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ABSTRACT: The economist Kenneth Arrow, in Social 
Choice and Individual Values (1951), famously proved that 
a society of diverse preferences can only be ordered by 
dictatorship. Unless diverse preferences can adjust, elec-
toral democracy cannot govern. Philip Kitcher, in Moral 
Progress (2021), emphasizes the importance for moral 
progress of sympathetic understanding of others through 
“ideal” conversation. This paper contends that conversa-
tion alone is inadequate for resolution of conflicts in a de-
mocracy. Conflict is accompanied by discourse, but pref-
erences are grounded in habits. Social habits, and shared 
patterns of conduct, resist adjustment in response to dis-
course alone. Yet habits and preferences demonstrably 
adjust in the process of conflict resolution, potentially re-
solving Arrow’s impossibility problem. The paper advanc-
es a pragmatic theory of preference conflict distinct from 
the Marxist model of power-oriented class or group con-
flict. Pragmatic conflict is not strictly constituted of group 
power struggles, but of aggregated preferences, a more 
common, indeed endemic, formation and interaction of 
opposing opinions and beliefs in response to multiple 
shared problems. Preference conflict theory illuminates 
the boundary between inquiry and violence in the polar-
ization of aggregated opposing interests. It is open to a 
fluid Deweyan transformation, in the continuum of inqui-
ry, through which specific problems can be democratical-
ly recognized, defined, and resolved by incremental group 
preference adjustment, as discrete problems are identi-
fied and remedial practices are adopted through stake-
holder input, enforceable through law. 

Introduction

This essay claims that pragmatic naturalism, the insight 

radically connecting philosophy to natural life that Charles 

S. Peirce articulated in his 1877 essay “The Fixation of Be-

lief,” must recognize an agonistic aspect of inquiry: an 

aspect of empiricism grounded in extended dispute and 

conflict, rather than immediate aggregative induction. 

Peirce’s progression from doubt to belief is driven by 

specific conflicts and their precarious resolution. Conflict 

drives the acquisition of information and the need for ad-

justment of habits and beliefs. Where resolution is ade-

quately representative of all relevant interests, pragmatic 

conflict serves as a dialogical motivator and an unavoid-

able avenue toward justified order. Pragmatic conflict can 

be distinguished from the violence-prone Marxist model 

as a discovery process and an adjustment process. This 

view is supported by John Dewey’s 1927 The Public and 

its Problems, 1938 Logic: The Theory of Inquiry, and 1932 

Dewey and Tufts Ethics. It is developed below in response 

to Kenneth Arrow’s 1951 Social Choice and Individual Val-

ues, and Philip Kitcher’s Moral Progress (2021). 

I. KITCHER

“They didn’t give us the vote. We took it.” 

So says a narrator in the recent PBS documentary about 

the relentless opposition overcome by sheer persistence 

in the struggle for female suffrage. In Moral Progress 

(2021, the 2019 Munich Lectures with comments), Philip 

Kitcher draws on John Dewey to develop a pragmatic nat-

uralist approach to moral philosophy, following his The 

Ethical Project (2011). He cites three historical examples 

of moral progress, the abolition of slavery, expanded op-

portunity for women, and acceptance of same-gender 

relationships, to develop a method of moral inquiry. 

How might that method reflect the striving, and 

fierce conflict, of the suffragist movement, the Stonewall 

riot, the American Civil War? Kitcher’s commentators 

in Moral Progress raise this question, one writing “The 

history of much moral progress . . . has not been funda-

mentally a history of conversation at all, but a history of 

power: the wielding of power by the dominant against 

the oppressed, and the eventual seizing of that power, or 

some small part of that power, by the dominated.” But 

notwithstanding the narrator’s claim about taking wom-

en’s suffrage, this model of conflict, deriving from Karl 

Marx and Max Weber, does not neatly fit the multiple do-

mestic conflicts of the past, or especially of the present.

Moral Progress follows Kitcher’s tightly argued and 

sweeping genealogical history in The Ethical Project, 
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which focused on the three historic examples. This es-

say addresses the methodological issue—what lessons 

are implied by this history—and on the recent problem 

of national and global polarization that Kitcher has yet 

to address. In the United States, that now includes the 

reversal in June 2022 of Roe v. Wade, a gathering con-

servative antipathy towards same gender relations, a fail-

ure adequately to respond to gun violence even against 

young children, negative attitudes toward underlying dif-

ferences of race and national origin, and a turn toward 

authoritarianism in one of the two major political parties. 

The economist Kenneth Arrow, in Social Choice and 

Individual Values (1951), famously showed that a society 

of diverse preferences can only be ordered by dictator-

ship. Unless diverse preferences can adjust, electoral 

democracy cannot govern. Arrow’s thesis provides com-

pelling reason for an account of progress that explains 

how a society of multiple diverse preferences can adjust 

to resolve urgent controversies. His thesis is the subject 

of part II. Part III describes how John Dewey’s theory of 

democracy incorporates a pragmatic approach to prefer-

ence conflict and its resolution, through the transforma-

tive continuum of inquiry into discrete problems.

Moral progress becomes harder to define in a strug-

gle among radically opposing—and shifting—views. 

Kitcher (with Dewey) rightly rejects the “Discovery View” 

that it consists in the finding of mind-independent moral 

truths. In his alternative account, individuals and societ-

ies make moral progress as they amend their practices 

to identify problematic situations. Ultimately, they over-

come moral problems through conversation. In empha-

sizing the need for sympathetic understanding of others 

through ‘ideal’ conversation, he echoes ideas developed 

by Kant, Rawls and Habermas, while insisting that his 

methodology, unlike ideal theory, is intended for use by 

real people in the real world.1

It is unfortunate that this discussion has come to rely 

1 Remarks reported in conversation with Julia Herman of the 
philosophy blog ‘Justice Everywhere,’ on October 13, 2019.

on just two opposing versions of ‘real people’ naturalism. 

