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On Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson’s Theory of Deliberative
Democracy

Kuan-sheng Wang

Abstract

This paper intends to explore Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson’s theory of
deliberative democracy. As Gutmann and Thompson claimed, the most serious
challenge of modern society is the problem of moral disagreement. Citizens disagree
on some hard issues such as abortion, euthanasia, gay right, affirmative action
because modern society is full of conflicts of diverse values. In face of these hard
issues, Gutmann and Thompson argue that citizens should follow the principle of
reciprocity, the principle of publicity, the principle of accountability, and continue to
reason together to reach mutually acceptable decisions. This conception is called
deliberative democracy. Gutmann and Thompson intend to replace the vote-centric
theory of democracy with the talk-centric theory of democracy because the majority
rule often sacrifices the minority group. Gutmann and Thompson further argue that
the basic approach in the deliberative democracy is John Rawls’s idea of reflective
equilibrium. In addition, like Ralws, Gutmann and Thompson emphasis the
importance of the principle of publicity in the process of decision making. Based on
these characters, Stephen Macedo claims that Gutmann and Thompson’s theory is the
extension and reformulation of Rawls’s idea of public reason. Samuel Freeman also
calls Gutmann and Thompson the Rawlsian deliberative theorists. | don’t totally agree
these assertions. In this paper, | will clarify the difference between them. Besides,
some philosophers doubt whether Gutmann and Thompson’s theory of deliberative
democracy could be consistent with constitutionalism? Is deliberation able to
challenge the principles of justice? These are also the important topics | want to
explore in this paper.

Keywords : Amy Gutmann, Dennis Thompson, John Rawls, deliberative democracy,
the principle of reciprocity, the principle of publicity, the principle of accountability,
public reason
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