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ABSTRACT: In “Whole-Hearted Democracy and Its Commit-
ment to Rationality” (AUDEM, vol. 1, 2010), I argued that 
citizens of a state whose democratic structures they support 
wholeheartedly are committed to the potential rational 
scrutiny of almost all aspects of their lives and society. I 
revisit that argument here. Its central reasoning remains 
defensible when properly developed. But this reasoning 
needs clarification. Its minimal characterization of democra-
cy does not support the commitment of these citizens to 
any specific sort of substantive, radical change. It also does 
not show that these citizens are committed, by the very 
nature of their situation, to active readiness to support such 
change. Rather, it establishes that such citizens are, by that 
nature, committed to being in a vigilant, receptive state in 
which they are able to acknowledge and to act on infor-
mation that implies the need for radical change. I examine 
further consequences of this result.  
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I. Introduction 
 
In “Whole-Hearted Democracy and Its Commitment to 

Rationality”, I argued that citizens of a democracy whose 

democratic structures they support wholeheartedly are 

committed to the potential rational scrutiny of almost all 

aspects of their lives and society.1 I noted that this situa-

tion may involve the loss of valued traditional forms of 

life as well as the sorts of gains in freedom, a voice in 

one’s own affairs, and opportunities for human flourish-

ing that are associated with societies that live by demo-

cratic norms. Here I reflect further on this argument. I 

believe that its core claims, when properly formulated, 

remain defensible. But the original argument needs 

clarification and qualification if its exact force is to be 

                                                 
1 See Howell 2010. This essay was part of a conference, organized 
by the Alliance of Universities for Democracy, in which John Ryder 
encouraged me to participate. I appreciated the opportunity then 
to reflect on this topic, and I am happy now to be able to continue 
my reflections in the present collection honoring his work. 

made evident. In §II I sketch the basic reasoning and 

note some of the radical conclusions that it may seem to 

support. In §III I then give a more detailed account of 

this reasoning, and there and in §IV I indicate what 

conclusions such reasoning really can establish. 

 

II. The Argument in Brief 
 

The position that I wish to defend requires appeal only 

to a minimal, value-neutral conception of democracy. On 

this conception, a form of democracy exists within a 

group when the members of this group participate in 

decisions binding on all the members of the group; and 

at one or more significant stages in the decision process 

these members have an equal voice (for example, an 

equal vote), in the outcome of that stage.2 This defini-

tion allows for various forms of democratic organization, 

and it allows such forms to exist, to varying degrees, in 

many different sorts of organizations, informal as well as 

formal. Here I focus on democratically organized political 

states, but versions of the questions that I consider can 

arise for any sort of democratic organization that meets 

the conditions that I outline below. 

Democratic forms of organization can be instituted 

within a group for many reasons—for instance, to max-

imize the well-being of society, but also to please a 

patron state or to provide a veneer of legitimacy to a 

venal oligarchy. Moreover, adopting and living by demo-

cratic norms requires education, lasting psychological 

adjustments, and a willingness to allow one’s desires to 

be overridden by a disagreeing majority. The democratic 

process can be inefficient, and majority decisions can be 

foolish or vicious. Given geography, external threats, 

internal difficulties, and so on, it may not be reasonable 

to adopt democratic forms of government at various 

stages (or even at any stage) in a given nation’s career. 

Such facts have often been ignored by state or private 

democracy-building projects, with the unhappy conse-

quences that we periodically see.  

                                                 
2 I adopt such a definition in Howell 2010, 81. It derives from 
the work of Thomas Christiano. See Christiano and Bajaj 2021 
and, for background, the essays in Christiano 2003. The present 
definition could be sharpened in various ways, but the basic line 
of argument below is independent of such refinements. 
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I am interested, however, in those many cases in 

which the adoption of democracy by a state, or the 

democratic organization of that state, is, in fact, objec-

tively justified, both politically and morally; and, overall, 

the citizens of that state sincerely and wholeheartedly 

accept and work to maintain the democratic form of 

government in that state. I take it that the world exhibits 

many such societies that are now at least approximately 

or aspirationally democratic in this way. I assume also 

that the presence of democratic structures in these 

states is justified in familiar ways – democratic struc-

tures provide for a maximum of individual autonomy 

and choice for each society member compatible with the 

autonomy of other members of the society; democratic 

decision-making is able to take into account, in a broad-

based way, more sources of information about the deci-

sions to be made than are, in general, other forms of 

decision making; democratic decision-making best re-

spects the interests, values, and goals of the governed; 

