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ABSTRACT

fCo_ﬁtext’ presents a challenge to political theory per se. In the history of political
thought contextualism has severed historical from' political and theoretical questions. In
Marxism contextualism is thought of as a means to criticise ideas and institutions, buf ‘also as
providing grounds for rejecting political theory itself as ideological. Communitarians have
argued thét contextual considerations are compatible with those of morality, but- that they
count against the sort of abstraction from our concrete, culturally constituted, selves which
liberal impa.rﬁality requires. |

This thesis will, firstly, determine in what sense we may be said to be 'situated’ m
particular coﬁtexts, i.e. cultures and traditiqns, and then work out what implications 'situation’
might have for politics and political theory? Secondly, what role might .socio-historical
contextualisation play as social criticism?

I argue that existing conceptions of situation and of contextual social criticism are
prey to socio-historical reductionism and/or a social solipsism, and are incompatible with
impartiality and deliberative politics. |

A more éppropriate conception of situation is one based on a conceptual pluralism
that maintains the idea of an irreducible plurality of standpoints whicﬁ we may adopt with
respect to the world and our place in it. We need not choose once and for all between a socio-
historical view of ourselves and the more abstract view required by impartialist niorality. I
argue that this novel view of situation and context can deepen our understanding of
deliberative politics by showing how public reason must be conceived in terms of providing
justifications acceptable to citizens who are differently situated with respect to one another.
Socio-historical contextualisation can then play a role in deliberative politiés without the risk

of communitarian parochialism.
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INTRODUCTION

THE PROBLEM OF CONTEXT

This thesis advances a distinctively pragmatic account of interpretation in
order to set out an understanding of context and of social criticism which is
compatible with liberal egalitarian politics. The argument is unusual to the extent that
it seeks to overcome the commonly dpposed claims of context and of impartiality.
The claim advanced in this thesis is that, with the right understanding of context and
interpretation, we can give due weight to context and situation without compromising
critical morality. This avoids the communitarian deployment of context in support of

“an ethical parochialism, on one hand, but also refuses to accept the commonly held
liberal belief that context is at best incidental to the conduct of lnorm.ative
deliberations, and at worst, that its influence on morality is pernicious. I argue that, '
properly understood, impartial public deliberation will require a coﬂcem with cbntext
in the shape of an interpretive social criticism.' |

The problem_of context is a problem for a liberal egalitarian political outlook
which is committed to a critical morality and a deliberative politics. 'Contextualism'
may be said to havé two facets: one ontological, and the other theoretical. The
ontological thrust» of contextualism presents us as beings who are 'situated’' in
‘particular contexts not of our choosing, which serve to constitute our identities and

perspectives.? This 'thick' understanding of identity or selfhood is contrasted with the

! Brian Barry sets out the traditional opposition of liberals to the encroachments of contextualism in the
opening pages of Justice as Impartiality, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995). He argues that
central tenets of contextualism, such as the belief in 'the homogeneity of belief systems within societies
and the mutual incomprehensibility of belief systems between societies,' tend to undermine
commitment to universalist morality. Barry, Justice as Impartiality, p.5. Some liberals, notably David
Miller and Will Kymlicka have sought to accommodate the concerns of contextualists, but they have
focused on its relation to questions of justice, rather than on political deliberation, as I do here. See
David Miller, On Nationality, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), and Will Kymlicka,
Liberalism, Community and Culture, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989).

2 For the ontological character of modern hermeneutics see Hans Georg Gadamer Truth and Method,
(London: Sheed and Ward, 1975); Philosophical Hermeneutics, D. E. Linge (trans.) (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1976); Reason in an Age of Science, (1976) Frederick Lawrence (trans.)




implausibly 'thin' 'universalist' understanding of selfhood said to be typical of the
liberal egalitarian outlook.” The normative and theoretical thrust of contextualism
derives from this ontological view and is directed against 'abstract' coriccpts and an
impartial morality which is said to require of us that we step out of the situations that
make us who and what we are.* By contrast, contextualism tends towards an
interpretive outlook, one focused on. the interpretation of particular traditions rather
than on the search for ﬁniversal foundations for our theoretical and practical
reasoning.” We should not, however, allow ourselves to be forced to choose between
contextualism and impartial, critical morality and the politics that follows from it.
This thesis sets out an understanding of situation and of contextualisation which is not
only compatible with liberal egalitarian politics but which shows how we can give
these due weight in the conduct of such politics.

