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           ARE PRAGMATISTS ABOUT TRUTH TRUE DEMOCRATS?  

Pascal Engel  

EHESS 

penultimate draft, in Alan Machalowski, A companion to Rorty, Blackwell, 
Oxford, 2020  

 

1. Introduction [may be skipped by those having an overall view of these 

debates] 

     Many pragmatists, from Dewey to Rorty, hold that their views provide a 

defense of democracy or are consonant with it. They diverge, however, on the 

role that truth ought to play in this defense: Deweyan pragmatists consider that 

truth has nothing to do with democracy, whereas Jamesian and Peircean 

pragmatists insist that we cannot do without truth in a democratic state. In this 

respect their debate mirrors the opposition between Rawls’ conception of 

political liberalism, according to which there is no room for truth in democracy, 

and Joshua Cohen and others, for whom it is indispensable. I want here to bring 

together these two debates, and to try to defend, against the pragmatists, both 

Deweyan and Peircean,  the claim that we cannot get rid of truth if we want to 

defend democratic politics.  

    In order to get a grip on these debates, however, we need to make two 

distinctions. The first is between a theory of truth and a conception of truth’s 

importance for various purposes, epistemic, practical or political. It is one thing 

to hold that truth is such and such a property, or concept, and another to say 

whether it is good or bad for various objectives, among which democratic 

politics. The second is between different theories of truth, in particular between 

substantive theories of truth, such as the correspondence, the coherentist or the 

pragmatist theories, on the one hand, and so-called deflationist or minimalist 

theories of truth, which say that truth is a very “thin” notion which carries no 

metaphysical import.  These distinctions are important because it is not always 

clear, in these discussions whether enemies or friends of truth talk about whether 

a certain metaphysical conception of truth matters or does not matter for 

democracy, or whether they defend only a shallow conception.  

    I proceed here as follows. I shall first spell out the distinction between various 

views of truth, and explain which ones are supposed to matter, and in what 

sense, for a defense of democracy, if one is a pragmatist. Then I shall try to 

show that pragmatism fails to provide an adequate defense of democracy 
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whether or not it eschews truth. This will be premised both on the view that we 

need a robust conception of truth as correspondence and that such a conception 

is the one that we need for democracy.  

    The aim of this article is limited. It deals only with the kind of role and 

justification that pragmatists give to truth within democracy. It does not take 

into account arguments about democratic procedures, such as voting and the 

justification of the majority rule.  

 

2. Truth : substantive or shallow ? [ those interested in political philosophy 

only can skip this paragraph]  

 

       To the notion of truth are attached a number of truisms or platitudes (Wright 

1993): that it is true that p is equivalent to p, that p is true if and only if things 

are the way p says they are, that truth is objective, that a proposition can be 

justified without being true, and that truth is the norm or goal of inquiry. 

According to most classical philosophers, from Aristotle to Russell, and 

according to many contemporary philosophers, these truisms, although they give 

a “nominal” definition of truth (Kant), are not sufficient to define it, and should 

be associated to a substantial theory of truth as correspondence to facts or 

external reality, or as a form of coherence of our thought, as the identity of 

thought and reality, or as the ideal limit of our inquiries (Engel 2002). 

According to other philosophers, such substantive theories of truth stumble on 

unsurmountable difficulties, and truth cannot be defined. It is not a deep 

metaphysical property, but a very shallow one, which can be reduced to the 

logical behaviour of the truth predicate, and as a device of assertion. According 

to such “deflationist” or minimalist theories, there is no more to truth than the 

fact that “’P’ is true iff P”, and to the fact that asserting that P and asserting that 

P is true are equivalent, and all the so-called substantive properties reduce to 

these ones (Horwich 1991). Ramsey’s “redundancy” theory ( Dokic and Engel 

2002), Tarski’s (1936) “semantic conception” of truth, Quine’s and Davidson 

“disquotational” theory of truth, belong to the deflationist family.  

     What is the pragmatist’s stance towards these different notions of truth? Here 

there are delicate matters of interpretation, but most commentators agree with 

the following crude map (for an extended map, see Tiercelin 2014).  On the one 

hand, all pragmatists recognise the truisms of the nominal notion of truth (who 

doesn’t ?). Where they differ is whether one should adopt a substantive or a 

deflationary view. Classical pragmatists like Peirce hold that truth is the ideal 

limit of our inquiries, which amounts to a form of ideal coherence theory 

(Peirce,). James often defends a view of this sort, but he associates truth with the 

practical success of our inquiries. It is not clear that he defends the “crude” form 

of pragmatism which is often associated to his name, which says that truth is 
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nothing else than the practical effects that our conceptions have, but he most 

often comes close to it. Dewey defends something which is closer to a 

verificationist conception: truth is “warranted assertibility” (Dewey 1941, 

Russell 1940). Most classical pragmatist conceptions of truth are epistemic or 

anti-realistic: they take truth to be the ideal limit of our beliefs and inquiries 

(Peirce), or a property of the practical success or our beliefs (James), not a 

property of their correspondence to reality.1  More recent versions of the view, 

such as Putnam’s “internal realism” which he often calls a kind of pragmatism” 

(Putnam 1990) also take truth to be ideal rational acceptability, hence an 

epistemic property. 

