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One of the differences of democratic societies in respect to these that lack democracy is a sense of relevance. But, may relevance be achieved on the basis of democratic principles, or is it possible in some other ways? Virtue approach to the relevance question in democratic societies is considered. Cognitive phenomenology and poetic enterprise’s role in democratic discourse gets tackled.

1. One of the differences of democratic societies in respect to these that lack democracy is a sense of relevance.

The sense of purposeful moving in the city is a mark of democratic societies, in counter distinction to the totalitarian rule where people may be comparatively well fed but seem to lack the sense of purpose.
 Of course, you may find abundance of slums where people seem to have lost their purpose in life, in the midst of the democratic societies. But at least in democratic societies there is not a sense around of the overwhelming paranoid feeling that somebody else does decisions instead of myself. You will not find this kind of feeling even in the worst slums of democratic societies, whereas it will be prevalent in an authoritarian society. In democracies, people may well happen to be desperate and hungry, but even in those circumstances they will still keep a sense of dignity, of relevance, and the lack of feeling that things have been systematically arranged for them at some not accessible place. But even hunger is more intimately related to the authoritarian societies: you are invited to remind yourself about some recent cases. And there is an instrumental argument consideration in favor of democracy, namely that “no substantial famine has ever occurred in any independent country with a democratic form of government and a relatively free press” (Sen 1999, 152).


What is a sense of relevance in the social life? It is a sense according to which I am myself the center of decisions how to lead my life. This sense is quite different to the sense that the center of decision is somewhere besides, that somebody else made decisions for me. There is phenomenological difference in the sense of experiencing myself as a source of my decisions and activity and between the sense of decisions for my behaviors and attitudes being made at another place, in my name. My qualitative feelings are quite different in the first as compared to the second case, where paranoid mastering leaves me a sense of insignificance. If this is the case, then phenomenology and its relevance have to be marks of democratic processes.


One may argue that phenomenological relevance has nothing to do with democracy, and that the real point of democracy is equal representation of all individuals in the society’s decision processes. But let us recall the now non-existent German Democratic Republic. On the one hand, it was called democratic, by the presupposition that each of the citizens is represented in decision processes, and not just an elite, such as a bunch of capitalists. But on the other hand, one knows quite well that there was a bureaucratic elite which made all decisions, supposedly representing all people, or majority of people. The catch is in the representing: bureaucratic elite, supposedly representing all, did not really give any breathing ground to most of them. People were spying on other people, everything was annotated and conserved somewhere, in archives, about each person. I heard the following story about a flute maker. The buyers had to park quite remotely, so that nobody would notice their arrival. You could see the ever-pervading worry on master’s face. And after a couple of years one heard that he took his life. Closer home, the system of self-gestion was another supposedly democratic practice that was finally manipulated by an elite. Although each person was constrained to participate in decision processes, it could be phenomenologically, qualitatively felt and experienced in the self-gestion system that decisions were actually made somewhere else. Exactly this may serve as a mark that the mentioned system was not really democratic. People still felt somehow as puppets for which decisions, in their name, were made at some undesignated bureaucratic place. The phenomenological feel revealed that ultimately there was no space for relevance of each individual.

2. May relevance be achieved on the basis of democratic principles, or is it possible in some other ways?

As just mentioned and as illustrated by the case of totalitarian states appropriating the term democracy in their names, one needs to be careful about how to formulate democratic principles. It will be argued that relevance supporting phenomenological quality is needed as precondition for these, and that just their instrumental endorsement does not suffice. Virtue and poetic enterprise will be considered towards the end. But let us start with some basic justificatory moves involving democracy (following Christiano 2006). Our questions target normative democratic theory, which is interested in moral principles guiding democratic institutions and that queries why democracy is morally desirable.