The - attraction of contextualism is its realism. The idea that we are
fundamentally éituated beings is intuitively sound. On one hand, our identities and
many of our beliefs are accidental or contingent, in the sense that we had no control
over the situation we were born into: our gender, class, ethnicity, family, society,

religion, etc. These contingencies, however, are central to our self-understandings.

(Cambridge MA: MIT, 1981). See also Jean Grondin, Introduction to Philosophical Hermeneutics,
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), and Sources of Hermeneutics, (Albany: State University of

New York Press, 1995).

3 Michael Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1982); Alasdair Maclntyre, After Virtue, (London: Duckworth, 1981); Michael Walzer, Spheres of
Justice, (New York, Basic Books, 1983); Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989). These more recent, communitarian, critics of liberalism build upon earlier
criticisms of liberal individualism advanced in the Marxist and feminist traditions, e.g. C. B.
Macpherson's The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1962), and Carole Pateman's The Sexual Contract, (Cambridge, Polity, 1988). For the differences
between these criticisms of 'decontextual’ liberalism see Amy Gutmann, '‘Communitarian critics of

liberalism,' Philosophy and Public Affairs 14 (1985), pp.308-21.

4 Michael Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism, (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press,
1987) and Thick and Thin: moral argument at home and abroad, (Notre Dame: University of Notre

Dame Press, 1994). Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference, (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1990).

3 See Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony Solidarity, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989)
and Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism.




Subtract them from our sense of who we are and there would be nothing left, merely
an abstract 'person’ or 'individual', no longer myself with all of my particular features.
We are our particularities.” Set against this thick understanding of the sort of
persons we are is the abstract liberal individual, committed to freedom from the
constraints of tradition and community and to an impartial morality which demands

that we exclude our particularities from moral deliberation. How can a convincing
normative outlook rest on such an implausible ontology?

The sociological realism of this contextualism is problematic, however, in that
it has prompted the adoption of normatively problematic views of politics and morality.
The move from ontology to morality has not been persuasive.” Contextualists have
inferred from the fact of situation that truth, morality and political principles are little
more than social practices, relative to particular contexts.® In some versions, e.g.
communitarianism, this entails the adoption of a parochial, traditionalist, moral
outlook, a shrinking of the scope of moral obligation and a denial of the possibility of
adopting an impartial, critical position with respect to the practices of the society one
is situated in.” In other, more radical, contextualisms, e. g. those of Marx and Foucault,
morality is contextualised in order to be debunked, i.e. exposed as complicit in the
operation of relations of domination.'® These writers, unlike the communitarians, wish
to transform our situation, but cannot appeal to moral argument in order to convince

people to alter their beliefs and institutions. What is needed, it will be‘argued, is an

® Walzer remarks that, '[t}he crucial commonality of the human race is its particularism: we
participate, all of us, in thick cultures that are our own,' Thick and Thin, p.83.

7 See Charles Taylor on the error of assuming that one can move directly from one position to the
other. 'Cross-purposes: the liberal-communitarian debate,' in Philosophical Arguments, (Cambridge
MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), pp.181-205.

¥ See Rorty for example, in Contingency, Irony, Solidarity.

® See, in particular, Michael Walzer, Thick and Thin and Interpretation and Social Criticism.

19 See Marx's famous remark that talk of justice and rights is just so much 'obsolete verbal rubbish'
The Critique of the Gotha Programme, (1875) Collected Works Vol. 24 (London: Lawrence and
Wishart, 1987), p.87. Foucault declares that 'For modern thought no morality is possible' in The
Order of Things, (1966), (London: Tavistock, 1970), p.328.



account of situation and contextualisation which combines a convincingly thick
~ ontology with the critical normative outlook. |

A liberal egalitarian politics entails a commitment to impartiality and to a
deliberative understanding of democracy.' A commitment to treating others as equals
requires us to give impartial considerétion to their needs and interests, and their beliefs
about these needs and interests. It requires us to view our beliefs and interests
impersonally, i.e. we must be resolved not to favour them siﬁlply because they are
‘ours’. This translates into a commitment to a specifically deliberative cbnception of
democracy insofar as the requirement to treat others as equals by considering their
beliefs and interests impartially will require the institution of a politics which will (1)
ensure the articulation of these beliefs and interests, and (2) require participar}ts in
deliberation to transform their perspectives where these are shown to be problematic
from an impartial point of view. | |

Majoritarian democracy, while resting on formal equality, places no constraints
. upon the pursuit of sectional interest and to this extent it constitutes an inadequate
understanding of the commitment to political equality.'> The liberal component of

deliberative politics is provided by the idea that persons reasonably differ on many