      Richard Rorty is almost unique among the pragmatist in defending a form of 

deflationism about truth. He argues that the notion of truth has no explanatory 

use, and does not involve any essence, or any deep metaphysical property or 

object (the True). In particular he holds that the traditional realist view of truth 

as correspondence of our thoughts, judgments or sentences with reality is 

meaningless, and that, in consequence all the debates about realism and 

antirealism in philosophy are empty. According to Rorty, there is no more to 

truth than the fact that our statements are justified, where justification is 

agreement between the members of a community. The fact that truth is nothing 

but justification, for Rorty, does not imply that truth can be define as an 

epistemic property of our beliefs. Being justified is not an epistemic status, 

actual or ideal, but just a property of our assertions when they are, so to say, 

mutualised. According to Rorty, we first agree on some statements, and then 

approve them as true. As he says “‘True’ is just a little “rhetorical tap” that we 

give on the back of our assertions when we like them and find that they concord 

with what our peers accept. This is a version of the view, once defended by 

Strawson (1949) according to which true is a predicate which serves to express 

our approbation of our assertions. Along with this performative use of the notion 

of truth, Rorty lists its disquotational use, and its “cautionary” use. According to 

Rorty this use allows us to distinguish truth from justification: “Your theory is 

justified but it is not true” does not mean that truth outstrips justification or that 

there is a reality which could undermine your local justification, but only that 

there is a further justification, possibly held by another, more comprehensive 

group; it does not mean that there is a reality which could undermine. All these 

uses, according to Rorty, imply that there is no hidden essence of truth: truth is 

just the addition of these uses, which are contextual, community-bound  and 

culture -bound. Truth can neither be the ideal rational acceptability nor a norm 

(Rorty 1995). It’s merely a matter of linguistic devices and of the utility of 

assertions within a community. 

                                           
1 With the possible exception of Peirce , see Tiercelin  2014 . Ramsey’s conception of truth as success is critical 

of James (Dokic & Engel 2002) 
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“Given that it pays to talk about mountains, as it certainly does, one of the obvious truths 

about mountains is that they were here before we talked about them. If you do not believe 

that, you probably do not know how to play the usual language-games which employ the 

word "mountain." But the utility of those language games has nothing to do with the question 

of whether Reality as It Is In Itself, apart from the way it is handy for human beings to 

describe it, has mountains in it” ( Rorty 1982)  

It is often hard to distinguish Rorty and other similar views of truth from straight 

relativism or scepticism. But even if we do not ascribe to him such sweeping 

consequences, most of his arguments in favour of his version of the deflationist 

theory are weak. It is not the place here to rehearse these (Engel and Rorty 

2005), but the main objections to Rorty’s conceptual claims about truth are the 

following. First it is just not true to say that truth is merely a device of assertion, 

for to assert that P is true is not just to assert P; it is also to express one’s belief 

that P is true, and that P is true in a sense which exceeds the fact that one 

believes it, namely that P is objectively true (Price 1998, Engel 2013). Rorty’s 

eliminativism about truth makes no room for this. Second there are conceptual 

ties between justification and truth, but these ties do not amount to an identity. 

To be justified in believing that P entails that one is justified in believing that P 

is true, but that does not entail that “justified” and “true” mean the same thing. 

Third “justified” and, according to Rorty, “true” do not mean “justified (true) for 

a community”. If we happened to be brain washed, or victims of an evil demon, 

would we say that our beliefs are justified for one audience (that of brains in a 

vat) but not for another (that of those who manipulate the Matrix). No, it seems 

that we would say that our beliefs are justified, but false. 

 

3. The pragmatists on truth and democracy [those who know the literature 

on pragmatism and democracy can skip this paragraph]  

 

     A deflationary theory of truth does not say that “truth” is an empty word or a 

mere fiction, as it is claimed by Nietzscheans and postmodernists. It says that 

truth has a use in our language and in our lives, but not a significant one. There 

is no direct implication between a deflationary theory of truth or of the concept 

of truth and a deflationary view of the importance of truth for the practical, the 

ethical or the political domains, for one can hold that the nature of truth is one 

thing, and its consequences or significance in these domains I another thing. 

