized on the basis of commitment to human rights have any advantages over or even dynamics different from other such groups.  

Here I offer an example of provisional theory in the historical, rational, and empirical modes with an analysis of deliberative democratic theory.  I argue that deliberative theory offers distinct advantages over its competitors, grouped roughly as participatory and minimalist democrats.  However, deliberative theory is saddled with three basic implausibilities—psychological, philosophical, and institutional—and thus requires modification if it is to be a useful guide to the norms of democratic politics.  First, historical analysis reveals deliberative theory’s weak psychological basis, namely its reliance on individual-level rational enlightenment under deliberative conditions.  A less psychologically implausible model of deliberative change, I argue, would focus on the longer term historical dynamics of the public sphere.   Second, deliberative theory’s main philosophical weakness is its continued reliance on conclusive argument with regard not only to procedure but also to policy outcomes.  However noble the principles on which these policy conclusions are based, they undercut deliberative theory’s bedrock democratic commitment to substantive self-rule by real citizenries (as opposed to formal self-rule by idealized citizenries), resulting in the kind of paternalism democratic theory is supposed to deny.  Finally, empirical research on actual instances of deliberative polling demonstrates the weakness of current deliberative theory’s institutional vision, while research on  the concrete political power of widely held democratic ideals operating in the public sphere over the medium and long term provides a better alternative.  

These three modes of political theory are not arbitrary paths to understanding public life; they are rooted in the nature of our object of inquiry: historically limited rational beings in the process of making their collective worlds.  Only a provisional theory attentive to historical, rational, and empirical questions can do justice to the ineradicably normative and fundamentally provisional nature of politics.

Provisional Theory

Provisional theory takes its starting point from the Kantian notion that the concept of provisional right applies to institutions which imperfectly mirror their own normative principles, and thus that practical politics must follow a rule of provisional rather than conclusive right.   A focus on provisional rather than conclusive right makes it possible to analyze institutions that do not make absolute pronouncements on what counts as just.  For example, in most people’s experience of citizenship, what matters is their degree of access to the legal system rather than any one of the system’s particular claims.   A general formulation for provisional right in specifically Kantian language is: “always leave open the possibility of entering into a rightful condition”(Kant, Ak. VI:347).  Kant identified the distinction between provisional and conclusive right at the end of the eighteenth century, and applied it to various political topics, such as the determination of which violations of international right were immediate threats to the possibility of world peace, and which might be provisionally tolerated (Kant, Ak. VIII:343-349).  More importantly, provisional theory may, I argue, be applied with good results to current political problems.


Some areas of research in contemporary political theory have already moved beyond stale distinctions by means of the concept of provisional right.  For example, Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson argue that a view of political principles as “morally provisional” allows us to avoid static debates among “first-order” theories like communitarianism and liberalism by focusing on a “second-order” theory for assessing the procedural justice of any deliberation  (Gutmann and Thompson, 2000).  To take a different example, Jane Mansbridge has argued that an essential element of any democratic polity must be the maintenance of a variety of sources of opposition.  Rather than attending strictly to problems of  “political obligation and civil disobedience,” democratic theory ought to recognize the “ongoing imperfection of democratic decision.”  She grounds this view on the premise that the principles that regulate democratic procedures must always remain “provisional” (Mansbridge, 1996).


The provisional perspective allows political theory to address problems that have all too often been left to our colleagues in other sub-fields.  Provisionalism allows the theorist to focus on the midrange problem of maintaining the possibility of progress, rather than on determining particular policy or even regime type outcomes and expecting the practical problems to be resolved separately.  For example, traditional defenders of liberal rights tend to focus on the courts and their decisions.  A provisional theory would focus instead on the institutions and processes that restrict or promote citizens’ capacities for self-rule.  The appointed panels making decisions for international trade regimes, devices like base-closure commissions used to get around representational failure, governmental and non-governmental agencies devoted to ensuring inclusive access to the levers of everyday power, electoral reforms designed to represent citizens on the basis of participation rather than inheritance, stake-holder schemes for resolving environmental disputes, micro-lending agencies that encourage citizen autonomy, and so forth: these locations ought to interest political theorists, because these are the places where citizens either gain or lose the capacity to determine their fates themselves.