"' The connection between impartial justice and democratic. deliberation is emphasised by John Rawls
in Political Liberalism, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), and Joshua Cohen '
Deliberation and democratic consensus,' in Alan Hamlin and Philip Pettit (eds.) The Good Polity,
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), pp.17-34. See also Gerald Gaus Justificatory Liberalism, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996). For impartial justice more generally see Brian Barry Justice as Impartiality,
and Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986). On
deliberation see John Dryzek Discursive Democracy, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990)
and Deliberative Democracy and Beyond, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). Also James

. Fishkin Democracy and Deliberation, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991) and Benjamin
Barber, Strong Democracy, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984).

'2 This is the central theme of the work of deliberative democrats, but see also the closely related
republican position of Philip Pettit who argues for an account of democratic government which
reconceives the traditional opposition between liberty and democracy by presenting an account of
democratic government as the exercise of republican freedom, Republicanism, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1997). What distinguishes these anti-majoritarian arguments from those of
traditional liberals is the attempt to construct a normative theory of democracy which will enable
democrats to criticise tyrannical majorities. Traditional criticisms of majoritarianism, such as J. S.
Mill's On Liberty, accept the opposition of liberty to democracy, something which contemporary
deliberative democrats seck to overcome.



important issues, and that consequently collective aﬁthority must be exercised
impartially with respect to such differences: it cannot be used to enforce a uniformity
derived from a plan of life which is the subject of reasonable disagreement."> This
impartiality is embodied in the requirement that collective authority only be exercised
for purposes which can be publicly justified. The commitment to deliberative politics
does not rest on nostalgia for a more active citizenship but rather on the egalitarian
commitment to impartiality.**

Central to this conception of politics is the idea that we must justify our
political proposals to others in terms to which they cannot reasonably reject.’ That is
to say, we must engage with the actual beliefs of our fellow citizens in order to show
that a particular proposal is not simply justified in terms of our own interpretation of
our beliefs, but that it is also justified in terms of their beliefs. The requirement to
justify distinguishes which interests may be legitimately pursﬁed from those which may
not. It also ensures a large role in public deliberation for the contextualisation of belief.
This combines with normative argument insofar as justification requires us to identify
and interpret the beliefs of those with whom we deliberate and to arrive at judgements
about the reasonableness of their arguments. Insofar as contextualisation can
redescribe and problematise our interpretatiohs of the world it can help to transform
the judgements of those engaged in deliberation. The requirement of public justification

is what makes the recognition of situation and the practice of contextualisation certral ™ ~

13 This is the formula central to Thomas Scanlon's contractualist ethics. See Scanlon, 'Contractualism
and Utilitarianism,' in Bernard Williams and Amartya Sen (eds.) Utilitarianism and Beyond,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), and Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Qther,
(Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1998). For a discussion of how this differs from
reasonable agreement see Chapter Six below.

' Some deliberative democrats, notably Benjamin Barber in his Strong Democracy, (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1984), are not immune to a certain nostalgia for the days of Athenian
democracy, and the idea that the life of the citizen is the good life, however, this is not essential to the
idea of deliberative democracy. See Chapter Six where Aristotelian, epistemic and egalitarian
arguments for democratic deliberation will be distinguished.

1 See in particular Rawls' conception of the 'overlapping consensus' in Political Liberalism and Gaus'
account of public justification in Justificatory Liberalism.



to liberal egalitarian politics and it does so in a way that does not entail a weakening of
its normative requirements. Contrary to the claims of those who criticise liberal
impartiality, the requirement to treat others as equals and weigh their claims impartially
requires participants in democratic deliberation to attend to the fact of situation and to
give the phenomenon of context due weight if public decision-making is to be
genuinely impartial."®

The contextualist arguments examined here can be divided into the following
categories: firstly, there are two conceptions of situation, the ‘epistemic' and the
hermeneutic; and secondly, there are two conceptions of social criticism, the
‘communitarian, and the radical."” Each of these presents a different sort of challenge to
the model of politics set out above. The first, the epistemic conception of .situation,
emphasises the plurality of pérspectives to which the fact of situation in different
contexts gives rise. Its special feature is its claim that certain of these perspectives are
'privileged' in some way, or that the self-understandings of situated persons are

specially authoritative.'® This conflicts with deliberative politics in two ways: it

'S Iris Marion Young vigorously criticises what she sees as an 'ideology’ of impartiality which serves
to censor the public sphere by excluding reference to particular contexts and identities. Young, Justice
" and the Politics of Difference, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990). See also, Young,
'‘Communication and the other,' in Seyla Benhabib (ed.) Democracy and Difference, (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1996), pp. 120-35.