Thus – and paradigmatically - Rawls (1996) holds that whatever view we hold 

about truth, political liberalism "does without the concept of truth"2. The 

unimportance of truth for the political realm is, for Rawls, perfectly compatible 

with the claim that a substantive conception of truth is correct. Rorty’s view has 

                                           
2  Political liberalism « "does not use (or deny) the concept of truth; nor does it question that concept, nor could 

it say that the concept of truth and its idea of the reasonable are the same. Rather, within itself, the political 

conception does without the concept of truth." ( Rawls 1996, ibid. 127) 
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often been compared to Rawls, in that both hold not only that truth has no 

relevance for democracy, and that it is unwelcome and dangerous to invoke 

truth in the context of political deliberation and in the context of assessing the 

justification of democracy. The difference is that Rawls accepts that truth could 

have, metaphysically speaking, such and such a nature, although it is irrelevant. 

He nevertheless claims that a traditional correspondence conception of truth, 

according to which truth is adequacy to an external reality, should not be 

invoked in discussing theories of justice and our conceptions of the good, but 

only the reasonableness of our conceptions. Rawls certainly means by 

“reasonableness” something more substantial than what Rorty means by 

“justification” – he has in mind a standard of justification which has a chance of 

being objective, which, in his view, means that it has a good chance to meet a 

kind of consensus. But on the one hand, Rawls accepts that consensus is not the 

same as truth, and, on the other hand, he holds that political pluralism does not 

command that there should be, on any matter of public policy, a consensus. 

There can be irreducible disagreements, which are part of a pluralistic 

democratic society, and their existence is precisely the reason why a substantive 

notion of truth ought to be replaced by a notion of reasonableness. 

“Once we accept the fact that reasonable pluralism is a permanent condition of public culture 

under free institutions, the idea of the reasonable is more suitable as part of the basis of public 

justification for a constitutional regime than the idea of moral truth. Holding a political 

conception as true, and for that reason alone the one suitable basis for public reason, is 

exclusive, even sectarian, and so likely to foster political division “ (Rawls 1996: 129)  

Rawls is clear that democracy does not need, but also ought to avoid as a matter 

of principle, invocation of a substantive notion of truth. He does not tell us 

whether his view is compatible with a deflationary view, but he also makes clear 

that his view is not based on general doubts about truth as such , but only on a 

concern for truth’s role in political debates. He holds that no substantive 

judgement can be applied in the public space of reason, even though one may 

admit that such substantive judgements are there to be had. 3 

   Rorty’s rejection of the relevance of truth in democracy is not based on the 

same kind of grounds as Rawls’. For Rorty truth does not matter in the first 

place because there is no substantive concept of truth to be had. A fortiori 4 the 

notion of truth cannot play any role in democracy or in any other political 

regime. It cannot play any role neither for the justification of democracy and it 

cannot play any role in the democratic politics in general. The reason is that 

democracy, for Rorty, cannot be justified, because no political view can be 

justified. Democracy is not a set of principles, ethical or political, which are in 

                                           
3 As Cohen 2009 : 8 notes . Cohen usefuly distinguishes the “no substantive judgment” view ( which I here 

ascribe to Rawls) and the “ no concept view” which say that the concept of truth is just absent from public 

debates because there is no such concept, which I ascribe to Rorty.  
4 The Philosophical Lexicon has this definition of A Rortiori : “for even more obscure fashionable continental 

reasons” 
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need of some kind of meta-ethical or philosophical justification. It is a way of 

life, our way of life in the contemporary world. Political philosophy ought not to 

be based on ideals of justice, but on “social hope”. Democracy “can get along 

without philosophical presuppositions” (Rorty 1989). In his ideal culture of 

‘postmodernist bourgeois liberalism’ (Rorty 1983), agreement to democracy is 

not an agreement on a set of principles but the product of purely contingent facts 

about history, geography, and socialization. There is no sense in which tyranny 

is better than democracy; we stand up for it without having any reason to think it 

is better than other political configurations. That is Rortyan ironism (Rorty 

1988). Rorty is no Hobbes. He does not say that auctoritas non veritas fecit 

legem, since not only he denies that truth has any authority, but he also denies 

that there are any normative truths at all, even about the foundations of 

authority.  

    There is, however, a line of argument which is, on the face of it, less radical 

than this eliminativist stance, and which sometimes surfaces in Rorty’s writings. 