and so on.3 

I thus focus here on (i) such cases of wholehearted – 

and politically and morally legitimate – democracy, cases 

that satisfy the above definition. (ii) In these cases, (a) the 

citizens of the society do have a significant role in adopt-

ing laws and policies; and also (as in the usual modern 

democratic states) (b) these laws and policies affect a 

wide range of important aspects of the society – social, 

cultural, economic, political, and so on. In addition, (iii) 

these democratic states exist in a world like our own and 

so confront a constantly changing set of important deci-

sions about many different issues that affect the aspects 

of life that were just noted. Finally, (iv) the satisfaction of 

standard sorts of cognitive and motivational conditions 

goes along with the citizens’ wholehearted acceptance 

and maintenance of their form of democratic govern-

ment: (a) the citizens understand the significance and 

scope of their decisions, (b) they understand and accept 

their responsibility for making those decisions, and (c) 

they are motivated to make the best decisions possible 

                                                 
3 For such justifications, see also Christiano and Bajaj 2021, §2, 
and the many discussions that they cite. 

given their conception of their own and of their society’s 

interests, values, and goals and of how best to satisfy 

those interests, respect those values, and attain those 

goals.4 I call societies that satisfy (ii), broadly focused; 

societies that satisfy (iii), dynamically situated; and socie-

ties that satisfy (i) and (iv), wholeheartedly democratic in a 

cognitively and motivationally conscious way. (Below I 

often subsume the (iv)-style cognitive and motivational 

conditions within (i) and so speak simply, as above, of 

“wholeheartedly democratic societies”).5 

In actual practice no democracy meets these four 

conditions perfectly. In particular, (i), (ii) (a), and (iv) are 

often only partially realized, whether for innocent or 

culpable reasons. But these four conditions specify an 

ideal to which proponents of democracy point, and the 

following argument (a reformulation of the central part 

of my 2010 reasoning) is meant to show the sorts of 

commitments that are required of the members of any 

group that succeeds in meeting this ideal. 

Here is the argument in brief. (In §III, I develop some 

important details further.) Suppose that we now have, 

or we propose to establish, the above sort of whole-

hearted, broadly focused, and dynamically situated 

democratic society. Members of this society will have to 

confront (and make the best decisions that they can 

about) a wide-ranging variety of changing issues that 

bear on their overall interests, values, and goals. In addi-

tion, what I call the promiscuity of evidence holds: al-

most any claim may turn out to bear, evidentially, on the 

truth of any other claim.6 This point holds given the web 

                                                 
4 Below I will not always distinguish between the interests (and 
so on) of the society members and the interests (and so on) of 
the society itself. This distinction is important, but it doesn’t 
affect the points made in this essay. 
5 Conditions (i)–(iv) represent a slight rearrangement of, but no 
fundamental changes in, the conditions given in Howell 2010, 
80–81.  
6 See Howell 2010, footnote 6. Epistemologists and philoso-
phers of science often note this point. As long as the citizens 
live in, and have to decide about happenings in, a broadly 
focused, dynamically situated society, we do not need to appeal 
to evidential promiscuity in order to argue in roughly the pre-
sent way for the results below. But evidential promiscuity 
makes it clear why such results will hold, in principle, for all (i)–
(iv)-style democratic societies and not just for such societies as 
happen to be broadly focused and dynamically situated. 
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of fact, theory, and practice in which we are embedded 

in our ongoing cognitive, practical, and affective lives. 

Given that web, any claim a may turn out to be linked 

evidentially to some apparently wholly unrelated claim b 

through its relation to some third claim c, for instance 

through some well-supported theory that shows that, 

given c, the truth of a supports the truth of b. (Thus, for 

example, an archaeological fact about ancient Mimbres 

pottery – which turns out to depict an exceptionally 

bright star – provides evidence for a claim in astronomy 

that is seemingly remote from Native American ceram-

ics: the date of the supernova explosion that produced 

the Crab Nebula).7 

Given the preceding points – and noting evidential 

promiscuity and the dynamic situation of the whole-

heartedly democratic society that we are considering – 

we can see that in evaluating the policies that they may 

have to decide about, members of this society may be 

called on to assess the truth of almost any claim that 

may arise in their society (including, of course, the truth 

of claims that, given such-and-such a claimed fact, policy 

so-and-so is the one to follow, given the relevant inter-

ests, values, and goals). Of course, the recondite or 

specialized character of many of these claims means that 

society members will not be in a position to assess all 

such claims directly. But points (i)–(iii) and especially the 

cognitive and motivational condition (iv) imply that, in 

the usual situations, the society members will be com-

mitted to arranging, as best they can, for such assess-

ments, by bringing to bear what they count as the best 

experts and the best methods of assessment.  