"7 Feminist Standpoint Theory displays an explicit commitment to an epistemic understanding of
situation, although the view of understanding which this conception of situation rests on also informs
* many common-sense views about cultural difference. See Nancy Hartsock's Money, Sex and Power,

" (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1985); Sandra Harding's 'Rethinking standpoint
epistemology: what is 'strong objectivity'?’ in Linda Alcoff and Elizabeth Potter (eds,) Feminist
Epistemologies, (London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 49-82; Liz Stanley and Sue Wise's Breaking Out
Again, (London: Routledge, 1993). For the hermeneutic understanding of situation, which rests
instead upon a linguistic model of understanding, see: Gadamer, Truth and Method; Walzer,
Interpretation and Social Criticism, and Thick and Thin; also, Rorty's Contingency, Irony, Solidarity.
The latter two writers espouse a broadly communitarian version of social criticism, although they
differ on the question of the point of interpretation, with Rorty adopting a more Nietzschean, poetic,
view of interpretation than Walzer. The radical social critics are, of course, Marx and Foucault, with
ideology critique and genealogy as their respective versions of social criticism. Where communitarian
social criticism idealises shared understanding and community solidarity and continuity, radical social
critics emphasise the way in which power relations are involved in the maintenance of traditions and
the construction of identities. With this in mind, they aim to disrupt, rather than restore, what shared
understandings there may be.

'8 Liz Stanley and Sue Wise take this to extremes in their Breaking Out Again, in which they
undermine their own feminist aims by arguing that if a victim of domestic violence says she isn't




assumes that perspectives are inaccessible to differently situated others, and.that a °
self-understanding 'grounded' in experience is authoritative.'® The first sets a barrier to
impartial deliberation insofar as we cannot judge the claims of others where we cannot
be said to understand them while the second denies thé possibility of tran,sﬁ:;ﬁﬁin-g
self-understandings insofar as it assumes that persons cannot be mistaken in' their
interpretation of themselves and their situation. This latter view rests on a private
conception of meaning and accords 'experience’ a central place in the interpretation of
situation.

The hermeneutic understanding of situation, the one on which the
communitarian and radical contextualisms rest, does not attéck the idea of -
communicability, as the epistemic understanding does. It is not a condition of there
being a plurality of perspectives that these be inaccessible to those who have not had
the experiences which formed them. Instead, the hermeneutic idea explains plﬁraiity
with reference to the ideas of language and tradition. We are situated in particular
cultures with particular languages and traditions through which we come to
understand ourselves. This interpretation of situation poses a problem for deliberative
politics insofar as it is supposed to be incompatible with the idea that we can adopt an
objective, impartial stance with respect to the traditions which have constituted our
identities and perspectives.”’ Instead, our moral deliberations can only proceed by
interpreting these shared traditions, and social criticism aims at a deeper, more

authentic, understanding of who we are. While this admits that we may misinterpret

oppressed, then we are in no position to argue with her. It is characteristic of arguments informed by an
epistemic conception of situation that they rely not simply on normative premises, such as respect for
another's self understanding, but also on conceptual argument to the effect that the possibility of
judging another's claims is denied us by virtue of our different situation. Stanley and Wise, Breaking

Out Again, p.117.

1° Typically, this conflict is not acknowledged by those who defend an epistemic conception of
situation. Often this is because writers in this vein are addressing themselves to problems in the
methodology of the social sciences, as is the case with Sandra Harding, or Liz Stanley and Sue Wise,
but this is also true of the work of someone like Iris Young, who explicitly addresses the issue of the
conduct of democratic politics in conditions of pluralism.

% See, in particular, Walzer, Thick and Thin.



ourselves and that we may learn from hermeneutic encounters with others, it denies
the possibility of a critical morality.