An Example: Deliberative Democratic Theory

James Bohman and William Rehg usefully define deliberative democratic theory as referring to “the idea that legitimate lawmaking issues from the public deliberation of citizens” (Bohman and Rehg 1997, ix).   For more than a decade now, under various headings such as “discursive” and “deliberative,” democratic theorists have been revising previous paradigms in what John S. Dryzek calls “a strong deliberative turn” (Dryzek 2000, 1).   Roughly speaking, deliberative democratic theory falls between the neo-Rousseauian politics of public good and the neo-Lockean politics of liberal individualism; participatory democracy, communitarians, and civic republicans would fall into the former camp, while Schumpeterian minimalists, liberals of many stripes, and aggregative theories of democracy belong to the latter.  No matter what the image of theoretical terrain employed by a particular deliberative democrat, deliberative theory always seeks to provide an account of democratic politics that preserves the best of each end of the spectrum, while avoiding the conundra associated with each.  For example, a standardized debate between, say, a civic republican and a liberal individualist would result in a less-than-satisfactory set of alternatives on the divide between public and private.  Many liberals would defend a broad concept of the private sphere in the name of non-tyranny.  For them, the state exists to defend private interest.  Civic republicans would point out that the narrow public sphere that remains in the liberal vision is arbitrarily beholden to a private status quo, and limits political freedoms to mere public formalities.  Nearly all advocates of deliberative theory, on the other hand, regard some distinction between public and private as necessary to protect civil freedom, while insisting that protection of substantive (not merely formal) political liberties entails some blurring of the public/private divide.  Gutmann and Thompson, for example, argue that no “matter how earnestly citizens carry on deliberation in the spirit of reciprocity, publicity, and accountability, they can realize these ideals only to the extent that each citizen has sufficient social and economic standing to meet his or her fellows on terms of equal respect” (1996, 349).


Most theorists of deliberative democracy recognize that procedural standards themselves are included among potential items for public deliberation: they have provisional status (Gutmann and Thompson 1996, 351-354).   Gutmann and Thompson, for example, explicitly identify deliberative theory as having “a provisional status” and say that it “expresses a dynamic conception of politics”  (1999, 276).    They add: “…this provisional status does not merely express some general sense of fallibility: it is specific to resolutions of deliberative disagreements in politics and carries implications for political practices and institutions”  (1999, 277).   Though contemporary theorists of deliberative democracy do not agree on this point, the logic of deliberative democracy is hypothetical rather than categorical; if a system is to be legitimately democratic, they argue, then certain deliberative conditions must be met.  Deliberative theorists use provisional principles in the name of making good on the bedrock promises of democratic self-rule.

It follows that deliberative democratic theory may not foreclose any topic from the domain of public choice unless the choice might undermine democracy itself.  Thus a significant advantage of deliberative theory over its alternatives is that it can address the moral reality of political life without sacrificing liberal freedoms.   “Moral argument already pervades democratic politics, and although it often fails to produce moral agreement, citizens evidently hope it will, or they would not engage in it” (Gutmann and Thompson 1996, 346).  Much of the criticism of deliberative democratic theory has in fact run along the same lines as classic modernist critique of the old regime’s conflation of moral and temporal power.  One might argue, for example, that it took devastating wars and theorists of the caliber of Hobbes and Locke to free modern politics from religion as a permanent source of debilitating conflict.  William Galston complains that deliberative theory underrates the achievements of “mere toleration” in the areas of peace and stability:  “In most times and places, the avoidance of repression and bloody conflict is in itself a morally significant achievement…” (Galston 1999, 45).   Gutmann and Thompson’s constitutionalist democratic foils make a similar point: the democratic state must be limited in scope—and excluded from enforcing moral or religious judgments—in order to keep the more fundamental promise of providing basic security to its citizens.   
Why bring morality back in?  Because a system of political legitimacy that would exclude moral questions entirely from the activity of the state makes three fundamental errors.   First, denial of the state’s right to action in a particular realm does not make the state value-neutral; rather, such a denial privileges the status quo by throwing moral issues to non-state (and therefore non-accountable) actors to decide.
  Whether the determining players are specific private sector interests or the more diffuse forces of culture and history, such a point of view arbitrarily limits the scope of democratic self-rule.  Gutmann and Thompson argue similarly that denying moral reason a place in politics amounts to excluding all considerations but power and interest from the public sphere.   “Why,” they ask, “assume that a power-based conception of democracy is the default position?....At the foundational level, no one has yet provided a justification of a power-based conception that is any more adequate than a justification of a conception based on moral reason” (Gutmann and Thompson 1996, 353).  

 
Second, democratic politics cannot legitimately be limited by theory in advance to a few supposedly neutral values, such as “security” or “economic prosperity.”  The very selection of these few values distorts the institution itself.  To take a contemporary example: as currently constituted, the World Trade Organization may legitimately sanction member nations only for actions deemed to be illegal restraints on free trade.  This limited scope provides the WTO with much of its legitimacy, and ensures that member nations tolerate its very real interference with their national sovereignty.  However, such narrow limits on the scope and basis of WTO judgments have led to policy decisions that run counter to local and even world public opinion.  The individuals affected by WTO rulings are unlikely to prefer the narrow standards of trade expansion to broader standards addressing the environment, employment, human rights, and other areas affected by trade policy.   The WTO has been criticized, with reason, for its undemocratic character; not only are its unelected panels of decision-makers only very indirectly accountable, but the rules under which they operate forbid them from considering many of the most salient elements of the public will regardless of the formal structure of accountability.    