The fact that such people satisfy the cognitive and 

motivational condition (iv) thus means that we can draw 

a general conclusion about the members of any whole-

heartedly democratic society that satisfies conditions (i)–

(iv): (I) Just because of their membership in this society 

and their satisfaction of those conditions, these people 

are rationally committed to the real possibility that they 

will have to assess, directly or indirectly (by means of 

                                                 
7 See https://www.messier.seds.org/more/m001_sn.html. 

experts, and so on), the truth of almost any claim that 

may arise in their society. And a more specific conclusion 

follows as a corollary, if we note that among the claims 

that may arise here are all the claims about the proper 

structure and organization of that society, including 

claims about its economic, cultural, social, familial, and 

gender-related practices and beliefs: (II) Just because of 

their membership in this society and their satisfaction of 

conditions (i)–(iv), these society members are rationally 

committed to the real possibility that any such claim 

about the structure of their society is one that they must 

scrutinize and assess, directly or indirectly, in the light of 

their interests, values, and goals. Moreover, it is plausi-

ble that individual ones of these interests, values, and 

goals can themselves be rationally assessed given others 

of the society members’ interests, values, and goals and 

facts about how such things manifest themselves within 

the life of the society. So those members are committed 

also to the possibility that their own interests, values, 

and goals (and those of their society) must be rationally 

scrutinized and assessed, directly or indirectly, and then 

perhaps maintained – or perhaps modified or aban-

doned. 

Conclusion (I) can seem quite radical – is every sin-

cere, deeply motivated member of a democratically 

organized society really committed, even in principle, to 

the possibility of such a thoroughgoing assessment of 

almost any sort of claimed truth about the world? Con-

clusion (II) may seem even more radical. Is every such 

person also committed, specifically and merely by virtue 

of her wholehearted participation in her democratic 

form of government, to the possibility of a thoroughgo-

ing assessment and revision of the basic structure of 

society and of its and her own interests, values, and 

goals? Do we really suppose that the mere fact of such 

wholehearted participation carries with it what may 

seem to be an active, conscious commitment to the 

sorts of thorough societal and self-scrutiny that we 

associate with the eighteenth-century Enlightenment or 

comparable traditions?  
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III. Is the Argument for These Conclusions Compelling? 
 

We are thus led to ask whether the above §II argument 

really is compelling. Does it actually support radical con-

clusions of the sorts just noted? I argue below that, when 

it is clearly formulated and qualified and then properly 

developed, this argument establishes significant points 

about the commitments of members of a wholehearted 

democracy. But it is easy to misunderstand the force of 

the argument, for example by misunderstanding exactly 

which conclusions it does in fact support. Those conclu-

sions are potentially radical, but they do not force us to 

see each society member as having the sort of active 

commitments to rational scrutiny that the rhetorical 

questions at the end of the previous paragraph suggest. 

In Howell 2010, I considered objections to the above 

argument that turn on various confusions about what it 

aims to show. We need not revisit all these objections, 

but it will be useful to recall several of them here.8 Thus 

(a) this argument does not hold that the sorts of radical 

scrutiny, noted above, by members of a wholehearted 

democratic society are historically inevitable or even 

likely to occur. The claim is simply that, under conditions 

(i)–(iv), such members are in fact committed to the 

possibility of such scrutiny.9 (b) The argument does not 

claim that such scrutiny will lead to a large number of 

actual revisions of the basic structures of the society or 

of its values and interests – society member may decide 

that these structures are already perfectly in order. (c) 

The argument is not meant to show that the presence, in 

a society, of the above sort of wholehearted democratic 

organization is the only sort of situation that may com-

mit members of a society to the general possibility of 

                                                 
8 The objections below derive from Howell 2001, §III, with 
emendations and additions. See also the further objections 
considered there. 
9 As noted in Howell 2010, 89–90, the argument does not take 
the presence of wholehearted democracy in a (i)–(iv)-style 
society to cause or even to make likely the actual operation of 
rational scrutiny. Rather, the argument takes that presence to 
‘empower’ the possibility of rational scrutiny, in the sense that 
that presence will indeed commit society members to the 
possibility of such scrutiny in a way that they will not otherwise 
be committed. Changing conditions in the society then may 
trigger off that commitment and lead to actual such scrutiny. 

rational scrutiny. Rational clothing designers or wood-

workers, deeply intent on doing good work, will be 

committed to the possibility of rational scrutiny of all 

those many aspects of their lives that bear on their 

ability to create excellent coats or cabinets. And a 

wholehearted, rational adviser of a despot will be com-

mitted to the possible scrutiny of all the many aspects of 

his society that bear on maintaining the despot’s suc-

cessful rule. The present argument simply takes the 

presence in a society of the above sort of democratic 

organization to give a sufficient condition for members 

of that society to be committed to the possibility of 

rational scrutiny. It does not deny that there may be 

many other such sufficient conditions. 