Finally, radical social criticism, which, like communitarianism, regards social
institutions as constitutive of our identities and beliefs, is distinguished by its critical
attitude to morality per se and by its emphasis on the effects of power upon our self-

.understandings. While those th have an epistemic conception of situation, like
feminist standpoint theorists, regard self-understandings as authoritative insofar as .
these are grounded in experience, radical social critics are concerned that these self-
understandings, as the products of a context characterised by inequality, will
themselves embody those oppressive power relations.?’ Consequently, radical social
criticism emphasises the ﬁmsfomation of these self-understandings, not the
recognition or endorsement of them. In itself, this does not present a problem for
deliberative politics.”? What is problematic is the way that moral concepts, insofar as
they embody class interests, or simply the effects of power, are themselves understood
to be part of these structures of oppression and must therefore be debunked or

exposed.” This move, it is argued here, prevents radical social critics from presenting

#! Feminist critics of standpoint theory have argued that the standpoint theorists' idealisation of the
maternal identity in fact plays into the hands of anti-feminists to the extent that it simply endorses the
view that women are primarily mothers. See Mary Dietz, 'Context is all: feminism and theories of
citizenship,' Daedalus 116 (1987), pp.1-24. See also Susan Hekman, 'Truth and method: feminist
standpoint theory revisited,' Signs 22 (1997), pp.341-65.

2 Joshua Cohen, for example, stresses the importance of sensitivity to 'adaptive' preferences, which is
to say, those preferences which reflect the conditioning of circumstances shaped by inequality. Radical
critics of liberal democracy have long argued that it is wrong to assume that the expressed preferences
of individuals can be taken at face value, and the Marxist theory of ideology purports to explain why it

_is that the working class will express preferences contrary to their interests. Cohen's account of
deliberation, however, takes account of this phenomenon, and he argues that participating in
deliberation can bring to light the influence of oppressive circumstances and lead participants to
reformulate their preferences in the light of this knowledge. In this way a deliberative decision-making
process is superior to one which relies on the registration of uninterpreted preferences. See Cohen,
‘Deliberation and democratic legitimacy.' in Alan Hamlin and Philip Pettit (eds.) The Good Polity,
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), pp.17-34.

2 Marxism has largely been superseded by models of social criticism based on Foucauldian genealogy,
in response to the perceived reductionism of the Marxist concept of ideology. See Michele Barret The
Politics of Truth, (Cambridge: Polity, 1991), Jorge Larrain, The Concept of Ideology, (London:
Hutchinson, 1986), and Terry Eagleton, Ideology. (London: Verso, 1991). While radical social
criticism has been sensitive to reductionism in one area, namely social scientific explanation, it has

- remained insensitive to the sort of reductionism which disregards the claims of morality, as can be



their redescriptions as elements of larger normative arguments. Consequently, such
criticism cannot play a role in deliberative politics, which is premised on the idea that
we must offer others reasons, including normative reasons, for transforming their
Beliefs. | o

In order to defend the sort of impartial deliberative politics outlined above, it
is necessary to advance an account of context, i.e. of situation and contextualisation,
which does not conflict with it as these understandings do. These contextualisms pose
two sorts of problem. One is a problem about thv we understand the relationship
between social and historical context and abstract, theoretical and normative
reflection.® A response to this problem will focus on the way that contextual
interpretation produces a relativist account of morality, by presenting it as no more
than the practice of a particular social group or culture. The second sort of problem is
a.problem within morality rather than about it: contextualisms fall into two camps:
those which deploy contextual arguments in order to argue against a 'universalism'
which does not recognise the existence and validity of alternative perspectives; and
those which regard both liberalism and the politics of recognition as insensitive to the
way that power relations shape our identities and perspectives. These concems
conflict with each other, but both rest on a broadly egalitarian outlook and to this

extent, it is argued, they must be accommodated by a liberal egalitarian politics.

‘evidenced by Chantal Mouffe's dismissive attitude to the work of Rawls, for example. Rawls is
condemned not for some particular feature of his Theory of Justice, but more generally for assuming
that political theory is a branch of moral philosophy. See Mouffe, The Return of the Political, (London:
Verso, 1993). See Chapter Five for a discussion of the anti-normative cast of radical social criticism
and 'agonistic’ politics.

* Influential historians of political thought such as John Dunn and Quentin Skinner have adopted a
sceptical view of the claim that the historical contextualisation of political ideas can legitimately serve
the aim of social criticism. Skinner in particular has argued that historical interpretation and social
criticism can never be connected and that to attempt to do so entails a philosophical error. This claim is
disputed in Chapter One. See Dunn, 'The identity of the history of ideas,' Philosophy 43 (1968), pp.85-
104. Skinner, 'Meaning and understanding in the history of ideas,' James Tully (ed.) Meaning and
Context, (Cambridge: Polity, 1988), pp.29-67. J.G.A Pocock, who is often associated with this
Cambridge-based approach to the history of political thought has shown less interest in policing the
boundaries between the history of political thought and political theory, and dissents from Skinner's
intention-based model of interpretation. See Politics, Language, and Time, (1971) (Chicago: Chicago
University Press, 1989) and Virtue, Commerce, and History, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1988).