One is the model of discourse and rational deliberation, 

the other of raw power conflicts among opposing groups. 

The latter model, deriving from Marx and Weber (since 

modified by Mouffe, Laclau and others, 2001) is unclear 

on how resolutions are effectively ‘seized’ by the power-

less. Neither model holds realistic prospects for resolving 

the multiple disputes and problems driving global po-

larization. Neither ideal conversation nor the eventual 

reallocating of power (nor Mouffe’s hegemony-centered 

‘agonistic democracy’) provide an explanatory avenue for 

the actual adjustment of resistant individual preferences.

The phenomenon of interest here is the potential for 

a Deweyan transformation of presumed firm preferenc-

es in the resolution of often extended conflicts. Conflict 

is accompanied by discourse, which Marxists tend to 

ignore, but preferences are grounded in habits, which 

discourse theory underestimates. Can shared habits 

change? Social habits, or shared patterns of conduct, re-

sist adjustment in response to discourse alone. Yet habits 

and preferences do demonstrably adjust in the process 

of conflict resolution. The very definition of a problem is 

adaptable, and the terms of debate can and will change 

over time. 

Kitcher attributes enormous, indeed plenary, agency 

to ideal conversation. He sees progressive changes of the 

past as unnecessarily slow and unsteady— moral prog-

ress could have been faster and more thorough, had a 

methodology been applied called “democratic contrac-

tualism,” outlined in 11 steps.2 When a situation is de-

21. A situation is prima facie morally problematic if there is some 
individual or group of individuals who resent the fact that the 
accepted moral framework permits it. 
2. If a situation is prima facie problematic, and if its problematic 
status is urgent, it should initiate moral inquiry. 
3. Properly pursued moral inquiry initiated by a prima facie 
problematic situation consists in an ideal conversation appro-
priate to that situation. 
4. If a challenge is brought to members of a particular group, 
then it counts as urgent just in case a fully inclusive, optimally 
informed deliberation among representatives of the different 
perspectives within the group, committed to presumptive sym-
pathy with the challengers, would endorse that challenge as 
one of the urgent candidates for moral inquiry. 
5. A group’s moral inquiries into challenges are justified just in 
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fined as morally problematic, moral inquiry proceeds in a 

manner designed to include all stakeholders to proceed 

toward inclusive resolution. Kitcher’s methodology in-

cludes measures to seek a joint “justified acceptance of 

a situation as problematic.” It includes periodic reviews 

of the status quo independent of actual complaints of 

or perceptions of a problem. Philosophers play a role in 

assuring that such questioning of the status quo is under-

taken on a regular basis. 

The aim of naturalism is toward the actual, not the 

ideal. The suffragists were not invited to ‘converse,’ but 

Kitcher counts that as a correctable error. Insofar as their 

path was an exchange of views, it was pushing relentless-

ly against opposing habits and beliefs. Some men argued 

women were too delicate for such a change: “It is unwise 

to risk the good we already have for the evil which may 

occur.” When Virginia Louise Minor’s registration to vote 

case (i) each of the challenges investigated belongs to the set 
of urgent candidates, and (ii) there is no challenge selected for 
investigation such that some challenge not selected is unan-
imously ranked as more urgent by the deliberation through 
which the urgency of challenges is measured. 
6. A situation is justifiably taken to be problematic just in case a 
properly pursued moral inquiry initiated by that situation would 
generate the conclusion that it is indeed problematic. 
7. An ideal conversation appropriate to a prima facie problem-
atic situation is a discussion in which the perspectives of all the 
stakeholders with respect to that situation are represented, in 
which proposals for responding to the situation are only consid-
ered if they, and the judgments put forward in their support, are 
consistent with the best information available in that situation, 
and in which the participants are mutually engaged. 
8. A proposal is a justified resolution of a problematic situation 
just in case the transition from the problematic situation to that 
proposed would be endorsed in an ideal conversation in which 
the perspectives of stakeholders with respect to both situations 
were represented. 
9. A change in moral practice is progressive just in case it would 
be retained in an indefinitely proceeding sequence of justified 
resolutions. 
10. Even in the absence of challenges, societies should periodi-
cally assess whether restrictions on the appropriateness of ide-
als of the self for some subgroups can be justified. As in other 
cases of moral inquiry, urgency is measured through attempts 
to estimate the suffering and confinement caused if the ortho-
dox assumptions about appropriateness of ideals turned out to 
be unwarranted. 
11. Any moral inquiry in which claims about the proper restric-
tions on ideals of the self are employed to support the view that 
the perspectives of the challengers should not be targets of 
sympathetic engagement should generate a secondary inquiry 
into the aptness of those ideals for people who are currently 
viewed as unsuited to adopting them.
(Kitcher 2021:34f)

in St. Louis in 1872 was rejected, she appealed to the 

Supreme Court. Nine male justices declined to interpret 

the 14th Amendment’s “all persons” to include women. 

An ensuing harsh exchange of views was carved from ex-

perience: Jane Addams, in a speech before the Chicago 

Political Equality League in 1897, declared “I am not one 

of those who believe – broadly speaking – that women 

are better than men. We have not wrecked railroads, nor 

corrupted legislatures, nor done many unholy things that 

men have done; but then we must remember that we 

have not had the chance.” 

As the 1918 flu spread among soldiers toward the 

end of World War I, women surged into the U.S. work-

force, undercutting arguments that they were too fragile 

or mentally unfit. Unequal pay and working conditions 

galvanized their cause, ultimately succeeding not as a 

seizure of power but as a convergence of national pref-

erences. On Aug. 18, 1920, the 19th Amendment, passed 

by Congress the previous June, was ratified by Tennes-

see, the final necessary state. National preferences had 

changed. Yet today, with Roe overturned, and as the Me-

Too movement and counter-reaction demonstrates, the 

struggle for women’s full equality is ongoing. Rather than 

a conflict between discrete groups for a share of power, 

the ongoing struggle is better explained as a further op-

position and continuing conflict of preferences, habits, 

and beliefs. 