The third and final argument that moral considerations ought not to be excluded ex ante from political deliberation lies in what Kant called the “fact of reason.”  Though there is relatively little consensus on the moral content of political ideals, there is overwhelming consensus that political ideals have some moral content.  This is of course an empirical statement, a fact which could be disproved at any moment.  But while it is possible to imagine a politics devoid of moral content, the fact remains that the overwhelming majority of people, across differences of time and space, conceive of politics in moral terms such as “justice,” “right,” “respect,” “human dignity,” and so forth.
   On the presence of moral reason in politics, Gutmann and Thompson write that “many theorists of democracy refuse to face up to this moral fact of political life.  They assume that it is simply the result of misunderstanding, which could be overcome if citizens would only adopt the correct philosophical view or cultivate the proper moral character” (1996, 360).    Deliberative theory does not seek to do justice to the moral element in political life by selecting the correct moral point of view and arguing for its universal adoption.  Nor does deliberative theory throw up its hands with a culturally relativist stance, accepting either separatism or a severely limited scope for public action as the natural result of moral pluralism.  By treating political settlements as provisional, the fact of moral disagreement as permanent, but individual moral disagreement on particular issues as at least provisionally amenable to democratic accommodation, deliberative theory improves on both its ethical neutralist and its civic republican, not to mention its cultural relativist, predecessors.  


While deliberative theory envisions a more expansive thematic scope for democratic decision-making than mainstream liberal theory, it restricts the sphere of theoretical prejudgment to the preconditions of substantive deliberation.  By contrast, with a set of absolute normative standards such as mainstream liberal theory seeks to provide, a theorist might derive specific policy outcomes that follow from those standards.  For example, since the United States Supreme Court handed down its decision in Wisconsin v. Yoder (406 US 205 [1972]), theorists have been second-guessing the outcome, each by means of his or her preferred set of standards of political right.  In an interesting example of what Cass R. Sunstein (1999) calls “incompletely theorized agreement,” while most academic critics disagree with the court’s ruling, which allowed an exception to the schooling requirement for Amish teenagers, these critical opinions are based on theoretical standpoints as divergent as utilitarianism and Kantian liberalism. Thus over the past few decades, the reading public for political theory, such as it is, has enjoyed significant clarification of what sorts of policy outcomes may be justified by what sorts of philosophical premises.   However, and, I would add, fortunately, political theorists have not reached even provisional consensus on which set of philosophical premises might be most authoritative, even for a particular time and place, much less universally.  Furthermore, the theoretical focus on correct policy outcomes has come at the expense of some very fundamental political problems, including the whole complex of questions around how legitimately liberal-democratic contemporary regimes in fact are.  The theorist interested in reaching, say, the populist-utilitarian answer to the question addressed in Wisconsin v. Yoder only complains about the outcome reached by the court, not the fact that the court itself as it currently operates constitutes an affront to most relatively strong conceptions of democratic value (but see Ginsburg 2001).   


Deliberative theory at its best focuses on institutions rather than outcomes. Gutmann and Thompson, for example, make a compelling argument for the progressive power of state-sanctioned norms of transparency and publicity, rather than direct regulation or privatization, with the case of environmental impact statements.  The “practice of requiring agencies and companies to issue environmental impact statements before proceeding with major development projects is often more effective, according to one study, than other methods of enforcement….Agencies and companies pay closer attention to environmental matters when they know they will have to defend their actions in detail in public….The general practice of requiring officials to justify their decisions by issuing impact statements could have similar effects in many other areas of policy, such as arms control and human rights, where established statutory goals are inadequate…” (1996, 98).   Provisional theorists of deliberative democracy, with their focus on institutions and empowerment rather than directing policy outcomes, are thus able to avoid the shortcomings of both the liberal and the democratic poles of alternative democratic theories.  On the one hand, they avoid the neo-Lockean pitfall of overreliance on the private sector and the concomitant loss of democratic self-rule; on the other, they dodge the neo-Rousseauian specter of total government, with its twin dangers of tyranny and ineffectiveness.   