Nevertheless, and even after we have set aside such 

confusions, this argument is likely to excite resistance. 

Much of this resistance focuses, I suspect, on the picture 

of the members of the wholeheartedly democratic socie-

ty and their commitments that is suggested by my rhe-

torical questions above. As noted, that picture is of 

society members as being mini-philosophes who are 

deeply and consciously alert to the possibility of the 

above sorts of scrutiny and are always ready to engage 

in it.10 Any reasoning that leads to such a picture is likely 

to raise suspicions. One may worry that if the above 

argument does yield this picture, then it builds such high 

standards into what is required for a given society to be 

wholeheartedly democratic that it has little bearing on 

the sorts of democratic societies that exist in the actual 

world. Or, alternatively, one may suppose that if we 

think that we can draw such a picture out of this argu-

ment, we are simply misunderstanding the strength of 

the conclusions that this kind of argument is able to 

support. 

The latter alternative seems to me correct. The ques-

tions at the end of §II really are rhetorical. The above §II 

argument, when it is carefully set out, does not lead to 

the radical picture just noted, although, as I will urge, it 

                                                 
10 Thus, it is not a picture merely of the kind of society that 
civics classes in democracies traditionally try to foster – a socie-
ty in which well-educated, alert citizens attach high value to 
democratic structures and support them as best they can. 
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does point to an important kind of commitment that is in 

fact made by members of wholeheartedly democratic 

societies. 

There are many grounds for taking our §II argument 

not to lead to the radical picture in question. The central 

reason is that this argument does not demonstrate that 

each society member in a wholeheartedly democratic 

society must actively and consciously take on a commit-

ment to scrutinize rationally every (or almost every) 

claim that comes to her attention about her society or 

about the relevant interests, values, and goals. 

To see this point, focus again on a given society 

member who wholeheartedly accepts the (i)–(iv)-style 

democratic form of that society. When the above argu-

ment is carefully developed, it rightly holds that, given 

this person’s satisfaction of the cognitive and motiva-

tional condition (iv), she is committed, as a citizen, to 

making the rationally best decisions that she can, in the 

light of the interests, values, and goals that she and her 

society accept. The argument also rightly holds that, as a 

wholehearted, motivated supporter of the democratic 

structure of her society and of her citizen’s role in that 

structure, this person consciously and actively accepts 

this last point. And the argument will correctly infer that, 

as such a supporter, this person consciously and actively 

accepts her responsibility to assess rationally the truth of 

any claim that is shown to her to bear on the correctness 

of the decisions that she must make.  

Given evidential promiscuity and the dynamical situ-

ation of this person’s broadly focused society, it is now 

indeed possible, as our argument in §II notes, that al-

most any claim may bear on that correctness. Of course, 

this is a general, abstract point that many society mem-

bers are unlikely to consider explicitly. But suppose that 

this point is brought to the attention of our present, 

highly motivated, and rational supporter of democratic 

structures. It seems clear that, given sufficient time for 

reflection, she will consciously agree that, first, she is 

indeed committed to the possibility that almost any 

claim may bear on the correctness of decisions that she 

must make and that, second, she must rationally assess 

any such claim that is shown to her to bear on these 

decisions. Moreover, because this person is the sort of 

society member whom we have described, she will also 

consciously agree that this possibility may involve claims 

about society and the interests, values, and goals that 

she and her society have. The argument that we gave in 

§II thus can correctly infer these last results. 

Consider now, however, the exact nature of the con-

scious commitment that the §II argument shows this 

society member to have taken on. The discussion in the 

previous paragraph shows that this commitment is simp-

ly a commitment to the general possibility that almost 

any claim about the world, her society, and the relevant 

interests, values, and goals may be a claim that she will 

have to assess rationally. This is not a commitment, with 

respect to any individual claim that may happen to occur 

to this society member, to assess that individual claim in 

particular. And even if some individual claim that this 

society member notes does indeed bear on one of her 

decisions, the commitment here – and the overall line of 

argument that I have just spelled out – does not commit 

her to assess that individual claim rationally unless that 

individual claim actually is shown to her to bear on that 

decision. Nor, and unless we assume that this society 

member is given specific reasons to be concerned about, 

say, the validity of her or of her society’s way of life, 

does the above argument commit her actively and con-

sciously to maintaining any sort of rational vigilance 

regarding the possibility that various claims about her 

society and interests will need her assessment. Our 

above §II argument thus does not really support the 

picture of society members as mini-philosophes commit-

ted to a constant readiness to assess the possibilities for 

radical changes in their way of life. 