Contemporary conflicts reflect opposing preferences 

that arise from a clash of views of the future. That there is 

robust opposition over the very idea of progress is newly 

evident; we are again in a period of ubiquitous conflict, 

and a period also of potential transformation. Conflict 

among opposing preferences is evident in problems large 

and small, and conflict can lead to adjustment of those 

preferences. Response to conflicts can promote social 

transformation, and operate as an ordering process out-

side of the formal public sphere. 

Conflict can be a negative obstacle, but a potentially 

positive force where conversation fails to change prefer-
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ences and habits. Take two quite different contemporary 

examples, the general polarization of domestic politics 

along party lines, and by way of contrast, the issue-spe-

cific dispute over medical assistance to a willing patient’s 

death, or voluntary euthanasia. For many years the eu-

thanasia issue was acutely problematic and ill-defined, 

until Dr. Jack Kevorkian devised a program to challenge 

the status quo, using a device that only a patient could 

activate. Thereafter occurred a period of engagement and 

reassessment of the complex array of medical, legal, fami-

ly and other issues surrounding medically assisted death. 

In transformative inquiry, an initial binary standoff is 

replaced by the comparison of multiple considerations. 

At Dr. Kevorkian’s trial, the opposing arguments were 

whether a particular death was suicide or homicide— 

personal autonomy vs. the right to life. The opposing 

sides were galvanized by abstract ideological reasoning. 

Although the general issue is hardly settled for all opin-

ion, compared to the struggle over medical assistance 

to abortion it has reached a stage of comparative sta-

bility. Public debate over assisted death continues, but 

has adapted to new criteria. This phenomenon of ad-

justment, what might be called “transformation of the 

reasons environment,” requires more than ideal conver-

sation. A critical question is how the process implicates 

democratic values, addressed below in part III. 

Both of these examples are shared conflicts that have 

spanned years, and have already effected transforma-

tions in American society; and both continue to do so. 

While political polarization does not appear anywhere 

near resolution, assisted death has visibly gone from a 

more problematic stage to one of increasing resolution, 

having been spurred by the conviction of Jack Kevorkian 

for homicide in 1999. It took Kevorkian’s prison sentence 

to open up the topic to considerations beyond homicide 

versus suicide. 

The very definition of a problem is adaptable, and 

the terms of debate can change over time. Some basic 

conditions of this process of adjustment are examined 

in part III below. Philosophy in the 21st century has its 

own transformational disputes. Dewey’s pragmatic nat-

uralism, widely ignored until Richard Rorty’s Philosophy 

and the Mirror of Nature in 1979, has mounted a come-

back, with and against analytical models and ideal ethical 

theories. Kitcher’s effort is a welcome contribution for 

American pragmatists, a now growing community that 

kept Dewey’s naturalism alive during years when the APA 

was dominated by analytic philosophers. But since Rorty, 

Dewey scholarship has given less emphasis to Dewey’s 

concern for transformations that must occur in conflict 

resolution and in logic itself.

Both Dewey and Kitcher follow Charles Peirce’s prag-

matic naturalism, the progress from doubt to belief, 

driven by conflict over shared problems. If “naturalism” 

refers to the actual world, pragmatism needs a revised 

theory of conflict and its resolution. 

II. ARROW 

Kenneth Arrow’s thesis presents a powerful reason for 

a pragmatic theory of conflict. His seminal work, Social 

Choice and Individual Values, begins: “In a capitalist de-

mocracy there are essentially two methods by which so-

cial choices can be made: voting, typically used to make 

political decisions, and the market mechanism, typical-

ly used to make economic decisions.” Arrow goes on to 

mention two other methods, dictatorship and conven-

tion, but these relate to forms of society which he distin-

guishes from ours, even while demonstrating that elec-

toral mechanisms cannot work.3 

3 To the philosophers of ancient Greece, the basic theory of ma-
joritarian democracy revealed the potential “tyranny of the ma-
jority,” and since the 18th century there has been doubt whether 
“rational” majoritarian public choice is possible at all. The “voting 
paradox” holds, in a simple calculation, that rational resolution of 
different preferences by voting is impossible. In the 18th century 
the Marquis de Condorcet, in the French Enlightenment, saw this 
as a fundamental problem in the classical model of democracy. 
Kenneth Arrow extended it in 1951 to prove, to the satisfaction of 
the academic world, that no rational system of ordering diverse 
preferences is possible other than dictatorship. But what Arrow 
meant by “rational” assumes fixed preferences, instantaneous 
analysis, and it ignores the operation of social conflict. 
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Arrow deploys a view drawn from economics, relating 

to individual preferences for commodities and econom-

ic roles.4 His “General Possibility Theorem” is actually a 

general impossibility theorem. Widely if not uniformly 

accepted by welfare economists, his theorem extends to 

the impossibility of ordering any social domain with as-

sumed distinct preferences, however extensive, not just 

by voting, but by any method except dictatorship. Pro-

fessor Allan Feldman of Brown University said of Arrow’s 

theory that it 

provides an unambiguous answer to the ques-
tion ‘is there a foolproof way to derive complete 
and transitive social preference relations?’ The 
answer is No. This clearly negative result casts 
doubts on all assertions that there is a general 
will, a social contract, a social good, a will of the 
people, a peoples’ government, a peoples’ voice, 
a social benefit, and so on and so forth. That is, it 
casts doubt on all notions that . . . attribute pref-
erences to society that are comparable to prefer-
ences for an individual. Therefore it casts doubts 
on vast areas of 20th century social thought.5

But it does not necessarily cast doubt on John Dewey’s 

pragmatism, which in one vital respect stands in contrast 

to the utilitarian roots of Arrow’s thesis6 as well as much 

contemporary social thought. Arrow follows a utilitar-

ian turn toward instant individual preferences, and the 

assumption that every individual has their own distinct 

and presumably stable set of them.7 In contrast, Dewey’s 

pragmatic model emphasizes the critical importance of 

problem solving in a potentially transformative continu-

um of inquiry. The very preferences assumed to be stable 

by Arrow are subject to case-by-case adjustment in the 

course of Deweyan inquiry.