It is a minimalist stance : although we can do without substantive truth, we 

cannot do without assertions, assertions have all the minimal properties that 

substantive truths have (disquotation, etc.) , and so we can keep the functions of 

truth without postulating any substantive concept of truth. To say that P is true is 

just say that P can be asserted with enough warrant. It is a verificationist stance: 

since any appeal to truth would amount to a form of Platonism, the best we can 

do is to side for justification. This stance is present, for instance, in Rorty’s 

review of Bernard Williams’ Truth and Truthfulness (2002) 

Pragmatists try to coalesce the quest for truth and the quest for justification by trotting out 

what Williams labels ‘the indistinguishability argument’. They claim that the activity of 

reaching agreement with others about what to believe looks exactly like the activity of trying 

to acquire true beliefs, and that there is no point in postulating two distinct aims for a single 

enterprise. Williams says that the basic objection to this argument is that ‘a justified belief is 

one that is arrived at by a method, or supported by considerations, that favour it, not simply 

by making it more appealing or whatever, but in the specific sense of giving reason to think 

that it is true.’ Brainwashing often brings agreement, as do exchanges between scientists in 

meetings of the Royal Society, but only the latter counts as acquiring truth. So, Williams says, 

‘the pragmatist owes us an answer’ to the question of how we tell methods for acquiring truth 

from other methods of producing consensus. 

As he rightly suggests, the only answer the pragmatist can give to this question is that the 

procedures we use for justifying beliefs to one another are among the things that we try to 

justify to one another. We used to think that Scripture was a good way of settling 

astronomical questions, and pontifical pronouncements a good way of resolving moral 

dilemmas, but we argued ourselves out of both convictions. But suppose we now ask: were 

the arguments we offered for changing our approach to these matters good arguments, or were 

they just a form of brainwashing? At this point, pragmatists think, our spade is turned. For we 
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have, as Williams himself says in the passage I quoted above, no way to compare our 

representations as a whole with the way things are in themselves.5 

 Rorty’s line here is close to Dewey’s verificationism. Rorty often claims to be 

Deweyan. And indeed Dewey claims that democracy is a “way of life” (1969-

91, LW 13:155) rather than a kind of state or a collection of political institutions 

(LW 2:325). On Dewey’s view, democracy is a mode of social organization that 

“must affect all modes of human association, the family, the school, industry, 

religion” (LW 2:325), and a set of values held in common. Democracy is deep 

because it has an ethical meaning which is characterized by the fact that its 

ultimate aim is growth, and perfection. It is a form of perfectionism (Talisse 

2010). If so, it receives a certain kind of justification, which is not based on any 

epistemic property, such as truth or justification, but on a moral claim: the 

institutions which are best are those which serve the aim of human flourishing.  

    Dewey does not defend a deflationist conception of truth, but a form of 

verificationism. Truth is the property of those of our assertions which are best 

warranted at a given time. No assertions, however, are immune to revision and 

infallible. On the contrary we ought to presuppose that we could be wrong, on 

the model of the experimental method in science. Dewey, as Anderson (2006) 

notes, imported this fallibilistic and experimentalist model ( which he borrowed 

from Peirce) into his thinking about democracy, which according to him is based 

on the diversity of opinions, their capacity to be renewed if proved not verified.  

   As many critics have noted (Misak 2008,Talisse 2010) there are tensions 

within Dewey’s views. On the one hand democracy is not based on intellectual 

principles, even less on truths. On the other hand it has at least to be based on 

one substantial conception, which is the ideal of human flourishing. In this 

sense, there must at least be on truth, about the good for humans. This precludes 

pluralism, and implies that one must reject the views of those who believe that 

growth and human perfectibility is not the only moral end. Another tension is 

between the claim that democracy is a way of life and the claim that democracy 

favours a form of experimental method. The former implies an opposition to the 

idea that democracy ought to rely on any epistemic property such as truth and 

justification, whereas the latter relies on the idea that epistemic properties, such 

as the fact that certain procedures have tested, do matter for democracy. In this 

sense , Anderson suggests that Dewey had a kind of epistemic model of 

democracy:  

“Dewey’s experimentalist model of democracy helps us see the epistemic import of several 

democratic institutions that sustain its dynamism, its capacity for change: periodic elections, a 

free press skeptical of state power, petitions to government, public opinion polling, protests, 

public comment on proposed regulations of administrative agencies. In Dewey’s model, these 

are mechanisms of feedback and accountability that function to institutionalize fallibilism and 

                                           
5 London Review of Books,24, 21, 31 oct 2002,. 
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an experimental attitude with respect to state policies. They push governments to revise their 

policies in light of evidence—public complaints, as expressed in both votes and discussion—

that they are not working, or expected not to work. On Dewey’s model, votes and talk 

reinforce one another, the votes helping to insure that government officials take citizens’ 

verbal feedback seriously, the talk helping to define and articulate the message conveyed by 

votes.” (Anderson 2006, 14) 