Deliberative theory values democratic self-rule in the strongest sense: access to and accountability from the policy structure for those affected by its policies.  Such a principle raises interesting questions about membership and citizenship which I cannot address here (however, see Kymlicka 2000), but does better than classic democratic theory based on the national state at providing substantive rather than merely formal empowerment.  Classic social contract theory limits positive rights to an arbitrary group of empowered citizens, chosen by a combination of morally arbitrary qualities (geography, wealth, blood ties, and so forth) (Rawls 1996).  Recent changes in the global political environment only make more urgent what was already a difficult democratic conundrum: why should control over policies affecting a large group be limited to some subset of that group?


Most deliberative democrats do not in fact draw this conclusion about the legitimacy of national citizenship from their premises about self-rule.  There are certainly good reasons for cleaving to the national state in the absence of more promising institutional alternatives.  Historically, the national state has at some times and places been the instrument of progressively more inclusive citizen empowerment (Marshall 1964).  As the substantive scope of narrowly national policy contracts, new transnational actors are acquiring policy discretion, often without even the formal accountability that constrained national governments.  Small wonder, then, that anti-globalization protests attract not only those opposed to expanded trade and the like, but activists concerned with democracy’s promise of self-rule.  Not all developments associated with globalization have harmed deliberative principles, of course.  As Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink (1998) point out, for example, new transnational networks of advocacy groups in areas such as human rights and the environment have enjoyed occasionally surprising success in the global public sphere.  However, the implications for global and local citizenship of deliberative theory have not yet been adequately explored by political theorists (for an exception outside deliberative theory, see Kymlicka 2000).  


Political inclusion within the national state, however, is a topic that deliberative theorists have made a central part of their reconstruction of democratic theory.  While standard liberal democratic theory has successfully championed formal political inclusion over a long series of progressively more inclusive policies, deliberative theorists point to a “reality gap” between merely formal and substantive political inclusion.  According to Iris Marion Young, for example, both passive and active exclusions are unjust:  “In principle, inclusion ensures that every potentially affected agent has the opportunity to influence deliberative processes and outcomes” (Young 1999, 155).  The state has an obligation to ensure formal inclusiveness (via policies such as voting rights—in light of the experience of exclusion by large numbers of Black Floridians in the most recent presidential elections, this is clearly an ongoing project).  But according to provisional deliberative theory, the state must also ensure “effective opportunity” to participate, a standard that reaches well beyond formal rights (Young 1999, 157).  

Thus deliberative theory improves substantially on its neo-Lockean and neo-Rousseauian competitors.  It avoids the charge of insufficient attention to liberty by means of provisional defense of right necessary to the deliberative process, and by restricting would-be paternalist prejudgment of policy outcomes.  It avoids the opposite charge of being insufficiently critical by removing some liberal restrictions on the scope of democratic decision-making and by its attention to the institutional preconditions of substantive deliberation.   For all its substantive advantages over previous democratic theories, however, deliberative theory remains saddled with some of the traditional shortcomings of standard liberal theory: an implausible model of political change that relies on unlikely accounts both of individual psychology and of the time-frame of shifts in social mentalities; a neo-paternalist commitment to the “right” policy outcomes based on noble but ultimately arbitrary absolute principles; and a too-thin conception of the reasoning subject which excludes the vast majority of potentially empowered democratic citizens, especially those with strong religious views.  Gutmann and Thompson are certainly right to reject cultural relativism.  Even as committed a communitarian as Michael Sandel agrees that to “make justice the creature of convention is to deprive it of its critical character” (1998: xi).   Gutmann and Thompson criticize Robert P. George’s argument that one day permissive abortion laws will be viewed in the same light as permissive slavery laws are today with the Kantian point that privileging any particular historical standpoint cannot be justified:  “Imagining the time in the future when one’s argument might win the day does not add anything to the strength of one’s argument in the present” (Gutmann and Thompson 1999, 270).  This is certainly a valid point, and one that draws strength from the very reasonable assumption that changes in public morality do not always happen in a positive direction.  However, Gutmann and Thompson entirely miss the force of historical and cultural arguments like George’s.  Instead, they expect that, given the right institutional background, public reason will trump social context and historical prejudice, and over the short run at that.  A focus on an idealized individual reasoner produces such conclusions: why shouldn’t a person, confronted with the shortcomings of a long-held view in the process of public debate, simply change her mind?  But this is the wrong question.  Rather than ask how individual reasoners of good will might form excellent political judgments, we should ask how the discursive environment changes over time such that some arguments become more or less possible to make.