Arrow delineates his universe of fixed preferences as 

4 See Amartya Sen, Collective Choice and Social Welfare, Cam-
bridge MA: Harvard University Press, 2017.
5 Allan Feldman, Welfare Economics and Social Choice Theory 
(Boston: Martinus Nijhoff, 1980) 191.
6 References here to utilitarianism are to its social policy appli-
cations, or ‘public choice’ utilitarianism as opposed to ‘personal 
morality’ utilitarianism; see Amartya Sen and Bernard Williams, 
Utilitarianism and Beyond (Cambridge University Press 1982), 1-2.
7 The favored authority for this view is George J. Stigler & Gary 
S. Becker, “De Gustibus Non Est Disputandum,” American Eco-
nomic Review, vol. 67, No. 2 (Mar., 1977), 76- 90

letterered variables, like x, y and z, representing distinct 

preferences. A simple demonstrable model takes three 

individuals, 1, 2 and 3, who have the divergent prefer-

ences x, y and z. It is then a straightforward mathemati-

cal problem to investigate how they might vote on their 

preferences, or what rational method might exist for re-

solving disagreement. The simple math problem under-

lies Arrow’s General Possibility Theorem for all systems:

Assume a society composed of three voters, 1, 
2 and 3. Further, assume that they are present-
ed with three mutually exclusive proposals, x, y 
and z. The voters must choose under majority 
rule between proposals x and y. Proposal x will 
win because both 1 and 2 prefer x to y, and will 
vote accordingly; 3, who prefers y, will be outvot-
ed. If instead the electorate is presented with a 
choice between y and z, y will win because that 
is preferred by 1 and 2. If the voters are given the 
choice between x and z, z will win because voters 
2 and 3 will vote for z. 

The conclusion? The majority wants both x and not-x. 

Note that if this summary (by the author of this essay, not 

by Arrow) were to say that 1, 2 and 3 “are deliberating,” 

rather than “are presented with” the three proposals, it 

would add an element of time and the possibility of dy-

namic interaction. Yet Arrow himself considers no such 

elements, nor the possibility of preference transforma-

tion over time, because he does not consider the relation 

of particular preferences to specific shared problems.

Arrow asserts “These alternatives are mutually exclu-

sive [my emphasis]; they are denoted by the small letters 

x, y, z, . . . . On any given occasion, the chooser has avail-

able to him a subset S of all possible alternatives and he 

is required to choose one out of this set” (1951:12). If two 

individuals holding x and y are in active disagreement, 

might they resolve it over time? If so, can preferences x 

and y be properly considered “mutually exclusive” during 

that time? Arrow’s thesis claims to address all preferenc-

es regarding individual values. Any theory of preferences 

should be able to comprehend such phenomena as the 

political polarizations currently afflicting contemporary 

western societies.
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If indeed there is interaction over time, at what point 

in the inquiry are opposing preferences considered suffi-

ciently rigid to be “mutually exclusive”? Throughout so-

ciety, many individual preferences are arguably distinct 

at any given moment, but many others are changing by 

degree throughout active engagement by preference 

holders. Arrow at each instantaneous point would insist 

on dictatorship as the only choice option. His conception 

of dictatorship cuts off inquiry at a purely hypothetical 

point within the problematic continuum.8 A choice may 

ultimately be put to a referendum, but this does not fore-

close whether proposals have been adequately subject-

ed to particularized formative inquiry, including citizen 

input, and already subject to transformation.

There are circumstances in which Arrow’s model 

appears accurately representative. In a small commit-

tee meeting where the participants come with firm and 

unyielding views, the voting paradox and Arrow’s thesis 

may prove correct.9 The next step in Arrow’s argument 

is to apply the same logic to society as a whole: multi-

ple individuals holding multiple unyielding preferences, 

with no clear outcome from voting. But Arrow in 1951 

makes the error of overextending his assumption of mu-

tually exclusive preferences. His claim that no “rational” 

system of ordering other than dictatorship is possible in 

a vast society of diverse preferences assumes that every-

one is like the unyielding committee members.10 

8 I am grateful to Brian Butler of UNC Asheville for articulating 
this point.
9 The process of dispute identifies salient characteristics for oth-
ers who share the problem and look for a solution. Thus, the 
presumption of a society of constant, stable preferences is a 
hypothetical model, and not the only available one. It is often 
said to work for situations like a referendum. However, unlike 
the symbols x, y and z, referendum alternatives are specifically 
framed. The real world does not often propose an undefined 
referendum, like “$1 million for schools, police, or roads.” It 
is more like “$1 million for construction of a new elementary 
school building on the corner of Ash and Main Streets,” versus 
“$1 million for hiring and training 25 new officers,” and $1 mil-
lion to repave Route 56.” Each proposal has been subject to a 
particularized formative inquiry, including citizen input, and 
transformative conflict. 
10 “The aim of the present paper is to show that these difficul-
ties are general. For any method of deriving social choice by ag-
gregating individual preference patterns which satisfies certain 
natural conditions, it is possible to find individual preference 

Preferences x, y and z are distinct and are compared 

simultaneously. But if individuals 1, 2 and 3 actively dis-

agreed, would there not be a potential conflict, and if 

so, might it be resolved? Arrow’s proof applies the basic 

analysis to any group of any size, up to and including an 

entire country. His calculation reaches the same impos-

sibility conclusion for an unlimited domain of individu-

al preferences, and it carries the same assumption into 

that vast domain, positing the unyielding nature of the 

entire body of preferences, as well as the instantaneous 

comparison of them all. Can a changing preference, one 

that is by definition not fixed and discrete from all others 

marked by letters, be represented by, or as, a letter such 

as x, y, or z? If not, then Arrow’s calculus is missing a key 

element of the social utility calculus. The positions x and 

y are in transformation, such that an acceptable middle 

course may be reached. Unlike the general utility maxi-

mization problem driving Arrow’s inquiry (1951:3), actual 

inquiry involves particular problems seeking solutions.