It is worth underlining at this point that the argument advanced here does not
aim to defend the value of equality from the ground up. This is, in any case,
unnecessary as what is at issue between contextualists and liberals is not the value of
equality, but rather its interpretation. That is to say, that both the contéxtualist
arguménts for recognition and those which emphasise the need for transformation, are
derived from a commitment to eqLiality. Both these forms of contextualism differ from
liberalism in that they do not think that impartiality is possible, or desirable, whereas, -
liberal egalitarians argue that treating others as equals will require us to adopt an
impartial standpoint from which to weigh their claims against our own. It will be
argued here not only that this latter claim is correct, but in particular, that it is possible
to set out a conception of impartial public deliberation which can accommodate the
legitimate concerns of contextualists with both recognition and transformation. Indeed,
it is argued that only impartial deliberation can provide the means to determine which
identities are worthy of recognition and which are in need of transformation. What is at
issue, to reiterate, is the interpretation of the requirements of equality, not its value as
such.

Accommodating the concerns of contextualists requires an understanding. of
situation and interpretation which differs significantly from those on offer at present.
These threaten impartial deliberation insofar as they set out to debunk moral argumeni
and theoretical abstraction per se, and impartial morality in particular, and insofar as
they suppose that situation establishes a barrier to communication between differently
situated persons. The understanding of context advanced out here relies first of all
upon conceptual pluralism, i.e. anti-foundationalism, in order to rebuff the relativist

thrust of contextualism.?® This pluralism resists the attempt to show that any particular

2 While some of those criticised here also espouse an 'anti-foundationalist' position, namely, Rorty,
Walzer, Foucault, and Young, it is argued in this thesis that much 'anti-foundationalism' is
insufficiently pluralist, and typically accords a foundational status to particularising socio-historical
categories to the exclusion of universalising descriptions and normative concepts. The emphasis on
pluralism has been inspired largely by the work of Hilary Putnam, e.g. Reason, Truth and History,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), and Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere,
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986). The work of these authors is distinguished by a rejection of
the foundationalist claim that a particular range of description can be regarded as fundamental, the
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standpoint or range of descriptions is any more fundamental than any other: the claim
on which contextualism's relativism and bias against generalising abstraction rests. On
this view, socio-historical descriptions have no primacy over abstract theorétical ones,
nor a historical standpoint over a moral.®

The second element of this account of context is provided by a public account
of meaning, in which meaning is accounted for in terms of public rule-following
rather than private mental representation.”’ This disposes of the epistemic conception
of situation and the idea that certain understandings are authoritative. It supports, by
contrast, a hermeneutic understanding which rests instead on the idea that the
conceptual frameworks through which we come to understand ourselves are social and
historical artefacts (on a certain description). This explanation accounts for the way in
which differently situated persons come to form distinct perspectives, but it does not
suppose incommunicability. Because our self-understandings rest on languages and
traditions which are not of our making, and which have histories of their own, we
cannot be thought to be transparent to ourselves as standpoint theorists suppose. This
means that our perspectives ought not be regarded as authoritative insofar as they can
embody misunderstandings of our selves and of our interests.

Conceptual pluralism plays a significant role in this version of the hermeneutic
conception of context. First of all, the plurality of identities and perspectives revealed
by the hermeneutic emphasis on context and tradition are not reducible to a single

foundation, but form a permanent element of reason itself. Secondly, I rely on this

concepts of physics, for example, coupled with a rejection of the relativism to which much 'anti-
foundationalism' is prey. -

% Onora O'Neill argues that particularising descriptions are every bit as much abstractions as are
generalising descriptions and that consequently the particularist animus against abstraction is
misconceived. Towards Justice and Virtue, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp.39-44.

%7 The account of public meaning set out in Chapter Three is based on the discussion of rule-following
in Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1958). For the contrast between
public and private notions of meaning see Ian Hacking, Why Does Language Matter to Philosophy?
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975). On the connections between the analytic philosophy
of language and the continental tradition of the human sciences, see Karl Otto Apel, Analytic
Philosophy of Language and the Geisteswissenschaften. H. Hostelelie (trans.) ( Dordrecht: Reidel,

1967).
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. pluralism to insist that the phenomenon of situation is itself always interpretable: there
- 1s no single fundamental way to understand it. For this reason we can reject relativist
interpretations of it which exclude the possibility of adopting an impartial stance with
respect to one's situation.