     On the one hand Dewey associates democracy to the existence of legal and 

political arrangements such as representation and elections. On the other hand, 

he associates it with something broader, a certain kind of attitude and spirit: 

“The future of democracy is allied with the spread of the scientific attitude” 

toward practical affairs (Dewey LW , 14 : 167). Anderson takes Dewey’s stress 

on deliberation and the capacity to dissent from one’s fellow citizens to show his 

adherence to an “epistemic model” of democracy. But this is dubious, for 

Dewey does not stop saying that his model of scientific progress and of 

knowledge is not the progress of the acquisition of certain beliefs and not a form 

of intellectual progress in general, but a progress in the acquisition of certain 

practices. It is not a progress towards the truth of certain views, or towards 

certain political arrangements guaranteed through decisions which would make 

them justified, but a progress towards a certain kind of life. This ambiguity is 

still present today among the advocates of the so called “deep democracy” 

which is very much inspired by Dewey’s thought: they both insist that 

democracy is a matter of being able to disagree and on the fact that it is a matter 

of participating to a common way of life6. But is there room, in such a model, to 

arrangements which are usually taken to be typical of democracy, such as 

minority dissent, where a group of citizens has the right to disagree from the 

choices of a majority? If these citizens dissent, how can they do so without 

saying that they dissent on the truth of certain claims? If they dissent only on the 

basis of their sharing a certain kind of life or that they make common 

“assertions”, how can they disagree on the fact that the majority’s assertions are 

wrong? 

                                           

6 To see how divergent from Anderson’ epistemic reading of Dewey can be among « deep 

democracy » theorists, see e.g. such declarations by Sandra Laugier and Albert Ogien , who 

when asked how the kind of political practices that they recommend imply, answer:  “Elles 

induisent l’idée que chacun a la même compétence politique – d’autant plus s’il est 

spécifiquement concerné par une question qui travaille sa vie quotidienne, ordinaire. En ce 

sens, nous nous réclamons du pragmatisme de Dewey, qui exige que "l’enquête" 

démocratique, ce que nous appellerions aujourd’hui l’expertise citoyenne, ne relève pas d’une 

compétence scientifique réservée, d’un privilège épistémologique ».This is the crux of the 

matter : if every citizen becomes an « expert », how can one distinguish good from bad 

experts ?  http://www.regards.fr/web/article/sandra-laugier-renouer-avec-la 

 

http://www.regards.fr/web/article/sandra-laugier-renouer-avec-la
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     The tensions have led recent defenders of pragmatism in normative politics to 

a criticism of Dewey and of his radical disciple Rorty, and to adopt a more full-

fledged deliberative conception which they also call “epistemic”. Thus Talisse 

has proposed a “Peircean”7 conception of democracy based on the following 

argument  

1. To believe that p is to hold that p is true. 

2. To hold that p is true is to hold that p “is a belief that cannot be improved 

upon, a belief that would forever meet the challenges of reason, argument, and 

evidence”  

3.. To hold that a belief would meet such challenges is to commit to the 

project of justifying one’s belief, what Peirce called “inquiry.” 

4. The project of squaring one’s beliefs with reasons and evidence is an 

ongoing social endeavor that requires participation in a “community 

of inquiry” ( Talisse 2010: 111-112)  

 

     Talisse pretends to derive from these claims “an epistemic argument for 

democracy”: one should endorse a democratic political order because only 

in a democracy can one live up to one’s epistemic commitments. If being 

someone capable of having beliefs entails being someone capable of giving 

reasons and justification, and if in turns this entails that one is committed to the 

social enterprise of examining, testing and challenging one’s reasons , then one 

can satisfy one’s commitments qua believer only within a political context 

inwhich it is possible to be an inquirer.  

 
 “Inquiry requires that characteristically democratic norms obtain; in order to inquire, there 

must be norms of equality, free speech, a freedom of information, open debate, protected 

dissent, access to decision-making institutions, and so on. Moreover, since the project of 

justification involves testing one’s beliefs against the broadest possible pool of reasons, 

experiences, and considerations, inquiry requires more radicallydemocratic norms, such as 

participation, inclusion, and recognition” ( ibid 112) 

 

In insisting that democracy entails certain kinds of epistemic commitments, the 

Peircean fully acknowledges that it has to rely on the notion of truth. For if one 

insists on the expression of one’s beliefs in assertions, one is bound to insist on 

our assertions being (potentially) true, and rejected if proved false. One must be 

able to distinguish between thinking that one is right and being right, and if one 

is to dissent from others, and to criticize their beliefs and their actions, one must 

accept a certain notion of truth.  