Arrow’s model is not accurate and comprehensive 

if preferences, economic and otherwise, are subject to 

adjustment in the wake of interaction and internal con-

flict. If change is possible, then dispute and non-violent 

conflict is actually a saving force in democratic society. 

It breaks free from the tight grip of the impossibility the-

orem.11 If there is a dispute between individuals 1 and 

2 over the nature of x, and the two individuals are giv-

en time to work it out, perhaps coming to a new version 

of x (call it ‘x prime’) there would be no necessity of a 

patterns which give rise to a social choice pattern which is not a 
linear ordering. In particular, this is very likely to be the case if, 
as is frequently assumed, each individual’s preferences among 
social states are derived purely from his personal consump-
tion-leisure-saving situation in each.” Arrow 1950:330, empha-
sis in original, footnote omitted..
11 “If we adopt the traditional identification of rationality with 
maximization of some sort, then the problem of achieving a so-
cial maximum derived from individual desires is precisely the 
problem which has been central to the field of welfare econom-
ics. However, the search for a clear definition of optimum social 
welfare has been plagued by the difficulties of interpersonal 
comparisons. The emphasis, as is well known, has shifted to a 
weaker definition of optimum, namely, the determination of all 
social states such that no individual can be made better off with- 
out making someone worse off.” Arrow 1950:329
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dictator.12 This is a very different conclusion from that of 

professor Feldman, that Arrow’s “clearly negative result 

casts doubts on all assertions that there is a general will, 

a social contract, a social good, a will of the people, a 

peoples’ government, a peoples’ voice.” 

Pragmatic conflict is a form of public inquiry that 

goes on all the time, in between the occasional elec-

tions and referenda. For civil society to continue, per-

sistent disputes must be resolved, whether or not they 

can be put before an electorate for a majoritarian vote. 

Conflicts influence preferences, while suffrage alone, 

though essential to democracy, does not. A new dynam-

ic for democracy thus comes into view. It involves the 

interaction between the emergence of disputes, their 

ongoing agonistic inquiry throughout American society, 

and the formal process of referenda and elections. Dem-

ocratic inquiry does not begin and end with voting, an 

insight that was fundamental to Dewey’s philosophy of 

democracy.

Arrow’s model is a “flash camera” image picturing a 

society of immediate individual preferences. It is distinct 

from, and oblivious to, a dynamic social environment of 

both settled and unsettled problems under constant con-

sideration, in which individual attitudes and preferences 

cannot accurately be caught as a fixed image, as they are 

in different stages of resolution in continuing inquiries.13 

Arrow’s theorem and the voting paradox ignore the epis-

temology of preference, the role of disagreement, and 

the extended continuum of inquiry. Arrow applies his 

12 “It should be emphasized here that the present study is con-
cerned with the formal aspects of the foregoing question. That 
is, we ask if it is formally possible to construct a procedure for 
passing from a set of known individual tastes to a pattern of so-
cial decision-making, the procedure in question being required 
to satisfy certain natural conditions [my emphasis].” Arrow 
1951:2.
13 An Arrovian distribution of preferences can be plausibly imag-
ined at a given instant, but only by ignoring the context and sta-
tus of ongoing disputes, including over the preferences xyz that 
occupy various groups and are in fact subject to movement. 
While the model is illustrative of many specific voting quanda-
ries, the generalized “paradox” simply observes that a society of 
permanent disagreements is not governable by voting. Arrow’s 
thesis determines that under basic assumptions dictatorship is 
the only option.

model to any universe of preference-holding individuals, 

but it holds only if the entire universe of relevant pref-

erence-holders is static within the period of inquiry and 

choice. The model tacitly presumes instantaneous choice 

in an unchanging framework. 

By comparison, John Dewey’s vision of the distribu-

tion of social preferences in response to an uneven uni-

verse of ongoing problems (some more defined and ad-

dressed than others) is closer to what Nancy Cartwright 

(referring to scientific inquiry) has called a “dappled 

world.”14 It reflects constant incremental group prefer-

ence adjustment, as discrete problems are identified and 

remedial practices are generated. But specific problems 

can be more, or less, democratically recognized, defined, 

and resolved. How inclusive and factually comprehensive 

resolution occurs will affect democratic ideals and insti-

tutions. The next section examines Dewey’s vision and 

how it relates to deliberative democracy.

III. DEWEY

Two key elements of Dewey’s logic of inquiry are missing 

from Kenneth Arrow’s analysis: the occurrence of specific 

problems, and their subjection to a continuum of inqui-

ry. Arrow fails to address the conditions surrounding the 

persistence of aggregated preferences, their reinforce-

ment in habits, their opposition in ubiquitous disputes 

and conflicts, and most important, their necessity to 

adjust for social order or progress in resolving disputes. 

His model of rationality is a detached calculation from a 

hypothetical fixity, ignoring vectors of information acqui-

sition, action, and change.