A negative answer to this last question may well be given, along the following lines. Democracy builds upon the representative free voting system. But although each individual has a right to vote and is not threatened by authoritarian gestures in the process, there is still the manipulation issue. Media, such as newspapers, TV stations and even Internet resources may be influenced by special interest groups or individuals to shape public opinion. So individuals, believing to vote freely as based upon their own opinion, actually are not free in their decisions at all, but are manipulated by the before mentioned special interests. They are exactly as free in their electoral decisions as they are in their choice of a Coke in the supermarket. On both occasions powerful advertising techniques manipulated their own desires, so that what looks to be a free choice is actually a heavily manipulated choice. This may be confirmed by the lack of prospect for any success in democratic societies for candidates that do not have the support of media or in other words that lack sufficient financial resources. If this is true however, it would be better to make a choice of political direction for a country, say, by an enlightened elite, instead of engaging the country in the election frenzy time and to spend big amounts of money for election campaign, the money that would much more be needed and effective if pumped into health care, helping the needy or improving education and traffic systems. Besides to this, there is no guarantee that election campaign money will result in electing effective and morally good politicians. Usually and unhappily the case happens to be quite the opposite. As we know, several democratically elected politicians many times make disastrous political and economic decisions (besides to a few good ones, to tell the truth), and many (but of course again not all) happen to be a morally corrupt and greedy bunch.  So instead of getting involved into costly and often inefficient democratic voting process, one should better assign the government to specialists for several areas, perhaps by an automatic procedure using some neutral parameters like statistical averages, such as the one used by Google to bring you the choice of relevant news. Or again, as an American friend of mine has suggested, one may use lottery procedures to get the representatives’ results, obviously in an attempt to cut off the now existing all pervasive special interests bribery, and in order to avoid the usurpation of power by an elite presenting itself as the beholder of knowledge what people need, the elite of a Stalinist kind, say. Thus automated non-personal decisions would be better in place to care about people representatives’ selection than the democratic so called free election process, the argument may conclude. According to this argument democracy is not only ineffective as measured by optimal possibilities, but it is also not morally desirable. Argument argues against the usual democratic decision process. So the thing we need to figure out is what that process actually consists in, and what are possible arguments that support it.

Democracy may be defined as a method of collective decision-making that is based upon equality between the involved participants. One difference between how to understand the process of decision making consists in believing on the one hand that roughly just a formal kind of democracy is appropriate whereas more ambitious approaches already contain germs of manipulative danger. As opposed to this, one may hold it that formal democracy is akin to slavery whereas just robustly egalitarian democracies are legitimate. (Christiano 2006) Or, one may think that democracy is not desirable at all, a position that we have briefly considered in the previous paragraph. Arguments that morally favor democracy are of two species: instrumental and non-instrumental value bound. Let us take a short look at them.


(a) Let us first turn to instrumental arguments in favor of democracy. Strategically, democracy is thought to be the best solution because it brings most of the people into the process of decision-making, as compared to other forms of government, such as monarchy. Epistemologically, democracy is thought to be more reliable as compared to other methods in bringing interests of the greatest number of people into the process. Besides to this, it is argued, democracy improves the character of the people, because through their participation they obtain a sense of independence and not of servitude that is more natural to authoritarian forms of government. People also tend to care more about other participants because of the adjusting and weighting nature of taken decisions. So the character of the people is improved in the sense of their independence and of consideration for others. 

Some instrumental arguments do not endorse democracy. Such is the already tackled reflection that for a well functioning society, experts for various areas of government are needed. But those who win the election are often specialists in nothing else but in winning elections. So it would be better to select real government experts by an undemocratic process than to be governed by manipulation experts and by mass appeal freaks as an undesired outcome of democratic process. The second instrumental consideration against democracy starts with the statement that, due to the statistically insignificant contribution of each individual to the election outcome, politicians do not concentrate on the real needs of citizens, and they get involved into sectarian fighting with their opponents where the ultimate task is just the power grab. So again monarchy would better serve interests of people. The already mentioned concern about people’s indifference and special interest group manipulation fits to this.