Deliberative Theory’s Psychological Implausibility and its Historically Informed Solution: The Historical Public Sphere

Deliberative theory’s model of political change rests on an underlying psychological implausibility: under deliberative conditions, rational individuals are supposed to achieve immediate enlightenment.  While reasoning in the public sphere can make profound differences in general public opinion, these changes are effective at the level of a public more than at the level of the individual, and over the medium and long term, rather than immediately.
  Ian Shapiro illustrates the model’s implausibility in the case of Gutmann and Thompson’s work with the point that alluring “as this reasoning might be to you and me, I find it hard to imagine a fundamentalist being much impressed by it, particularly when she learns that any empirical claims she makes must be consistent with ‘relatively reliable methods of inquiry’…. The Gutmann/Thompson model works only for those fundamentalists who also count themselves fallibilist democrats.  That, I fear, is an empty class…” (1999, 30-31).


Deliberative theory’s case for short-term individual enlightenment would be strengthened by examples the phenomenon in action, but these are unfortunately in very short supply.  Perhaps the strongest case in the Gutmann and Thompson volume, a study of deliberation around the Oregon health-care rationing debate, is also the most deeply flawed, in that very few of those actually affected by the policy (those dependent on the state for health care) actually participated in the public deliberation on the policies that affected them.  Even James Fishkin, whose deliberative polling mechanism is the most promising of proposed deliberative institutions, admits that we “do not know to what degree deliberative opinion polls would contribute to thoughtful, self-reflective opinion formation” (1991, 83).  Deliberative enlightenment seems unlikely to occur on the time-scale contemplated by most of its contemporary advocates.   Theorists interested in the mechanism by which it might occur ought to turn their attention away from individual rational choice and toward literature on the dynamics of argument in the public sphere.

There are a number of such literatures available, though I will restrict my discussion to a few examples here (Reinhart Koselleck and the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe school; J.G.A. Pocock and those studying the “languages of political thought”; and Jane Mansbridge’s “everyday talk” model).  None of these schools of thought offer a model for deliberative theory to embrace and apply without significant revision.  The historical schools are, of course, much more interested in describing changes in political mentality than in relating those changes to the degree of substantive political freedom enjoyed by a discourse’s participants.  However, these alternate models of a dynamic public sphere offer deliberative theory a way out of its psychological implausibility without sacrificing its advantages.

Reinhart Koselleck and the History of Political Concepts 


Reinhart Koselleck, and his fellow contributors to the enormous and very useful encyclopedia of modern political concepts, Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, have traced the development of some important political ideas and their legitimating arguments, concentrating especially on the key period between 1750 and 1820 in Europe.  By showing how various concepts shift their meanings over time, Koselleck illustrates the dynamics of differing styles of political argument.  In fact, as certain terms acquire new political meaning, old strategies of legitimation become, as it were, linguistically impossible.  For example, discussing the establishment of French revolutionary political language, Koselleck argues,  “In France, the platform of revolutionary language, victorious after 1789, rapidly and effectively rendered the privileges of the estates incapable of legitimation” (1989, 659).  

Koselleck and his colleagues include philological information from well before the modern period (1972--).  However, a basic premise of their research is that the history of concepts operates according to a different dynamic since the Enlightenment: now, concepts are not merely collected from reality, but expected to drive and respond to a constantly changing political environment.   New political terms create expectations about change rather than describe current politics (2002, 128-129).   In fact, “the lower their content in terms of experience, the greater the expectations they created—this would be a short formula for the new type of political and historical contexts” (2002, 129).   Koselleck concludes:  “Political and social concepts become the navigational instruments of the changing movement of history.  They do not only indicate or record given facts.  They themselves become factors in the formation of consciousness and the control of behavior” (2002, 129).    Though the language Koselleck himself uses encourages the reader to think of linguistic phenomena as somehow autonomous historical forces, this is misleading.  Koselleck is describing something very like the Kantian and neo-Kantian public sphere, in which concrete political actors participate in the creation of new modes of political thought.


Koselleck illustrates this dynamic with the concept of emancipation.  “The following thesis may be ventured: with the introduction of the reflexive verb ‘to emancipate oneself’ (sich emanzipieren), a profound shift of mentality was, for the first time, foreshadowed and then brought about.  While initially it was a word used by the cognoscenti, the poets and philosophers, who sought to liberate themselves from all pregivens and dependency, the new active word usage was expanded to increasingly refer to groups, institutions, and entire peoples….Contained within the reflexive word usage was eo ipso a thrust against the estates system” (2002, 252).   These concepts do not change according to any internal, independent dynamic of their own.  Instead, a received new concept is the result of political battle fought by linguistic means in the public sphere, subject to standards of rationality to be sure, but also to forces of political mobilization, temporary strategic advantages, extra-political cultural shifts, and plain dumb luck.