The crisis of today is better understood through the 

lens of Dewey’s vision. Dewey’s outlook permits assess-

ment of the granular nature of problems and their forma-

tion, definition, and ultimate resolution through trans-

formative action and transformed practices. Rather than 

14 Nancy Cartwright, The Dappled World: A Study of the Bound-
aries of Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999)
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fixed preferences, his view of society includes constant 

active struggle: 

[T]here is no single thing denominated “society’; 
there are many societies, many forms of associ-
ation. These different groups and classes strug-
gle in many ways against one another and have 
very diverse values. Men associate in friendship 
and in antagonism; for recreation and for crime; 
they unite in clubs and fraternities, in cliques and 
sects, in churches and armies; to promote sci-
ence and art and to prey upon others; they unite 
in business partnerships and corporations. Then 
these social units compete vigorously against one 
another. 1932:359

Within this ubiquitous conflict are problems arising from 

opposing habits and beliefs, the prevalent “arrange-

ments in social life”:

What do exist are conflicts between some indi-
viduals and some arrangements in social life; be-
tween groups and classes of individuals; between 
nations and races; between old traditions em-
bedded in institutions and new ways of thinking 
and acting which spring from those few individu-
als who depart from and who attack what is so-
cially accepted. There is also a genuine difference 
of convictions as to the way in which, at any giv-
en time, these conflicts should be met and man-
aged. 1932:358-9.

The existence of “different convictions as to the way in 

which conflicts should be met and managed” can be seen 

in today’s polarization, and suggests the prevalence of 

distinct and often opposing models of moral progress it-

self. Current attitudes toward sexual assault, affirmative 

action, climate change and remediation, policing, gun 

regulation, teaching controversial subjects, all contrib-

ute to a palpable, although not easily definable, ideolog-

ical line between liberal and conservative politics. The 

framing of that line by opposing agents is a continuing 

project designed to gain and consolidate political power. 

Power is thus a constant goal of preference definition 

and aggregation. It is not a situated force requiring brute 

removal, as envisioned by Karl Marx. While Dewey is re-

luctant to ontologize power, his view is perhaps closer 

to Michel Foucault’s model of power as dispersed and 

pervasive, rather than wielded by people or groups by 

way of “episodic” or “sovereign” acts of domination or 

coercion.15

Dewey’s principal book on government was The Pub-

lic and its Problems (1927), a thesis that democracy is 

more than electoral machinery and regulatory bureau-

cracy. It is rooted in community, where it lives or dies: 

“There is no sanctity in universal suffrage, frequent 

elections, majority rule, congressional and cabinet gov-

ernment.” (1927:144-5) Democratic forms “are not the 

whole of the democratic idea, but they express it in its 

political phase.” (1027:146) “Regarded as an idea, democ-

racy is not an alternative to other principles of associated 

life. It is the idea of community life itself.” (1927:148) His 

remark that there is “no sanctity” in democratic mecha-

nisms rings especially true today. We must look to specif-

ic problems and their empirical solutions.

As John Ryder recently observed in a recent issue of 

Pragmatism Today, Dewey based democracy on com-

munity and common interests. For Ryder, “we have not 

resolved the problem of the existence of conflicting in-

terests, and a workable theory based on common inter-

ests would have to do so.”16 I think Dewey does provide 

insight into the overall problem of conflicting interests.17 

Unlike Arrow, he saw attitudes as malleable and respon-

sive. Dewey’s 1938 Logic: The Theory of Inquiry empha-

sizes that all problems (social or scientific) are addressed 

in stages. A perceived problem is at first ill-defined:

Indeterminate situations are marked by confu-
sion, obscurity and conflict. They require clarifi-
cation. An unsettled situation needs clarification 
because as it stands it gives no lead or cue to the 
way in which it may be resolved. 1938:185.

15 “‘Power is everywhere’ and ‘comes from everywhere’ so in 
this sense is neither an agency nor a structure.” Michel Fou-
cault, The History of Sexuality: The Will to Knowledge. London: 
Penguin, 1998, 63. In Ethics Dewey and Tufts describe class 
dominance as a conflict of values. (1932:360-1). See also Colin 
Koopman,“The History and Critique of Modernity: Dewey with 
Foucault against Weber” (August 30, 2007). https://ssrn.com/
abstract=1011514 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1011514
16 Pragmatism Today, v. 12, no. 2, 2021, 11.
17 See Christophe Point, “What’s the Use of Conflict in Dewey? 
Toward a Pedagogy of Compromise,” Education and Culture v. 
34, no. 2, 2018.
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Social conflict is not readily distinguishable from the con-

fusion and unclarity of the “indeterminate situation.” 

Contemporary life in America is a collection of specific 

indeterminate problems contributing to a massive unset-

tled situation, underlain by multiple unresolved social, 

economic and educational issues, all of which are seen 

by Dewey as subject to transformative inquiry. 

The controversial criminal prosecution of Jack Kev-

orkian in 1999 was part of the process through which 

information was introduced into the unsettled situation 

plaguing the desperation of suffering patients and their 

families. Thereafter, the situation gained clarity through 

continuing related events, each of which embodied a 

‘further inquiry:18

There is continuity in inquiry. The conclusions 
reached in one inquiry become means, material 
and procedural, of carrying on further inquiries. 
In the latter, the results of earlier inquiries are 
taken and used without being re-subjected to ex-
amination.1938:140

In the inquiry into social problems, resolution requires 

what Dewey often characterized as transformation in rea-

soning, as in the following passage describing the prog-

ress, obviously difficult and complex, from the uncertain-

ty of outright conflict to ‘modified’ understanding:

Since transformation of a problematic situation 
(a confused situation whose constituents con-
flict with one another) is effected by interaction 
of specially discriminated existential conditions, 
facts have to be determined in their dual func-
tion as obstacles and as resources; that is, with 
reference to operations of negation (elimination) 
and affirmation, the latter being determination 
of materials as positively agreeing with or rein-
forcing one another. No existing situation can be 
modified without counteracting obstructive and 
deflecting forces that render a given situation 
confused and conflicting. 1938:499-500

Dewey’s reference to “negation,” “affirmation,” and the 

“determination of materials” signifies a transformation 

of the reasoning process, as opposing sides are engaged 

18 See, e.g., Robert F. Weir, ed., Physician Assisted Suicide. 1997. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press; Robert Young, Medically 
Assisted Death, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007.

in a process that incorporates experience broader and 

deeper than an exchange of opinions in discourse. Ad-

justment within problematic situations is a critical fac-

tor in moving a dispute, such as medical euthanasia, to 

greater stability, even when not reaching final resolution. 