    Now this notion of truth, the Peircean argues, is not the correspondence or 

realist notion, but the ideal limit of inquiry or ideal rational acceptability 

                                           
7 It is very unlikely that such an account is actually Peirce’s account. Peirce has little interest in politics , 

although he developed an ethics of belief an truth.  
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conception. If one accepted a full-blown realist notion of truth, according to 

which truth can go beyond what our best inquiry can do, one would go beyond 

what human capacities can do, and no dispute could ever be resolved. 

Correspondence realist truth is not only the product of a spurious metaphysics, it 

is also a non-starter for democratic public reason (Misak 2008: 98).  

    Peircean pragmatists (such as Misak and Talisse) and Deweyan pragmatists 

(like Dewy and Rorty) both agree that realist truth has no place in democratic 

deliberation. But they part company when it comes to accepting a substantive 

theory of truth. Peircean accept an ideal limit theory of an epistemic sort, 

whereas Deweyans reject outright the notion of truth.  

     As I remarked above, Rorty’s eliminative stance on truth does not allow him 

to make room for a deliberative model of democracy, and for the need to 

adjudicate claims that arise within diverse communities. Disagreement is not 

disagreement on the truth of certain claims, but only a matter of not sharing 

enough background beliefs with other communities. “Right” means only what 

your community agrees upon, and the agreement is not based on shared 

judgements, but on shared practices or “ways of life”. In spite of Dewey’s 

insistence on equating democracy with a scientific attitude and to the capacity of 

disagree, it is not clear that he can make room for truth within public reason. 

Peirceans, in contrast, claim to make sense of truth. They full acknowledge 

truth’s importance for public reason. But do they make room for the concept of 

truth? They make room for the idea that political claims can be justified if they 

stand up to reason and to evidence, and to a surrogate of realist truth – the idea 

that a claim is true only if it would , in an ideal state of inquiry, resist our best 

efforts to refute it. They also make room for the view that one can reason and 

argue the public space, and that such reasoning and argument can be good or 

bad in the sense of valid or invalid, correct or not. But can they make sense for 

the idea (which I listed above among the truisms about truth) that truth is 

supposed to be objective and independent from justification? Can they make 

sense of the fact that assertion is not only the expression of belief, but also the 

expression a belief which is supposed to be true, and objectively so? In fact what 

they propose is more a form of ersatz truth, which is a kind of ideal 

reasonableness (in this respect they are not very far from Rawls, who also wants 

to substitute reasonableness to realist truth). But do they have the means to 

distinguish between good and bad deliberation? When do we know that 

deliberation has been sufficiently comprehensive and reasonable, and how do 

we distinguish it from deliberation which is not reasonable and comprehensive 

enough? It is hard to see how this can be done without a full-blown and 

objectivist – indeed realist – concept of truth.  

     Alternatively, as I suggested above in the case of Rorty, Peircean pragmatists 

can retreat to a minimalist conception of truth, according to which all there is to 

truth is to respect in one’s discourse the truth platitudes. And indeed the 

commitments (1)-(4) above listed by Talisse come close to these platitudes. But 
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then their views will come close to those of Joshua Cohen’s on the role of truth 

in public reason, to which I now turn. 

 

        

4. Can we do without realist truth in democratic politics? [those familiar 

with Cohen’s views may skip this paragraph] 

 

    If truth is to play not only a role, but a dominant role within public reason and 

in a democratic state, it has to be the case that it satisfies three conditions at 

least, those of being:  

 

(i) a substantive notion, capable of carrying the implication that truth  

claims are genuinely objective and susceptible of being mistaken 

(ii) an important notion, which has a genuine role with democratic politics  

(iii) that it can be the basis of a justification of democracy 

 

    I have argued that pragmatists accounts, from Dewey to Rorty and to more 

recent writers, do not provide any of these three conditions, even less two of 

them or the three of them. An ideal rational acceptability account of truth , and 

falls short of satisfying the condition of giving us a substantive notion of truth, 

and most pragmatist accounts go no further than the minimalist concept. Dewey 

and the Peircean do stand up for (ii), although Rorty does not. The philosopher 

who is the closest to the view that there can be a justification of democracy is 

Dewey, but he bases his democratic principles on a notion of the good which is 

closer to a form of Aristotelian eudaimonistic ethics of the good than to an 

theory of truth.  

     Against such views a number of philosophers have reacted, in defense of 

both the importance of the concept of truth within public reason, and for the 

foundation of democracy. Their views are not literally pragmatist but they share  

with the pragmatists the idea that if truth is to play a role within democratic 

politics, it should rest on a definitely non metaphysical and non realist notion 

notion.  