J.G.A. Pocock and the Languages of Political Thought


Like Koselleck and the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe group, Pocock and his fellow investigators into the “languages of political thought” are concerned with the dynamics of political ideas.  Rather than create histories of political thought, Pocock argues, we should consider ideas as events, and political history as the history of political discourse (Pocock 1987).  Changes in political language shut out possibilities that used to exist, while opening up new ones heretofore unimaginable.  While Pocock puts equal emphasis on investigating the effects of linguistic change on political possibility, on the one hand, and the “learning” of “political languages” to facilitate historical insight, on the other, deliberative democrats are of course relatively uninterested in the latter pursuit (except insofar as it allows us to understand independently interesting sources better).  As Pocock and his colleagues establish their case for context-based readings of political ideas, then, they also provide deliberative theory with support for a model of a dynamic and potentially empowering public sphere.  Pocock himself makes reference to this dual result of context-sensitive research in the history of political ideas: even as the historian is interested in old patterns and the ways they constrain change, “there is a process in the contrary direction; the new circumstances generate tensions in the old conventions, language finds itself being used in new ways, changes occur in the language being used, and it is possible to imagine this process leading to the creation and diffusion of new languages…” (Pocock 1987, 32).  


The study of the languages of political thought provide an interesting model for a mechanism of public sphere, but only a model.  As Pocock notes, most material thus far studied by himself and his colleagues predates industrial society.  Democratization, the information revolution, mass literacy, and mass media all contribute to new contexts for the same basic mechanism driving change.  The driving question remains: what arguments are possible to make under what conditions?  But the speed, medium, and scale of change should be fairly different in a post-industrial context.

Jane Mansbridge on “Everyday Talk”

Mansbridge’s model of the dynamics of public speech bears some resemblance to Koselleck’s and Pocock’s, but unlike the historical models, Mansbridge is focused on the contemporary world.  The underlying mechanism of change in Mansbridge’s account is comprised of social activists and their innovations, but serious change occurs only as the activists and their ideas interact with the general public.  She writes, “In social movements, new ideas—and new terms, such as ‘male chauvinism’ or ‘homophobia’—enter everyday talk through an interaction between political activists and non-activists.  Activists craft, from ideals or ideas solidly based in the existing culture, ideals or ideas that begin to stretch that base” (1999, 219).   Political possibilities change as vocabularies shift.  For example, a world without a word for homophobia is a world in which the public may not have been encouraged to consider the moral status of prevailing anti-gay attitudes.   


Like the other models, everyday talk is not perfect for deliberative purposes.  Mansbridge is more interested in the political aspects of social life, such as the empowerment of women in oppressive family situations via the incorporation of new ideas into their moral vocabularies.  She also does not address the drastically unidimensional motives of big corporate media organizations which offer the most opportunities for idea transmission in the advanced industrial societies.  But her model of the mechanism of change is compelling: “If parts of new ideals begin to win more general acceptance, many people, including non-activists, begin changing their lives in order to live up to those ideals in a better way.”  Mansbridge recognizes that powerful representatives of interested parties will try to promote or denigrate ideals that provide material advantages and disadvantages, but argues that “material loss and gain do not fully explain adherence to or rejection of an idea.  People are governed in part by their ideals, and they often want to act consistently” (1999, 220).  


Unlike most deliberative theorists, who focus on rational choice at the individual level, Jane Mansbridge offers a model for a dynamic public sphere based on interaction between social activists and non-activists.  She does not restrict contributions to public discourse on the basis of their emotional content, but instead allows the full panoply of political language to count as contributions in the public sphere.  As Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen have also argued, the current scholarly attention directed exclusively toward instrumentally rational public opinion fails to comprehend the human political animal as it in fact operates in the world: emotional systems, they demonstrate, can promote ultimately rational political behavior (Marcus, et al. 2000). 


Deliberative Theory’s Philosophical Implausibility and its Rationally Informed Solution: Provisionalism

Any democratic theory that pre-judges the outcome of a particular policy area beyond those directly involved in guaranteeing self-rule violates the bedrock democratic principle of respect for what Frederick Schauer calls the “people’s right to be wrong” (1999, 24).  However, mere formal proceduralism has proved too weak to support the equally bedrock democratic commitment to justice (Shapiro 1999a) .  From a provisional perspective, then, what matters most for democratic theory is substantive self-rule.  For example, in a discussion of  the Clinton health care plan, Ian Shapiro argues that its failure is due less to secrecy and other deliberative inadequacies on the part of the administration, but due instead, “more than any other single factor, to the blank check the United States Supreme Court has given those who have large amounts of money, or the capacity to raise it, to shape the terms of public debate.  It creates a reality in which, rather than compete in the realm of ideas, politicians actually must compete for campaign contributions” (1999, 35).  Similarly, Douglass Rae argues that attention to very specific local conditions of citizen empowerment is necessary to convert “intangible” into “tangible” freedoms (1999, 169).    Norman Daniels’ work on deliberative theory and managed health care is also of interest here, as Daniels confesses himself a lapsed Rawlsian who no longer believes that absolute principles can guide institutions making moral decisions in the health care area (1999, 199-200).  Middle-level moral policy problems, such as health-care rationing, respond better to a provisional approach modeled on case law, with important decisions reached in a public forum.  Rather than handing down correct moral policy answers from a position of ethical expertise, Daniels argues, health care policy-makers ought to be required to give reasons in public for their decisions.  “Case law does not imply past infallibility….It involves a form of institutional reflective equilibrium, a commitment to both transparency and coherence in the giving of reasons” (1999, 205).  