It is an element of social interaction that transcends even 

the most ideal conversation. As Scott Aikin and Robert 

Talisse have characterized Dewey’s approach (although 

disputing him), “The democratic process is one in which 

individual preferences, attitudes, and opinions are in-

formed and transformed rather than simply aggregated.” 

(2018:97)

As with the criminal trial of Dr. Kevorkian, often 

at first there is an unyielding binary choice. As conflict 

drives further inquiry, there emerges a new model. The 

individuals in village V, holding opposing preferences re-

garding a dispute whether to supplant fossil fuels with 

wind or solar technology, might hold opposing prefer-

ences regarding an initial plan, based on multiple factors 

such as cost differential (c), land use (l), and aesthetic im-

pact (a). After time T, a plan is found in which opposing 

preferences are reconciled by adjustments affecting c, l, 

and a, and a revised project (whether wind or solar) is 

agreed on. Information in a problematic continuum in-

creases with input from alternative viewpoints. Resolu-

tion is not assured, but disagreement motivates further 

inquiry and adjustment of expectations.19

Aikin and Talisse claim that Deweyan democracy is 

“nonviable under the social and political conditions that 

inevitably prevail within contemporary constitutional 

democracies.” (2018:95) Their surprising reason is that, 

in addition to his recognition of ubiquitous conflict and 

the precarious continuum of inquiry, Dewey also urged 

that democracy implies the ideals of human flourishing 

and growth, terms that he used repeatedly in arguing 

for a community-oriented “organic” conception of de-

19 A recent example of progress from polarized town opinion to 
experimental resolution over a dam removal in Camden Maine 
is reported in The Free Press, www.freepressonline.com, v. 38 
no. 3, p.1 (September 20, 2022).
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mocracy. They base their objection on the assertion that 

“growth” is a potentially disputed value, among a plural-

ity of multiple incommensurable values that constitute 

society. Hence they disqualify Dewey’s entire contribu-

tion because it is a “unitary thesis” of growth, ignoring 

his overall model of social ordering through inquiry. 

Aikin and Talisse base their objection on a distinctive 

model of society drawn from the work of John Rawls, de-

picted as rigidly segmented into incommensurable mor-

al, political and religious doctrines. This depiction recalls 

Arrow’s fixity and is presumed to disqualify any general 

conception, even one that is distinctly unfixed, hortato-

ry, heuristic, and contingent. Following their characteri-

zation of Rawls, Aikin and Talisse write “growth is but one 

candidate for the moral master value that a democratic 

society must foster, and there is accordingly reasonable 

disagreement among citizens over whether it is, indeed, 

a value.” (2018:101) While their objection demands a 

lengthier response, it seems clear that under their test, 

Aikin and Talisse would disqualify Kitcher’s “moral prog-

ress.” They instead favor a purpose-free deliberative 

model, in which (as they say in the above passage) indi-

vidual preferences, attitudes, and opinions are, in effect, 

simply aggregated. (2018:225f) 

Dewey’s precarious continuum of inquiry is not, strict-

ly speaking, comparable to “deliberative democracy” in 

the sense advanced by contemporary writers.20 While 

the continuum of inquiry involves discourse, it does not 

match Philip Kitcher’s account of ideal conversation. The 

current literature of deliberative democracy arose from 

criticism of traditional democratic theory for excessive 

dependence on electoral machinery. Broadly defined, 

20 Deliberative democracy is unclear on precisely who deliber-
ates and how. Hence there are both ‘elitist’ and ‘populist’ delib-
erative models. See, e.g., Ethan Leib, Deliberative Democracy in 
America, University Park: Penn State Press (2009); James Fish-
kin, When the People Speak, Oxford: Oxford University Press 
(2011); Dennis F. Thompson, “Deliberative Democratic Theory 
and Empirical Political Science,” Annual Review of Political Sci-
ence 11 (2008) 497-520. See also Shane Ralston, “Dewey’s Mod-
el of Moral Deliberation Unfiltered,” Education and Culture 26 
(2010) 23-43.

the concept of “deliberation” has served as a supplemen-

tal source of legitimacy for law. But an idealized model 

of deliberation does not overcome Arrow’s impossibility 

problem. Kitcher’s careful analysis of ideal deliberation 

can serve as a representative example of how current de-

liberative democracy is conceived by pragmatists. 

Deliberation by ideal conversation is initiated by per-

ceived resistance or “resentment” of the status quo by 

“some individual or group of individuals.” It then requires:

discussion in which the perspectives of all the 
stakeholders with respect to that situation are 
represented, in which proposals for responding 
to the situation are only considered if they, and 
the judgments put forward in their support, are 
consistent with the best information available in 
that situation, and in which the participants are 
mutually engaged. 2021:37.

The problem is that “the best information available” is 

not readily accessible until later stages of the experience 

and definition of a shared problem, and must be uncov-

ered and sifted through toilsome experience. The role of 

an agonistic continuum of inquiry in obtaining relevant 

information, and expressing relevant attitudes and pref-

erences, is an imperfect but essential aspect of a truly 

naturalistic pragmatic inquiry. 