 

    There is a permanent ambiguity, both in the philosophical debates about truth 

and in the political debates about its importance, between two kinds of truths or : 

on the one hand deep  and doctrinal truths, such as truths about religious, ethical 

or metaphysical matters, which generally are associated with firm convictions, 

and factual or humdrum truths, which do not carry heavyweight beliefs. One of 

the main reasons for which Rawls and Rorty shun truth away from the public 

sphere is that doctrinal truths, if affirmed as such in this sphere, look sectarian: 
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  "Holding a political conception as true, and for that reason alone the one suitable basis of 

public reason, is exclusive, even sectarian, and so likely to foster political division."(Rawls 

1996: 129) 

 

   This may be correct. But why should it follow that humdrum truths could not 

be the object of consideration? They form in fact the largest body of truths that 

we use in everyday life and they can become all important: factual truths about 

whether the terrorists are still in town, whether there are weapons of mass 

destruction, or whether the prime minister had a bank account in Panama. Why 

should we distrust the concept of truth to the extent that we would deprive 

ourselves to invoke it in such ordinary cases?8 They are no normally susceptible 

to prompt public debate when they are proven; but when they are not, they lie at 

the center of public debate and can be tied up to many deep convictions (think 

for instance of the “humdrum” belief that “Dreyfus was guilty”). Nobody, 

however is going to dispute or lead a public debate about whether the 

president’s has lost eight pounds after a diet. The problem is that some factual 

truth can be become important, such as how much money the president’s 

counsellor spends on his shoes. The no-truth theorists here can argue that any 

such homely truth can become important, and involve heavy weight beliefs 

which may enter in the public debate.  

    Inclusion of such homely truth is one of the reasons why Joshua Cohen 

(2009) holds that we can accept a reasonably non-committal concept of truth for 

the purposes of public reason. This concept, he tells us, is not the metaphysical 

concept of truth, but a minimal concept which 
 

is available as part of a shared ground of argument. We should not exclude the concept, but 

we need not incorporate a philosophical theory of truth, any more than we incorporate a 

philosophical theory of reason when we include an account of reasonableness. We have an 

understanding that serves the purposes of public political argument, but does not go beyond 

those purposes (Cohen 2009: 29)  

       

According to Cohen, we can maintain talk of truth and use of the concept 

provided we limit it to the space of reasons within the public debate, without 

letting in the heavyweight convictions:  

 
“Recall that democracy's public reason is a terrain of argument, and it may suffice, when 

challenged, to present a case for liberty of conscience, for example, that lies on common 

ground, with shared premises. If the premises are assumed to be true, then nothing more is 

needed to make a case for the assertion that that proposition is true. An assertion about truth 

need not be understood as committing the speaker to presenting a full display, any more than 

the assertion that justice requires liberty of conscience needs to be understood that way. Even 

                                           
8 Cohen 2009 quoted Hanna Arendt as a case of someone who does not even allow such truths : « Factual truth, like 

all other truth, peremptorily claims to be acknowledged and precludes debate, and debate constitutes the very essence of political 

life. The modes of thought and communication that deal with truth, if seen from a political perspective, are necessarily domineering; 

they do not take into account other people's opinions, and taking these into account is the hallmark of all strictly political thinking.” 
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if assertions commit a speaker to presenting a justification, they need not express 

commitments to depth. (Cohen 2009: 36)  

 

    With such “political” conception of truth, which combines a minimalist 

concept of truth  with a defense of the importance of truth for the public debate, 

Cohen tells us that he is able to reintroduce the concept of truth which Rorty and 

Rawls had rejected from the public space, through restraining its use to only 

those commitments which do not carry strong doctrinal weight. The objective, 

he tells, is reaching enough consensus. To the no-truth theorist objection that 

even truth in a restricted domain can lead to a larger display of doctrinal 

convictions, he answers:  

 
“Even if claims about truth do invite a full display, there may be nothing objectionable about 

presenting a full display of a doctrine that leads one onto common ground. I might say that I 

have a case, founded on a broader doctrine that underwrites my view that a principle of equal 

basic liberties is true. At the same time, I am fully aware that others disagree with the 

doctrine, and have their own reasons for endorsing the liberty principle. What we share is an 

understanding of what justice requires, and a conviction about the truth of that requirement. I 

understand that others endorse that requirement and assert it to be true for reasons different 

from mine. A full display need not be divisive, then, but may involve my presenting my 

reasons for accepting the common ground we are all assumed to occupy. Of course, the full 

display will not provide a public justification, but it may nevertheless play a constructive role. 

(Cohen 2009: 37)  

 

The problem is that, although truth is on this view advertised as indispensable 

for public reason, it rests both on a minimalist account of truth (for public reason 

to function, it is enough that the concept of truth embodies the truisms of the 

deflationist conception). For political reason to function we only need, Cohen 

says, a concept of truth, not a theory of truth. This concept of truth is not anti-

metaphysical, but it is non metaphysical. It is neutral. Controversies about the 

nature of truth have no place in it, for they are politically idle (Cohen 2009: 15).  