The argument of this thesis is by no means wholly negative, but rather aims at
K clearing away misunderstandings of situation and of interpretation in order that a
better understanding of these can be constructed which can show how they may
enrich, rather than undermine, impartial deliberation. The pluralist understanding of -
interpretation offered in this thesis can do this in two ways. First of all by redescribing
identities and traditions in order to call our existing judgements about them into
questions. Secondly, by providing narratives or genealogies of our current ideas and
problematics themselves in order to reveal problematic elements in their construction.
Contextualisation relies upon the hermeneutic idea that we are situated in such a way
that our moral and theoretical perspectives and our self-understandings are not
transparent. If they were, contextualisation could not bring out features of these of
which we were not previously aware.

This thesis claims that while impartiality is usually thought to be diametrically
opposed to the recognition of the particular identities and traditions revealed by
contextualism, it actually requires an understanding of these, if not an unqualified
endorsement of them, if we are to construct public justifications. This is because the
fequirement that public policies be publicly justifiable requires us, first of all, to be
" open to the legitimate claims of others.?® This obviously rests on understanding their
perspectives and self-understandings, because where needs and interests are
interpretable, like everything elée, we cannot simply assume that our interpretations of
the needs and interests of others are sound. Indeed, we cannot be certain that we are

interpreting our own needs and interests correctly. To this extent, recognition of

% 1t is argued that communitarian attempts to draw normative conclusions from hermeneutics are not
only parochial from the point of view of liberal cosmopolitanism, but that they fail also to do justice to
Gadamer's emphasis on the importance of openness to others. See James Risser, Hermeneutics and the
Voice of the Other, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997).
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situation and its connection to reasonable pluralism with respect to the interpretation
of value and principles is required by the obligation to deliberate with others in order

‘to publicly justify the employment of collective authority. Equally, we cannot regard
self-interpretation as privileged in any way, but must, as radical social critics insist, be
* sensitive to the possibility that the self-understandings of deliberating parties may be
illegitimate in that they may rest on treating others as less than equals, or in the sense
that they do not sustain the best interpretation of the interests of those concerned.

The conduct of impartial deliberation, it will be clain_led, requires its
participants not to ignore the fact of situation but rather to interpret it in order to
distinguish legitimate from illegitimate claims. Contextualisation, it is argued here,
forms an essential element of the process of deliberation to the extent that it can
identify beliefs and explain dissent.”” To this extent it bolsters the demands of
recognition, but equally it can serve the aim of trahsformation, where impartiality
requires it, by identifying and removing obstacles to the justification of certain
policies through problerﬁatising the judgements of our interlocutors. In this way
contextualisation is combined with critical morality in order to form a social cﬁticism

consistent with the aims of liberal egalitarianism.

Chapter One addresses arguments about context in the history of ideas and
‘history- of political thought. While these have moved away from treating-contekt in
ferms of causal explanation towards a conception of context as interpretation, serving
to identify beliefs, the account of the identification of beliefs current in the history of

political thought is problematic insofar as it is reductive and author-centred.

¥ It is wrong to claim that the liberal idea that public justification be impartial is 'apolitical', in the
sense that it necessarily forecloses public debate. The pursuit of publicly justifiable policies is, on the
contrary, envisaged here as a robust affair, requiring citizens not only to interpret themselves, but also
to engage with the perspectives of others and to open themselves to their criticism. For the claim that
‘political' liberalism, which is to say, a liberalism which stresses public justification, is 'apolitical' see
for example, Jeffrey C. Isaac, Matthew F. Filner, and Jason C. Bivins, 'American Democracy and the
New Christian Right: a critique of apolitical liberalism,' in Ian Shapiro and Casiano Hacker-Cordén
(eds.) Democracy's Edges, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp.222-64.
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Chapter Two introduces an pluralist, antifoundationalist understanding of
interpretation as providing a superior, interest driven account of contextualisation, one
which does not place undue restrictions upon our interpretive projects.
Chapter Three sets out the epistemic, experience centred, account of situation
found in feminist staﬁdpoint theory, and traces its connections to the politics of
recognition. An alternative, public, account of meaning is set out, which counters the
idea of privileged understandings and which shows how concepts may themselves be
socially and historically variable, in the sense that they are features of language.
Chapter Four shows how conceptual pluralism and public meaning are
combined to form a hermeneutic, i.e. language and tradition based, understanding of
situation. The connection between this ontology and a relativist communitarian social
criticfsm focused on the interpretation of shared traditions, is set out and exposed as
" resting on a reductive interpretation of situation. On a pluralist understanding,
situation is shown to be compatible with impartial morality.