However, and even given this result, I believe that the 

§II argument can be further developed so as to show 

something distinctive and potentially radical about the 

way in which a (i)–(iv)-style wholehearted democracy 

commits those who accept it to the possibility of a rational 

scrutiny of their world and lives. Consider again rational 

clothing designers, woodworkers, and advisers of a des-
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pot. Suppose that these people are situated analogously 

to the members of the democratic societies that we have 

been discussing and are wholeheartedly committed to 

doing the best work that they can. Then both evidential 

promiscuity and the presence of a dynamic, changing 

environment will hold with respect to these people as 

much as such factors hold with respect to the members of 

those democratic societies. Moreover, these people will 

satisfy the same sorts of cognitive and motivational condi-

tions for fulfilling their roles as do the members of such a 

society. So, we can apply our §II kind of argument (when it 

is properly understood, in the way just noted) to these 

people. Doing so, we can conclude that, like the members 

of a wholeheartedly democratic society, these people are 

committed to the general possibility that almost any claim 

about their society, and about their relevant interests, 

values, and goals, may be a claim that they will have to 

assess rationally.  

We can, in fact, take this conclusion a bit further, both 

in the case of these people and in the case of the mem-

bers of our wholeheartedly democratic society. When we 

do so, we will see that, in the case of the above sort of 

democratic societies – and simply because of the nature 

of those societies and of their satisfaction of (i)–(iv)-like 

conditions – a situation exists that is, for them, open in a 

certain way to radical change. This result will vindicate the 

idea that the §II argument, when it is properly under-

stood, does establish something potentially radical about 

the way in which a (i)–(iv)-style wholehearted democracy 

commits those who accept it to the possibility of a rational 

scrutiny of their world and lives. The result also will allow 

us to note that there is something distinctive about that 

commitment in comparison with the related kind of com-

mitment that one can argue to belong to the wholeheart-

ed adviser of a despot. 

We can argue for this result (and for the distinctive-

ness in question) by continuing our comparison of the 

member of the wholehearted democratic society with 

the clothing designer, the woodworker, and the adviser 

to the despot. In all these cases, and given that the 

individuals involved live in a dynamically changing envi-

ronment and are committed to their work, our §II argu-

ment, when properly understood, will in fact let us es-

tablish two points: (a) these individuals (these workers, 

advisers, or democratic citizens) are all committed to the 

general possibility that almost any claim about their 

world and society (and so on) may be a claim that they 

will have to assess rationally; and (b) there are no specif-

ic such claims that (give merely the above kind of argu-

ment) these individuals are committed to assessing. 

Moreover, and as indicated above, the above kind of 

argument, as we have so far developed it, does not by 

itself show that (c) these individuals are all committed to 

any special kind of rational vigilance as regards the pos-

sibility that such claims may arise and may need as-

sessing (for instance, the claim that wool or cherry wood 

is in short supply or that the subjects of the despot are 

meeting secretly).  

It nevertheless is clear that, in a dynamically changing 

world of the sort that exists now (and that has existed for 

tens of thousands of years), such claims, or the possibility 

that they may arise, are a constant feature of life. Ration-

al, motivated people need to take conscious account of 

the presence of such claims (and the possibility that oth-

ers will arise) if they are to fulfill their roles and do their 

work well. To the extent that they are rational and whole-

heartedly motivated, private workers and politically en-

gaged people in every kind of society, democratic or 

despotic, thus are, rationally, committed to a special, 

conscious vigilance about the possibility that these sorts of 

claims will arise. This special vigilance may of course vary 

in degree, but it goes well beyond the mere intellectual 

recognition of the general possibility (if it is brought to 

their attention) that such claims may arise. 

However, the roles of private workers such as cloth-

ing designers or woodworkers are, in general, fairly 

narrow, as are the issues that, at any given time, are 

likely actually to arise and affect those roles.11 So, simply 

                                                 
11 Or at least (and even in the case of global corporations, at 
least insofar as they do not play quasi-governmental roles) 
these issues have a fairly narrow scope in comparison with the 
issues that, as noted below, may require political decisions by 
democratic citizens or by the despot’s adviser. 
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insofar as these individuals are rational and motivated to 

fulfill these roles, the commitment (to the above sort of 

special, conscious vigilance) that these individuals will be 

rationally required to make will itself be fairly narrow. 