    On Cohen’s view truth concerns matter in public reason, but only if they are 

insulated from other concerns that those of public reason, where the concerns of 

public reason are defined, as in Rawls’ account, by the existence of a space of 

reflections and judgments where equal persons, drawn to conflicting issues can 

reasonable be expected to occupy. Rawls denies that truth has a place in this 

space. Cohen lets it in the space, and rejects what Raz (1990) called “epistemic 

restraint” in Rawls view. But just as Rawls insulates the domain of the 

reasonable from the domain of truth, circumscribing the realm of truth to the 

domain of public reason seems to be practicing insularity just as much. In other 

words, why should the application of the concept of truth be restricted and why 

does it not apply across the board?  

     Cohen’s defense of a “non-metaphysical” and neutral concept of truth, 

together with his claim that it has to be restricted only to concerns of the public 

space occupies a very narrow space between a deflationist view and a Rawlsian 
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view. It raises three sorts of question. First how do we know that philosophical 

debates about the nature of truth do not impinge the domain of political reason? 

Can’t the idea that there is a fact of the matter as to whether an embryo becomes 

a person count in public debate? Or can’t the claim that truth comes from 

revelation be questioned? Second, what justifies the inclusion or the exclusion of 

a claim within or without public reason? This amount to disqualifying as 

politically illegitimate some reasons without denying that they are good reasons. 

This comes very close to Rawls doctrine of epistemic restraint. So it is not clear 

that Cohen has really reinstated truth in its place within democracy. Third, why 

should we avoid commitment to a heavier concept of truth than the minimalist 

one, in particular the realist concept? Assertion that P is assertion of the truth of 

P. Disagreement about P is disagreement about the truth of P. But if one does 

not presuppose that there is a fact of the matter as whether P, and that one can be 

right or wrong about P absolutely, how can public discussion go on? The fear, of 

course, of these Rawls inspired views, is that sectarianism looms, and that 

consensus could never be attained. It is perfectly open for a theorist of 

democracy that the best that we can do is to achieve consensus. But why should 

we say that consensus is, or amounts to truth ?  

     

 

  A second conception, which I shall touch only briefly which purports to reject 

Rawls’s epistemic restraint views is Estlund’s (2008). Estlund is no more a 

pragmatist than Cohen. But like the Peircean pragmatists, he relies on a notion 

of truth as ideal acceptability. Estlund, like Cohen, refuses to go without truth 

and epistemic concerns when it comes to the justification of democracy. But he 

does not want to go only with it. For reasons similar to Rawls, he holds that we 

cannot rely only on certain claims to be true in on order to justify democracy. 

Like Rawls he considers that we need to appeal to a concept of reasonableness. 

According to Estlund democracy exercises legitimate authority in virtue of 

possessing a modest epistemic power: its decisions are the product of procedures 

that tend to produce just laws at a better than chance rate, and better than any 

other type of government that is justifiable within the terms of public reason. 

Democratic principles are thus justified on the basis of a correct procedure, and 

Estlund view is a species of proceduralism. We need some requirement, distinct 

from truth, to validate our principles. Estlund calls it a qualified acceptability 

requirement. It is a requirement the role of which is to limit the role of truth in 

public decisions. In particular it rules out a government of experts, what he calls 

epistocracy : we cannot let all decisions be made by the knowers of the good, 

because even though there are truths there, and people who know more than 

others, there is bound to be disagreement between them.  

    So the main epistemic requirement, according to Estlund, for the justification 

of democracy is not truth, but acceptability. What is this requirement? We are 

said that it must be such that  that it be justified in terms acceptable to all 



15 

 

qualified points of view”(2008: 45) But this has the same effect as Cohen’s 

version of restraint to political reason : the qualified acceptability requirement 

disqualifies as politically illegitimate some reasons—those that are not 

justifiable to all qualified persons—without denying that they are good reasons.9 

 

 

5. Conclusion [may be skipped if one has read the rest] 

 

    I have here tried to show that no pragmatist conception of democracy gives a 

proper place to truth in democracy, either because, like Rorty, it rejects it 

outright, or because it does not give a proper substitute or ersatz to it. The only 

concept of truth which is available, both for democracy and in other domains 

(science, ethics, epistemology) is a realist concept, which does not equate truth 

and justification, even ideal justification, and which does not take truth to have 

an epistemic nature. But even those theorists who intend to restore truth within 

democratic politics and claim to justify it “epistemically” adopt an epistemic 

concept of truth, and “fly from substance”.  

  

                                           
9 See Enoch 2009 on this objection.  
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