Considerations in favor of instrumentalism build upon the views that take the absence of intrinsic values as their starting point.  Such is the case of the utilitarian moral theory, where the only concern is maximizing of utility understood as pleasure, for the greatest number. This involves just instrumental approach to democracy, without that fairness or liberty would enter the process as intrinsic goals. An argument has it that only the envisaging of quality of democratic process outcome, i.e. the genuine representation of each one’s concerns in society, can justify the exercise of power of one group over others. The appropriating of power by one party in the democratic process may thus only be justified if interests of others are the primary consideration of that party. Some instrumentalists question the very ability of democratic procedures to lead to the outcome of the rational collective preference: democratic process thus cannot be intrinsically fair or just and this has inequality as a consequence.


It is interesting that instrumental arguments often engage into negative weighting against democratic processes, and not so much into the basic idea that there should be no values involved. What about the other approach to democracy that stresses non-instrumental values?


(b) The non-instrumental values approach to democratic processes thinks that these are morally worthy irrespective of the outcome or of the consequences. Liberty and equality are candidates for such an intrinsic value.

Liberty as the right of individual is taken to be one basic value of democracy along these lines. If this is correct, then instrumentalists are wrong in their attempt to diminish individual’s contribution to the democratic process. The problem with this however is that only unanimous outcomes of decision processes would then be fair, and that this is very rarely the case. Moreover, settling of disagreements seems to be the very incentive for introduction of democratic processes.


Democracy as public justification approach claims that laws and policies are legitimate only if they are justified to each individual in a society through a democratic process guided by principles of freedom and equality. Consensus is the desirable outcome, but the trouble is that disagreement may remain. So one may opt for a weak and not necessarily for a strong consensus to underlay public justification. In this case however there may well be a mismatch between the reasonable and between the actually achieved consensus. Reasonable consensus in its weaker form of overlapping and achievable consensus is then opted for. But moral principles are justified, it may be claimed, only if actual beliefs of citizens are taken into account. And this may be questionable: it is not clear why one needed to justify one’s views in terms that are acceptable by others. Disagreement does not necessarily imply treating others as inferiors. Also, many beliefs that somebody holds do not necessarily need to be compatible with the objectively justified ones. Finally, if a complete consensus is required for public justification in democratic society, it will not be easy to achieve it.


Equality is one main shared assumption for people dealing with democracy, all in that there remains disagreement about how exactly to achieve it. One view (Singer 1973) has it that each person aims to be a dictator against the will of others but that democratic institutions adjust the overall thereby produced tension in the direction of common good. The view is threatened by infinite regress because of the always again needed consensual agreement. Another view has it that public equality is needed for equal advancement of individuals’ interests. But in what exactly does equality consist? Does it involve the equality of well-being, or equality of opportunity for well-being, or equality of resources? A feeling of not being treated on the same footing may persist even if each of these approaches is implemented. Public equality should overrule specific interests and provide the feeling to people that they are treated as equals, despite several possible disagreements. One requirement is that individual judgments, whose interests may be rather diversified, have to be taken into account equally when there is disagreement. Against the diversity of interests, each person needs to have an equal say in democratic decision processes. The respect for this would be introduced by majority rule that however is spanned between two threats of tyranny on the one side and of persistent minorities on the other side.


This is a short glimpse of some arguments for and against democracy as based on instrumental and non-instrumental value considerations. (The interested reader   may wish to consult Christiano 2006). The question now is whether any of instrumental or value considerations settle the relevance requirement that seems to be basic for democratic engagement. Instrumental approaches to democracy seem to fall short of relevance by their very nature: just instrumentality does not forward the oomph of your purpose. This may be the reason why instrumentalist approaches to democracy justification are mainly negative. Value approaches to justification of democracy again have troubles with providing the relevant treatment as based on considerations of liberty, public justification or equality. Where exactly, as for that matter, should be the appropriate measure that would secure equality? 


In the following, we will try to take a brief look at the virtue approach as the candidate for securing relevance to democratic decisions. And then, we will claim that cognitive phenomenology and poetic enterprise should provide particularist relevance to democratic processes’ justification.