  The issue of health care illustrates a contradictory tendency in mainstream deliberative theory.   Despite a laudable commitment to provisionalism, most deliberative theorists are still too willing to pre-judge the outcome of what should be democratically and dynamically determined policy choices.  Gutmann and Thompson, for example, argue that medical rationing can contradict the deliberative principles of inclusiveness, reciprocity, and basic opportunity, since someone denied a chance at life will not be able to participate politically.   Their main case study on this point is that of Dianna Brown, an Arizona resident denied an organ transplant because she could not afford one herself, and the state had decided to fund other medical needs instead (Gutmann and Thompson 1996).  Compelling as Brown’s need is, by pre-judging the outcome of this case, Gutmann and Thompson narrow the scope of democratic deliberation intolerably.  They do not recognize that a focus on substantive rather than merely formal freedoms entails the recognition that innumerable public decisions, and not only those explicitly and directly dealing with life and death, can result in the death of a potentially empowered individual.  Substantively speaking, there is little difference between state policy on organ transplants, and state policy on automobile safety, environmental toxicity, junk food in the public schools, and thousands of other issues with demonstrable connections to individual life chances.  

Between a formal proceduralism that privileges the status quo, and a neo-paternalism that privileges the views of the theorist above those of the polity, lies the sort of “thick proceduralism” recommended by a provisional rather than a conclusive approach to political thought.  Some conclusive theorists may plausibly argue that people acting through the institutions of deliberative democracy are more likely to reach the “right answers” to policy questions than current minimalist institutions allow.  However, in the first place, this is an empirical question.  One could come up with an arbitrary list of “correct” liberal democratic policy outcomes, measure their prevalence along with the level of institutional “deliberativeness” in a large-n cross-national study, and see whether the two variables are significantly related.  Presuming consensus among theorists on at least some basic policy outcomes, large-scale investigation into the usefulness of deliberative institutions might proceed on the model of, say, Robert Putnam’s ongoing study of the relation between social capital and general measures of societal well-being  (2000).  The results of such a study would certainly be interesting, but they would tell us nothing about the normative status of deliberative democratic institutions.  In the second place, prejudging the outcomes of deliberation violates a bedrock precept of democratic theory in the deliberative mode, namely respect for persons as concrete historical individuals able to engage in substantial self-rule.  As Iris Marion Young writes, “…a theory of democracy in itself should have little to say about the substance of welfare policy, but should have a great deal to say about the institutions, practices, and procedures for deliberating about and deciding on a welfare policy” (1999, 156-157).  
Deliberative Theory’s Institutional Implausibility and its Empirically Informed Solution: The Global Public Sphere

Despite their continued interest, expressed in case studies such as that of Diana Brown, in achieving moral justice in the very short term, Gutmann and Thompson do make some interesting longer term institutional suggestions.  I have already mentioned their call to broaden the policy tool of the environmental impact statement to require many more decision-makers to give public reasons for their major development activities.  They decry the emphasis in the United States on the courts as moral arbiters of last resort, and call for moral politics to break out of its judicial cage and into the general public sphere.  But as many of their defenders, not to mention their detractors, have noted, Gutmann and Thompson’s book makes relatively few positive institutional suggestions; in fact, the whole book seems at times to be a demonstrative exercise in deliberative reasoning itself.  