| Chapter Five sets out Marxist and Foucauldian versions of soéial criticism.
While ideology critique and genealogy differ in certain respects, both of these share a
~ reductive socio-historical interpretation of morality, with the consequence that, as they
stand, neither version of social criticism is compatible with the egalitarian requirement
that criticism proceed by offering others reasons, including moral reasons, to alter
‘their perspectives.
| Chapter Six sets out a revised conception of contexfualisation and situation
and shows how these figure in deliberative politics. The redescriptive possibilities of
adopting an objective socio-historical stance to our beliefs is harnessed to critical
morality, and the normative aspects of contextualism, i.e. recognition and -

transformation are shown to be accommodated within a deliberative politics.

In summary, the argument of this thesis falls into two parts: firstly, a
pragmatic, pluralist conception of context and of interpretation is set out. This

counters reductivist theories of context and interpretation which support relativism.
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Socio-historical contextualisation has featured prominently in a variety of projects of
social criticism, Marxist, Foucauldian, feminist and communitarian, but this model of
interpretation provides the means to avoid the reductionism which, it is argued,
plagues contemporary contextualisms. The second part of the argument builds upon
‘this innovative account of interpretation in setting out an account of the place of
contextualisation in social criticism and the place of the resulting interpretive social
criticism in democratic politics. While some liberals, notably Kymlicka, have sought to
accommodate context and situation by giving greater weight to the identity-
constituting character of traditions, others, like Brian Barry are dismissive of the
vwe'ight attached to context and situation and of the parochialism which is usually
associated with these.” The argument of this thesis is that impartial deliberative
politics must accommodate the legitimate concerns of contextualists both with the
recognition and transformation of identities and that it is impartiality itself which
requires that contextualising social criticism play a central role in deliberative politics.
Contextualists are wrong to reject impartiality, and liberals wrong to dismiss the
significance of context. My claim then is that given the right understanding of context
and interpretation, that contextualisation can play a role in social criticism, and that
impartiality requires that this sort of social criticism be central to the conduct of

deliberative politics.

3 Kymlicka, Liberalism, Community, and Culture, and Barry, Justice as Impartiality.
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CHAPTER ONE

IDENTIFYING ACTS

How do we conceive of the relationship between ideas and their context? The
contemporary history of political thought has moved away from a causal account of
.con'text to a 'linguistic' account which treats the ideas of political thinkers as forms of
action: speech acts.! The claim is that by placing these acts in their proper, socio-
historical, context we can hojae to better identify the arguments concerned. There is
much to recommend this 'linguistic turn', notably the way it makes historical context
internal to an understanding of texts, where in the past it may have appeared to be
little more than an incidental curiosity, with no claims on the attentions of political
t:heoris‘ts.2 This is a promising direction for a project of contextual social criticism
insofar as the strong link made between understanding and context provides an
excellent reason to contextualise philosophical and political concepts.

However, Skinner, in particular, sets strict limjts to the interpretation of
arguments. Legitimate interpretation restricts itself to the identification of the intended
meanings of the authors of historical texts and Skinner explicitly rejects
interpretations which focus on the unintended meanings of the arguments present in
these works. This is problematic insofar as social criticism, it will be argued, relies
upon precisely this sort of interpretive project, For only where texts can carry
"‘unintended meanings can they be reinterpreted, and the essence of social criticism is

reinterpretation.

1 John Dunn, 'The Identity of the History of Ideas,' Philosophy 43 (1968), pp.85-104. Quentin
Skinner, 'Meaning and understanding in the history of ideas,’ History and Theory 8 (1969), pp.3-53,
and reproduced in Tully (ed.) Meaning and Context The page references to "Meaning and
understanding in the history of ideas' which follow refer to this volume. The concept of a 'speech act' is
first set out in J. L. Austin, How to do things with words, (1962) J. O. Urmson (ed.) (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1965). J. G. A. Pocock, often associated with this Cambridge-based history of
political thought, has preferred to focus on political languages, rather than on individual speech acts.
See Pocock, 'Verbalising a political act,' Political Theory 1 (1973), pp.27-45.

2 This characterisation of the character of the contemporary history of ideas is taken from Anthony
Pagden, Rethinking the linguistic turn: current anxieties in intellectual history,' Journal of the History
of Ideas 49(1988), pp.519-29.
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