3. Virtue approach to the relevance question in democratic societies is considered. 

To some extent, it seems that both instrumentalist and non-instrumentalist approaches to justification of democracy do not resolve the basic question of relevance. One may provide a quick intuitive hint towards a solution of the basic relevance question in the following manner. There should be an attitude of qualitative phenomenological experience as related to the capability and exercise of free decision by each involved individual. If each one feels that government as the product of democratic processes gives support for his further engagement in these, and that things are happening according to the further lively query, then this has to be relevant for him. If the government supports the engagement of entrepreneurship, this is relevant again, where the mentioned engagement may succeed in industry, in personal search for quality in work and arts, and many more.


Lately, advances in philosophical theories of virtue ethics and virtue epistemology have stressed the idea is that the relevant results proceed from the character. And the appropriate behavior of the character in any of the considered areas is to be in balance against the possible excesses in one or in another opposed directions.


One can say that building the conditions for prosperity of individual character is the desired state towards which the democratic process should be directed. The virtue in balance may perhaps be seen as between the instrumental and non-instrumental directions. The claim is then that a prosperous individual character can only be there if both instrumental and intrinsic value approaches get combined, although this cannot be fulfilled at all occasions. Formal preconditions of democratic decisions should be fulfilled, and at the same time values such as freedom and equality should be an outcome of the process. This can only happen through the advancement in quality involving particular characters that finally provide a balanced individual virtue.


In more general terms, the needed relevance for democratic process is there if continuous engagement and improvement is an outcome. If one searches for final solutions in one or in another direction, this cannot be an outcome of a democratic process. Rather, such promised final solutions are the mark of non-democratic tyranny. 


The relevant essence of the democratic process, contrary to final solutions, is where things proceed from openness, where things proceed from two. (Verdiglione 2004 a, b; 2005 a, b, c) The same strategy that underlies democratic process may also be called that of inclusive disjunction (Potrc forthcoming  a, b, c), as against the strategy of exclusive disjunction.


Francesca Bruni proposes the distinction between static and dynamic democracy. Static democracy is idealistic, not touched by movement, time and risk, and it is also practically not invested by industry. Dynamical democracy, as we can call it, has all this, and it also involves market and finance, more recently global market and finance. This is an interesting distinction, where the needed openness and quest into dynamical democratic approach actually furthers the character. Individual character is only able to thrive in various engagements of openness. So this is compatible with virtuous relevance, where relevance consists in maintaining an open dynamical space of the individual’s engagement.

4. Cognitive phenomenology and poetic enterprise’s role in democratic discourse starts to be examined.

We have stated that democracy is a never-ending quest for openness, and that in opposition to totalitarian societies it underlines dynamical and industrious prosperity of character. It is an open quest; actually it enables the space for such a quest. Individual then has the possibility to enjoy industrious forces of his character. Democracy is the space where things proceed from two, from openness, and not from a closed question. What is relevant for a particular character? The answer, it seems to be the case, cannot proceed from generalist procedures that try to be established by both instrumentalism and by value approaches to democracy. Instrumentalists get stuck into the conundrum of either achieving imperfect democratic circumstances or of embracing non-democratic decision procedures. Value based approaches end up in the need of repeated levels of justifying liberty and equality. Concentration upon particular character reverses the situation. This is presumably an Aristotelian idea: the most relevant individual character can prosper in a democratic society where decision procedures foster engagement of cognitive phenomenology and of poetic enterprise. But these matters, namely that thought has its conscious ineliminable quality, and that the extreme reach of community is in the individual character of the lonely and relevant poetic expression, are very rarely achieved nowadays. They mostly even fail to be proclaimed. In our society, poetical virtues get too often eliminated in favor of one-dimensional technological and advertisement solutions. Instead of enjoying the relevance of poetic solitude one often prefers drogue as a generalist teleological promise. The university of second renaissance is a rare place where value of quality and of the individual character get stressed in their poetic openness. This enables the relevance of character and continuation of democratic processes. A question to be posed here is to what extent this can be compatible with the actual democratic decision processes. We embark into considerations involving the relation between the particularist as against the generalist relevance (Lance, Potrc, Strahovnik eds., 2008).
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