One reason Gutmann and Thompson may have shied away from making concrete institutional suggestions for improving the deliberative climate is the sheer implausibility of some of the proposals already on the table.  The least implausible, most well-researched and well-documented innovation in deliberative institution-making is James Fishkin’s project of deliberative polling, which has been tried in the state of Texas, and nationally in the U.S. and U.K. While deliberative polling has produced some very interesting findings, such as the finding that ordinary citizens of the state of Texas are quite willing to trade higher energy prices for more environmentally friendly and sustainable energy policies, it has also been criticized as ineffective.  Studying the “Grenada 500” deliberative poll during the 1992 general election in Great Britain, David Denver and his colleagues (1995) conclude that two problems plagued the effort: a persistent problem with unrepresentative samples, and the failure of the deliberative experience to deliver on its promises.  Fishkin and his fellow investigators have paid a great deal of attention to the problem of representativeness, and may well be able to resolve that problem with adjustments to the incentive structure and the like.  The second problem is more serious: the very short term (in deliberative polling, a matter of a few hours or at most a few weeks) may not be the right place to look for the kind of dynamic shift in public reason that deliberative theory leads us to expect.  Denver, et al. found no significant change in participants’ views after the Grenada 500 deliberative poll; what’s worse, they found a decrease in political knowledge and no increase in political sophistication (Denver, et al. 1995, 152-153).  I shall add that even a very well-established deliberative institution like the deliberative poll faces enormous obstacles in moving from a few trial runs to becoming part of the national political culture.  Compare Fishkin’s deliberative polling institution with some of the other suggestions offered by deliberative theorists (such as increasing access to the public sphere, campaign finance reform, or requiring public consultation on most public business): for the price of sequestering, compensating, and publicizing deliberative polling groups as a regular national political institution, might we not enact more direct political reforms aimed not at short-term, potentially paternalistic enlightenment but at the long-term empowerment of the citizenry to enlighten, in fact, to rule, itself?  


The empirical record for deliberative institutions modeled on an individual level is not encouraging.  However, for institutions seeking deliberation at the level of a historical public sphere, there are some promising new findings.  A recent and fine example of this sort of political science is the work by Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink on transnational advocacy groups (1998).  They argue that a new, important, and poorly understood entity has emerged in international politics: transnational advocacy networks.  These networks, linking activists in different countries interested in moral causes such as human rights and environmental protection, can be shown to have concrete political effects under certain conditions.  Keck and Sikkink identify, for example, a set of conditions leading to a “boomerang effect,” in which domestic activists faced with an unresponsive government are able to work with international activists who put pressure on their more responsive home governments, which in turn are able effectively to pressure the originally unresponsive state (13).  What sets transnational advocacy networks apart from more traditional political agents is primarily their commitment to “principled ideas,” which they use to attempt to change perceptions of interest among more powerful actors (30).  Keck and Sikkink use classic comparative methodology to examine their object of inquiry, setting up structured comparisons, for example, between failed and successful campaigns by advocacy groups (202 and passim).  The logic of transnational advocacy groups’ activity, however, was set out years ago by Kant in his theory of the concrete political effects of speech in the public sphere (Kant 1970, 1979; Habermas 1989).    Keck and Sikkink’s empirical findings on the effectiveness of transnational advocacy groups complements recent work in neo-Kantian political philosophy on the norm of reciprocity and its political function (Rawls 1996; Gutmann and Thompson 1996).    Keck and Sikkink’s empirical findings about the transcultural value of the concept of human dignity (as opposed to human rights) has interesting implications for liberal theories of overlapping consensus.  In fact, Keck and Sikkink themselves draw some broad and interesting theoretical conclusions from their empirical findings: “liberalism carries within it not the seeds of its destruction, but the seeds of its expansion.  Liberalism, with all its historical shortcomings, contains a subversive element that plays into the hands of activists” (205).  


Attention to the empirical literature on the dynamics of the public sphere should, therefore, provide encouragement for deliberative theory modeled on the longer term, while the paucity of evidence of short-term individual-level opinion change under deliberative conditions should lead traditional deliberative theorist to seek alternative mechanisms of political change.  
Conclusion
As Hannah Arendt once wrote of an earlier debate in political science, “The trouble with modern theories of behaviorism is not that they are wrong but that they could become true”  (1958: 322).  Laitin’s prediction of a theory-free political science is not unthinkable, but for the science to conform to its own standards, political life itself would have to change.  It’s certainly possible to imagine historical contexts that are or more and less “theory-friendly,” so perhaps a world in which conflicts over constructed political ideals do not occur is not unthinkable.  Thus far, however, political science has not found such a world.  In fact, as has been argued well by others (Green and Shapiro 1994; Kuhn 1970), particular and contestable theoretical perspectives inform every school of research, political science included.   Provisional theory in all three modes—historical, rational, and empirical—is therefore needed to address the questions raised by the world as it really exists.
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� For an argument about the myth of state neutrality from a different point of view, see Kymlicka 2000.


� For an insightful discussion of the implications of this Wittgensteinian point for the concept of justice, see Pitkin 1972.  


� Such a move, by the way, is a shift from inquiry guided by Kantian absolutist ethics (what must a reasoner of good will conclude?) toward inquiry guided by Kantian provisional political theory (what are the institutional preconditions of a healthy public sphere, and how can it contribute to political progress?).  


� A similar point is made by Kant in “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?” (Ak. VIII:35-36).