Certainly there is “deliberation” in extended conflict, 

but it is accompanied by continual discovery and redefi-

nition. Dewey’s reference above, to diverse groups that 

“compete vigorously against one another,” suggests that 

agonistic interaction is analogous to ongoing competi-

tion, not for situated power or rhetorical victory, but for 

overall practical advantage. Friedrich Hayek, in his 1968 

essay “Competition as a Discovery Procedure,” called 

competition “a procedure for discovering facts which, if 

the procedure did not exist, would remain unknown or 

at least would not be used,” whose “outcomes are un-

predictable and on the whole different from those that 

anyone would have been able to consciously strive for; 

and that its salutary effects must manifest themselves 

by frustrating certain intentions and disappointing cer-

tain expectations.” (2002:9-10) As Hayek wrote, “we do 
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not know in advance the facts we wish to discover with 

the help of competition.” (2002:10) Exploration follows 

motivation, which is galvanized by problematic urgency. 

Hayek also noted the effect of competition on behavior 

change: “competition represents a kind of impersonal 

coercion that will cause many individuals to change their 

behavior in a way that could not be brought about by any 

kind of instructions or commands.” (2002:19) The phrase 

“impersonal coercion” suggests reluctant but voluntary 

adjustment. Behavior change is thereby possible in a 

manner not directed by fiat, but by information crucial to 

the diverse purposes of multiple actors. 

Economic competition is, in essence, an orderly form 

of natural social conflict.21 Meanwhile, actually orches-

trating outcomes through conversation in the real world 

is fraught with difficulties. Opponents in shared conflicts 

bring self-interest to the table. Much of it is supported 

by confirmation bias, group-think, false information, 

gaming, hidden assumptions, and overriding political 

motives. In September 2022, President Emmanuel Ma-

cron of France announced creation of a National Council 

for Reconstruction, with members from all parts of po-

litical and civil society, to hold regular meetings across 

the country to find answers to the most pressing national 

problems. All opposition parties boycotted the first meet-

ing for purely political reasons, as did many of the most 

powerful unions and the head of the country’s Senate. 

It is challenging to gather representative participants 

to discuss any particular problem, even more so to address 

all of a nation’s “most pressing” ones. The global polariza-

tion of preferences into a sweeping ideological dualism 

has presented an even greater obstacle to the natural 

disputations that surround particular shared problems. 

Polarization has tended to block particular inquiry into 

specific issues. But this should not obscure the importance 

of Dewey’s extended specific continua of inquiry, and their 

potential for surmounting obstacles to orchestrated con-

21 Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes’s dissent in Abrams v. United 
States compared the opposition of ideas to a ‘marketplace.’

versations, such as proposed by Macron or envisioned by 

Kitcher. An extended agonistic continuum of inquiry can 

provide time and opportunity for correcting bias and false 

information. It is a potentially open forum of interested 

participants, driven by extended feedback from experi-

ence. Many obstacles must be overcome, and an agonistic 

pragmatism turns a focus of inquiry toward them.

Extended particular conflicts can create experien-

tial feedback to refute false information, rhetorical and 

political gaming, and (not least) unanticipated and unin-

tended consequences. The feedback loop, which refers 

to the opportunity for uncensored comment and active 

response in a free society, permits and supports radical 

experimental solutions. False information should be ex-

pected, but it is not fatal to the continuum. Sources of 

information are subject to the assignment of degrees 

of credibility and trust, like the five stars of products 

assigned by shoppers at Walmart. Fake news is a threat 

to democratic ordering, but it is not the end of democ-

racy. Dispute and conflict is an imperfect source of in-

formation and reform. It calls for open and fair inquiry 

into the nature of agonistic inquiry and the resolution of 

shared problems. It is the only alternative to fiat for the 

adjustment of individual preferences. As Kenneth Arrow 

demonstrated, dictatorship is a mathematical certainty 

in the absence of preference adjustment and change.

In embracing the ubiquity of conflict, Dewey’s prob-

lem-based model occupies a logical space outside both 

contemporary deliberative democracy and theories of 

agonism advanced by Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau 

(2001), that reject the possibility of reaching consensus 

purely through deliberation.22 Dewey emphasizes the pre-

carious nature of a democracy rife with conflicts at every 

22 The agonistic democracy model of Mouffe and Laclau ques-
tions the empirical attainability of consensus in post-Cold War 
democracies. While space limits discussion here, the 2001 pref-
ace to (1985) summarizes their program as conceiving conflict 
as inevitably universalized into “hegemonies” and relying on 
creation of a “new hegemony,” one that expands “discourse” 
to allow “a possible alternative to the present economic order” 
and “the possibility of different modes of regulation.” (2001:xvi)
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level. Representation of diverse voices from those affect-

ed by outcomes, and inclusion of comprehensive relevant 

information, are never assured. Rather than a zero-sum 

model of power held, defended, or seized, political pow-

er is sought by shifting alliances and various means other 

than strict electoral mechanisms, including ideological 

and conspiratorial framing, soliciting diverse positions 

into a narrative designed for repetition in public media. 

Dewey observed that attempts to theorize conflict as 

a uniform property are dubious: 

No general theory about the individual and the 
social can settle conflicts or even point out the 
way in which they should be resolved.1932:359

His attitude is unsparingly naturalist, and forces atten-

tion to specific problems, not abstract concepts. Conflict 

drives the acquisition of information and the need for 

adjustment of habits and beliefs. Where resolution is ad-

equately representative of all relevant interests, Dewey’s 

pragmatism views conflict as a dialogical motivator and a 

necessary pathway toward the ideal of a justified order. 

Failed justification in modern society might be called a 

spectrum disorder; it is never total, even as justification 

itself is never complete. We may be destined forever to 

be a society of some kind of conflict.

Preference conflict theory illuminates the boundary 

between inquiry and violence in the polarization of ag-

gregated opposing interests. It clarifies the precarious 

path to a fluid Deweyan transformation in the continuum 

of inquiry, through which specific problems can be dem-

ocratically recognized, defined, and resolved by incre-

mental group preference adjustment, as discrete prob-

lems are identified and remedial practices are adopted 

through accessible stakeholder input, bypassing ideology 

in their enforcement through law.23 
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