But individuals who occupy political roles are, in general, 

in a different situation. Given the actual nature of the 

dynamic changes in their environments, their whole-

hearted, rational commitment to fulfilling those roles 

requires them to be specially and consciously vigilant 

about the wide range of factors that may affect the 

healthy functioning of their society as a whole. Such 

factors will, after all, impinge on the democratic deci-

sions that they must make and on the actions that they 

must advise the despot to take. Hence members of a 

wholehearted democracy – and also wholehearted 

advisers of despots – will, in fact, have rational commit-

ments to an actual, special, conscious vigilance (and, of 

course, to an actual rational scrutiny and reflection) that 

concerns the possibility that claims may arise whose 

truth affects their societies and their wholehearted 

decisions about those societies. And they also will have a 

rational commitment to assess such claims – and to 

make possibly radical decisions, based on those assess-

ments, about their society.  

This commitment to a special, conscious vigilance 

thus puts both society members and advisers to a despot 

into a position in which they must be alert to the possi-

bility that all manner of claims may arise that require 

reassessment of their societies, interests, values, and 

goals. Of course, this result does not imply that these 

people must consciously have in mind the idea of radical 

change and must be ready to consider making such 

changes. After all, their actual situation, while dynami-

cally fluid, may change in regular ways – ways which, 

within their current societal structure, they have devel-

oped satisfactory general strategies for handling. (Mem-

bers of a democratically organized hunting-and-gather-

ing band who face recurring famines may be in this 

situation, as may the adviser to the despot in a city-state 

that is constantly beset by marauding raiders).12 But this 

result does imply that their commitment to a special, 

conscious vigilance puts them into a situation that com-

mits them to being in a cognitive and motivational state 

in which they will be able to appreciate – and if neces-

sary to act on – information that implies the need for 

radical change, should their society or lives alter in un-

expected or unmanageable ways. And their being in this 

kind of receptive, appreciative state goes beyond their 

merely recognizing intellectually the general possibility 

that claims may arise that will lead them to assess fur-

ther various details of their lives and values. They are not 

required to become mini-philosophes, given their 

wholehearted acceptance of their political roles. And 

their receptive state here need not involve any con-

scious, active grasp of the idea of radical change. But 

they are definitely required to exercise a kind of con-

scious vigilance on which the possible need for radical 

change can register, a conscious vigilance that will not 

simply ignore such needs and their assessment and 

management. 

By means of the above argument to the present re-

sult – the result that members of a (i)–(iv)-style, whole-

heartedly democratic society have a commitment to a 

special, rational vigilance and to the receptive, cognitive-

motivational state that this vigilance brings with it – we 

do thus vindicate the idea noted above: the idea that our 

§II argument, when it is properly understood and devel-

oped, establishes something potentially radical about 

the way in which wholehearted democracy commits 

those who accept it to the possibility of a rational scruti-

ny of their world and lives. As can be seen, the above 

kind of argument will establish a similar conclusion in the 

case of a wholehearted adviser to the despot and in the 

case of similar political figures (such as a wholehearted 

despot himself). But, as I have stressed, this argument 

                                                 
12 However, and given the actual transformations of past human 
societies and the widely disseminated views of various political 
thinkers, people living now will certainly be familiar with the 
general idea of radical change in a political system. It seems likely 
that such familiarity will, in general, make it easier for such people 
to appreciate, in the way noted below, the significance and force 
of information that implies the need for radical change. 
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aims only to show that the existence of wholehearted 

democracy in the (i)–(iv) style is a sufficient condition for 

the commitment (in the above way) to the possibility for 

radical change. The argument does not deny that there 

may well be other such sufficient conditions. 

Moreover, there is something distinctive about the 

way in which this commitment manifests itself in the 

case of wholehearted democracy in comparison with the 

case of the adviser to the despot or of the despot him-

self. Given our above reasoning, the citizens of a (i)–(iv)-

style wholehearted democracy are each committed to 

the above sort of rational vigilance and to being in the 

relevant receptive, cognitive-motivational state; and 

each of these citizens is thereby concerned with general 

features of their society and its members. Their concern 

is not directly or primarily focused on the relation of 

society and its members to any particular individual or 

feature of the world. But in the case of the despot’s 

adviser or in the case of the despot himself, the focus is 

indeed first, and directly, on the relation of the society 

and its members to the continuing success of the despot. 

Moreover, our above reasoning requires only that, with-

in this society, it is simply the despot himself and the 

wholehearted members of his government, such as the 

adviser, who will have and act on this focus.  

