The Myth of the Best Arguments: Power, Deliberation and Reason

~ Luigi Pellizzoni

Theme: relationship between power and communication
Democracy:

· strategic forms: (predominant) – based on aggregation of preferences and negotiation among competing interests
· ‘elitist’ forms: discussion of public issues is deemed to be the exclusive realm of small groups 

· deliberative democracy: the decision-making process must involve discussion of all viewpoints, with none of them excluded a priori. Each party’s arguments are compared, in consideration of the interests of everyone. 

· Aim is to remedy the inadequacies of other perspectives

· Rational pursuit of the common good is possible

· Barriers to dialogue may worsen the quality of decisions

· Resistance to external power is provided by the quest for mutual understanding
POWER

Power is important, because it admits or excludes a person from communication, and acknowledges or disregards one’s contribution to dialogue.
External power (bad?)
Power to exclude or include in dialogue is related to conditions and circumstances of communication; and language and arguments used therein.

Power over communication: Who may speak.

Circumstances and conditions of communication. Is Other knowledgeable? Competent? Able to sustain a discussion? 

Power in communication: How they may speak

Language Other may use. May exclude or refuse to acknowledge Other because of way s/he says it.

Internal power (good?)

Power to override other arguments merely by the force of what one says.

· power of the best argument, force of the most persuasive idea

· entirely illocutionary: does not induce hearer into doing/thinking anything

· respects the freedom of the interlocutor
FORCE OF THE BEST ARGUMENT
Strategy ( (market model) value is set on combination of preferences and bargaining between differing positions. Purpose of democracy is to produce collective choices with respect to individual preferences. 
Most important: Not finding the best argument; rather, finding the one that is most convenient.
Technocracy ( technocratic elites exercise external power which depends on the creation of boundaries. Barriers (language, conceptual apparatus) restrict information to be circulated.  But within boundaries, communication is free from constraints and restrictions. Since search is restricted to cognitive potential, innovation is difficult.
Most important: Argument that shows the most efficient application of a technique or proposes most elegant solution to a theoretical problem

Constructivism ( questions the possibility of power internal to communication. There can be no power internal to communication among different groups or cultures, because it is impossible to establish rules of validity which cover all types of discourse. No universal reason.

Deliberation ( political preferences conflict; modern society is pluralist and cannot be viewed as a community with shared goals and principles. Conflict can be resolved! 

Types of action: instrumental compromise; instrument cooperation; axiological compromise; public deliberation
PUBLIC DELIBERATION permits the dissection of a problem and the devising of better solution than those reached through a discussion confined to a handful of initiatives. An optimal solution, even if provisional, can be found for every controversy. It is not necessary for the participants’ viewpoints to coincide for cooperation.
· civic virtue: discussion produces “better” citizens

· governance virtue: a decision taken following open discussion has greater legitimacy

· cognitive virtue: orientation to success restricts the terms of the discussion and conditions its outcomes

HABERMAS (Theory of Communicative Action): speakers and listeners make three truth claims when pursuing communication oriented towards reaching understanding: must be sincere, factually correct, and have the normative authority to say what they are saying. Unity of reason is expressed in the possibility of agreement on the most convincing argument. There is only one “right” answer to a problem. Concepts like truth, rationality etc. perform the same grammatical roles in all language communities. The incommensurability of a conflict can be overcome.. Reason can be brought to unity.
BUT: Sometimes conflicts are deep-lying and uncertainty is radical. There is no universal reason. Question: Can non-strategic agreement spring from the incommensurability of languages?

* distinction between moral and ethical issues? intractable controversies vs. simple disagreements of routine political debate?
* is there total incommensurability? how do you obtain commensurability? (Pellizzoni - not by some universal criterion, but by similarity of experience) Absolute vs. empirical incommensurability? 

QUESTIONS

Does a ‘strong’ cognitive virtue at the center of public deliberation represent a solid basis?

Objections to Habermas:
1. the ideal conditions for dialogue are very distant from any concrete situation; 2. 

Denying someone legitimation ( denying the relevance of his argument

· Belittling an argument ( deligitimating person










