Reading for assignment
The perennial questions of politics

Figure 1 provides a schematic diagram containing eleven broad categories of very

general concerns that are central to politics and thus to developing public philosophies.

The seven categories at the top of the figure deal with the beliefs, values, and

principles that most directly bear on political life.
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Communities People reside in, identify with, and have obligations to many political

communities or polities: territorially defined states having governments that make

laws and develop programs affecting the production and distribution of social goods.

Such polities include: the global community; various civilizations defined by the ethnicities,

religions, and cultures of people; regional political systems like the European
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Figure 1 A framework for describing and analyzing public philosophies
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Union; nations; provinces, metropolitan areas, cities, and towns within nations having

decentralized political systems; school districts and other specialized associations for

the delivery of specific public goods; and local neighborhoods.7 With which of these

kinds of communities do people most strongly identify? With which of these kinds of

communities should they identify?

Citizens Political communities are composed of residents and citizens. Who can

become residents and citizens of various communities? Can there be legitimate differences

in the status of residents (e.g., full citizens, partial citizens, mere residents)?

What benefits are provided to citizens, and should such benefits be extended and

guaranteed as rights or should they be reduced? What duties must citizens perform,

and should citizen obligations be strengthened or diminished?

Structures Many institutions and processes structure polities by giving meaning

and purposes to people’s lives, and by producing, distributing, and controlling social

goods. Such institutions include governments (or various sorts), corporations and other

business organizations, labor unions and other associations of workers, religious

institutions, schools, voluntary and charitable organizations, and families. Such processes

include market transactions and governmental regulations. Cultures (broadly

accepted norms and values within political communities) are non-institutional structures

that affect social life in important ways. Should our lives be highly structured,

or should such structures – or at least certain structures – be dismantled or at least

diminished? Which of these structures are the most important? What is the existing

balance of power among these structures? Should this balance be modified?

Rulers Elected representatives, appointed office-holders (bureaucrats), owners and

managers of economic organizations, producers and disseminators of ideas and

information, leaders of community groups, active participants on community issues,

and ordinary citizens are among the kinds of people in a community who exercise

political power. Who really rules and who should rule? What is the distribution of

power within a community, and should power be distributed differently? What are

the mechanisms for limiting the power of rulers and the occasions for holding rulers

accountable?

Authority Matters of economic behavior, social interaction, environmental protection,

religious worship, cultural values, and personal lifestyles are among the many

facets of community life that are potentially subject to governmental authority. For

what purposes should government authority be exercised? What constraints on individual

freedom can governmental authorities legitimately impose? In what areas

should government authority be expanded or contracted?

Justice People normally adhere to cultural norms and governmental laws. What principles

of justice should be reflected in such norms and laws? People should treat each

other in a just manner, and social goods should be distributed fairly. What principles

Copyright © 2008 John Wiley & Sons

6 Constructing Our Public Philosophies

of justice should guide the distribution of social goods? What distributive procedures

and outcomes are just?

Change Political change can be resisted, or it could be sought in small and large

doses, and through peaceful and violent means. How much and what kind of change

is desirable? What tactics used by agents of change are legitimate? To what extent

and under what conditions is repression of those who seek change legitimate?

Beyond these seven categories, figure 1 directs attention to four kinds of philosophical

assumptions – to ideas that are broader than political principles and often foundational

to them. These assumptions tend to be unarticulated in political discussions

and are often poorly understood by political actors, but that does not diminish the

extent to which they are firmly held and the basis of people’s political beliefs, values,

and principles. Philosophical assumptions are hard to contest, because there exists no

agreed-upon method for validating or falsifying them, but that does not diminish our

need to think rigorously about their merits and limitations. They concern:

Ontology. People hold different conceptions of ultimate reality. Ontological assumptions

deal with the most basic source(s) of the world we experience. Are there supernatural

beings or a Supreme Being (Yahweh, God, or Allah) that created the natural

world? Are there transcendental beings (such as God or Platonic forms) that provide

absolute standards specifying what is good and evil in the natural world and human

conduct? Or is ultimate reality simply the most basic materials and forces in the

natural world? Ontological assumptions also deal with ultimate ends. Is what will

become of the world determined by divine or supernatural causes? By material and

natural causes? Or are ultimate ends undetermined, subject to human ideas, will, and

power?

Human nature. People hold different beliefs about the essence of humans. Are

humans fundamentally equal and, if so, in what ways and on what basis? In what

ways are humans unequal? What constitutes the good life for individuals? What are

basic (and desirable) human motivations and purposes? Are humans autonomous

and rational in choosing their own ends, or are their conceptions of the good life and

their motivations socially and politically influenced?

Nature of society. People have different notions about the origins of social life and

different images of society. What are the basic characteristics of a good society? To

what extent should societies be homogeneous, and in what ways are they heterogeneous?

What are the fundamental bases of conflict within societies?

Epistemology. People have different conceptions of what we can know politically

and how we can know it. To what extent can we have certain knowledge or tentative

knowledge about politics? Or must we accept complete uncertainty about fundamental

political questions? How can we achieve political knowledge?