The requirement of vigilance and receptivity to 

change that applies in the wholehearted democracy is 

thus spread far wider among society members than is 

the analogous requirement that applies in a wholeheart-

edly despotic society. The fulfillment of that requirement 

within a wholehearted democracy also is likely to be 

able, in general, to draw on the rational resources and 

assessments of many more people than is the fulfillment 

of that requirement within the despotic state. And the 

mechanisms for fulfilling that requirement also will be 

more stable within the wholehearted democracy, to the 

extent that the despot and his advisers are more likely to 

be subject to change, deterioration, and irremediable 

failures of reasoning than is the totality of citizens in a 

well-functioning, wholeheartedly democratic society. I 

will not pursue this line of thought further, but it shows 

how one might incorporate the arguments in this essay 

into a more general case for favoring the institution of 

wholehearted democracy in a wide range of circum-

stances.13 

 

IV. Conclusions. What the Argument Shows 
 

Our above §II argument, when it is understood properly 

and then is extended in the above way, thus does suc-

ceed in showing that, simply in virtue of the nature of 

their roles and of their satisfaction of (i)–(iv)-like condi-

tions, members of wholeheartedly democratic societies 

are committed to a kind of vigilance and receptivity that 

will allow for (and so in this way will make them open to) 

radical change in their society and in their interests, 

values, and goals.  

However, it is important not to exaggerate the 

strength of this conclusion. As we have noted, this ar-

gument does not show that any radical change will actu-

ally occur (or will even actually be considered by 

members of the society). And the vigilance and receptiv-

ity in question are factors that simply help to prepare 

the ground for society members to consider the possibil-

ity of various sorts of radical change. By themselves, 

these factors do not require such members even to think 

consciously of the possibility for such change, that 

change being described as such. 

There also is an important conceptual reason for not 

exaggerating the strength of the conclusion just noted. 

The minimal sort of democracy that we have considered 

in this essay is a kind of procedurally characterized de-

mocracy. Wholehearted commitment to democracy, so 

characterized, amounts to a wholehearted commitment 

to the existence and maintenance of a situation in 

which, as noted in §II, the members of the society partic-

ipate in decisions binding on the members of the group; 

                                                 
13 Of course, nothing in the above remarks shows that in various 
special circumstances – e.g., a national emergency or a situation 
in which the citizenry cannot internalize democratic constraints 
– wholehearted (and reasonably benevolent) despotism may 
not be justified And, in particular circumstances, even success-
ful wholehearted democracies may break down. But such issues 
fall outside the purview of the present discussion. 
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and these members have an equal voice, in the way 

noted, in reaching those decisions. Our argument shows 

that when this situation meets conditions (i)–(iv), these 

members are committed to making the best possible 

decisions that they can, given their (and their society’s) 

interests, values, and goals. They are also then commit-

ted to the sort of rational vigilance and receptivity that 

we have considered above. 

However, nothing in this reasoning requires society 

members to have any specific sorts of substantive inter-

ests, values, or goals. Society members may hold altruis-

tic values and act nobly. But, while sincerely and 

wholeheartedly accepting the above democratic proce-

dures, society members may also act out of interests and 

values that are very different from those by which many 

of us live. They may attach exceptional value to the 

views of a charismatic charlatan and make their deci-

sions in the light of those views. Or again (and to note 

another familiar source of concern about arguments of 

the sort that I have developed in this essay) they may 

reason in ways that most of us would consider deviant. 

They may, for example, make crucial decisions by study-

ing the flights of birds or through trial by ordeal. 

Formally, our above argument (with its supplemen-

tation by vigilance and receptivity considerations) still 

applies even in these latter cases. Given that argument, 

a (i)–(iv)-style wholeheartedly democratic society of such 

a sort does exhibit a situation that is open to radical 

change in the way that I have developed above, simply in 

virtue of its nature. But the radical change here might be 

simply to spend more time than before in the adulation 

of the charlatan or to increase the severity of the or-

deals. Given the procedural, value-free nature of our 

above characterization of democracy, together with the 

abstract, value-neutral structure of our above reasoning, 

what counts as radical here is simply anything that con-

siderably alters the conditions of the society (or of its 

interests, values, or goals) when those conditions are 

viewed in light of the particular interests, values, and 

goals (and current factual beliefs) that belong to mem-

bers of the wholeheartedly democratic society in ques-

tion.14 Just as there are no specific, substantive values 

built into our above account of wholehearted democra-

cy, so too there are no specific, substantive values built 

into the idea of radical change that our above argument 

considers. 

As I see, it, this fact is not a defect of this argument 

but simply a fact about what such a kind of argument 

can, by itself, achieve. By appealing to a specific set of 

interests, values, and goals (or to a specific conception of 

rationality), we can then import substantive content into 

the commitment that we are here discussing to the 

possibility of change. But the argument itself does not 

appeal to any such content.  

In Howell 2010, I suggested that we human beings, 

as members of our biological species, share certain high-

level substantive values, however much we may disagree 

about how best to implement these values given our 

specific factual beliefs, desires, acculturation, and so on. 

(Such high-level values might include human life, dignity, 

and autonomy; the sustenance of one’s family; and the 

protection of one’s goods.) I suggested, also, that we 

human beings, as members of our biological species, 

share certain high-level, inbuilt standards of rationality 

and forms of reasoning.15 

These suggestions, even if they are generally correct, 

raise complex questions and need detailed investigation. 

They are compatible with the possibility of ultimate disa-

greement about other values and modes of reasoning that 

we accept or about the exact implementation of whatever 

                                                 
14 Here ‘considerable’ carries no substantive value implications; 
and in mentioning the interests, values, and goals (whatever 
they are) of such society members, we commit ourselves to no 
specific such implications. 
15 See Howell 2010, 83–84 on shared rationality and 91–92, 93–
94 on shared values. Note Crain 2012’s ‘logical nativism’. I take 
the shared rationality, here, to be of the straightforward, value-
neutral sort that is realized, worldwide, in ordinary deductive 
and inductive forms of reasoning, both theoretical and practi-
cal. The premises that such reasoning involves will sometimes 
include value and factual claims – among them deeply held 
ideological views – that are peculiar to a given group of reason-
ers. But the presence of such claims and views will not affect 
the logical validity or the nature of these forms of reasoning 
themselves, however well individual human beings may actually 
reason using these forms. And those claims and views will 
themselves be open to the sorts of rational and pragmatic 
evaluation and revision that I indicate below. (Thanks to Lyubov 
Bugaeva for a question that prompted these remarks.) 
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values and forms of reasoning turn out to be inbuilt. 

Moreover, the mere fact that certain values and forms of 

reasoning are inbuilt does not mean that these values and 

forms of reasoning must be treated as ultimate and not 

themselves open to revision. But if these suggestions are 

correct, then we can strengthen the above reasoning 

(with its vigilance and receptivity supplement). We can do 

so in a way that is broadly pragmatic.  

Specifically, and accepting these suggestions, we can 

focus on (i)–(iv)-style, wholeheartedly democratic socie-

ties that, like all human communities, will then in fact 

share high-level substantive values and substantive, 

high-level standards of rationality. Taking these values 

and these standards as a starting point, we can argue 

that such societies, given their nature, are committed (in 

the vigilance-and-receptivity way that we have noted) to 

openness to radical change, where that change is evalu-

ated in terms of such values and standards. This com-

mitment will point to an openness to radical improve-

ments (in substantive ways, given these values) in the 

society. And it will point to an openness to the loss of 

traditional ways of life (as I noted in 2010). As the argu-

ment proceeds, we will have to take into account the 

actual circumstances and the specific interests and goals 

of the societies and of their members. We also will need 

to note how all these things interact in practice so as to 

produce outcomes in which the societies can find satis-

faction.16 (Moreover, as we proceed, we may need to 

reconsider or refine various of the inbuilt values and 

standards of rationality with which we began.)  

                                                 
16 At the level of explicit propositional discourse, the issues here 
may turn out to be too complex for us human beings fully and 
explicitly to reason through. We may have no alternative but to 
consider specific value choices as they operate in the actual 
world (or perhaps in computer simulations) and then to observe 
how these choices fare in yielding satisfactory outcomes. We 
may thus have to employ a kind of Deweyan experimentalism at 
this point. 

There is no guarantee that, in so proceeding, we will 

reach a unique set of proposals for change that everyone 

will accept. Nor is there any guarantee that such change 

will actually be implemented or even that the reasoning 

towards it will begin. We have only to look around us to 

see democratic forms of government undermined and 

ancient cruelties reinstated. But we also see moral and 

societal advances in how, for example, many societies 

consider it proper to conduct war, elicit testimony at 

trials, and organize and respect gender relations, even 

given how fraught and sometimes fragile these advances 

are. Such advances show that the possibilities for posi-

tive change are not chimerical. The present line of 

thought notes one further way in which our above ar-

gument (developed so as to reason to vigilance and 

receptivity and then to appeal to shared values and 

rational standards) may lead to significant results. I will 

not try to spell out these matters further. But they pro-

vide one reason why I believe that this argument de-

serves further consideration and elaboration. 
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