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Experiencing Error: Royce’s Pluralism in Contemporary America

Abstract: Feminist, race theorists, and post-colonial theorists have expressed concern over the past two decades about popular understandings of the term “pluralism.” Often the term has been used as a way to show that communities are diverse when in actuality what counts as “reasonable differences” is controlled by institutions of power. In this paper, I argue that Josiah Royce’s accounts of error sensitivity and pluralist communities can help enrich the idea of pluralism in contemporary America. Under this account, pluralist communities are obligated to create new interpretations across differences and strive for larger, inclusive perspectives.

In “Cultural Alterity,” Ofelia Schutte warns against the common usage of the terms “diversity” and “pluralism.” While these terms are supposed to imply an inclusion of people and ideas across differences, they are often employed to erase differences in order to establish the illusion of unity under the control of an institution of power. Schutte states, “[e]ven when the system is formulated as pluralist the drawback is that only those differences are likely to enter the plural stage as are able to fit within the overall rationality that approves or controls the many as one.”
 In this quote, Schutte articulates what many feminist theorists, race theorists, and post-colonial theorists have been concerned about, an appeal to pluralism under the common understanding of that term does not always lead to liberatory actions. Instead, the guise of pluralism can have a number of harmful consequences, including creating an ‘us vs. them’ mentality between the rationality of the conquerors and the rationalities of their foes, eliding the opinions of the underprivileged, exiling dissenters rather than reckoning with their views, and falsely representing the viewpoint of one member of a group as the viewpoint of the whole. In this paper, I will argue that cultivating a method of error sensitivity within pluralist communities, a method that draws upon the work of Josiah Royce, could provide a means for guarding against the last of these harms—unfairly asserting a single viewpoint as an accurate representation of all of the views in a diverse group. Royce’s account of error from “Truth and Error” combined with his account of pluralism in the community from Problem of Christianity establish progressive requirements for pluralist communities. Too often the way the common understanding of pluralism works out involves an erasure of difference in order to give the illusion of unity. In order for pluralism to maintain both an account of difference within communities as well as a means of relating across differences even when they result in conflict, communities require a method of error sensitivity like the one Royce’s conception of pluralism within a community depends upon in The Problem of Christianity. As I will demonstrate, this concept of error sensitivity in communities can enrich a contemporary understanding of pluralism for social progress. 
Schutte and other scholars have analyzed many of the consequences of pluralism in an oppressive culture and formulated means of resisting or subverting them; however, the problems associated with false representation and its relationship to pluralist communities and error remain frightfully common. The rhetoric of “real America” employed by the McCain-Palin platform in the 2008 Presidential Election is a clear example of the kind of false representation that can occur when an institution of power, in this case the avatars for a major political party, asserts its view as indicative of all the views in a pluralist society. In their discussions of “real America,” John McCain, Sarah Palin, and their associates suggest that diverse peoples are brought together by a core set of values. During election campaign, Vice Presidential candidate Sarah Palin infused the McCain campaign with the language of “real America.” According to Palin and many McCain supporters, this “real America” stands opposed to Washington D.C., New York City, and traditionally liberal urban areas. Palin’s “real America,” a term that is still being used by Tea Party members, is fiercely patriotic, hard working, courageous, Christian, and opposed to socialism. Palin originally used the term “pro-America” to mean small towns, and while she apologized at first for implying that some parts of America were “anti-America,” the language of “real America” was repeated throughout the campaign by McCain supporters and Tea Party politicians like Representatives Michelle Bachman and Robin Heyes.
 The notion of a “real America” was supposed to unite potential McCain voters across the nation. No matter how your state voted, if you opposed socialism, embraced the Republican ideal, loved America and were sufficiently public in your Christian fervor you too could be part of “real America,” a ground swell of individuals who come together for the preservation of the American Constitution and the defeat of the socialist agenda. In short, “real America” supposedly overcomes differences and unites for a common goal. In this manner the “real America” envisioned by Palin and others could be seen as pluralist. However, this is the understanding of pluralism that Schutte argues against. In this case, a force of great power, a major political party, imposes a unity by ignoring difference.  

In addition to perpetuating an oppressive notion of pluralism, those employing the rhetoric of “real America” soon fall into error. In his 1912 essay “Error and Truth,” Rocye defines error as, “An error is the expression, through voluntary action, of a belief. In case of an error, a being, whose ideas have a limited scope, so interprets those ideas as to bring himself into conflict with a larger life to which he himself belongs. This life is one of experience and of action. Its whole nature determines what the erring subject, at his stage of experience, and with his ideas, ought to think and to do. He errs when he so feels, believes, acts, interprets, as to be in positive and decisive conflict with this ought. The conflict is at once theoretical and practical.”
 In this definition, error is the problem of a limited, finite perspective asserting itself as the perspective of a whole. This definition signifies a move in Royce’s work away from a conception of error as being seen by a distant Absolute. Instead the practical understanding of error is that it is a kind of process where a finite agent is either unwilling or unable to recognize its limitations. In the situation of communities, error occurs when an individual or part of a community presents its perspective as the perspective of the community as a whole while at the same time not allowing the whole of the community to refute this representation. Looking to the McCain campaign’s example of “real America” rhetoric can illustrate this type of Roycian error. 

In a television interview during the election campaign, a McCain advisor expanded on the concept of “real America” by listing some regions that might qualify for this distinction. On MSNBC Today, Nancy Pfotenhauer stated “And remember that, you know, you’ve got places in other states like northern Wisconsin, the iron range of Minnesota, south-central and southeastern Pennsylvania, the St. Louis suburbs and the rural areas of Missouri that are very responsive to our message."
 The comment was scrutinized by liberal advocates and political correspondents for its distinction between “real America” and an unnamed something else. However, to those familiar with Minnesota history the inclusion of Minnesota’s Iron Range in this category seemed bizarre. For a century, the Minnesota 8th district, which includes the Iron Range has been one of the most politically liberal districts in the nation. Historically, the dangerous conditions of the mining industries lead to a large union presence, and most of the area was settled by Scandinavian immigrants from the 1910s and 1920s. Both of these factors lead to high levels of involvement in the American Communist Party and a continued focus on socialist political projects. In the 2008 presidential election, Barak Obama beat John McCain by nine points in the 8th district, two points higher than the national average, and the district has been represented by a Democrat in congress since 1947. Furthermore, to this day, the district remains committed to high community taxes that provide for community projects, such as much better funded schools, than the rest of the country and community centers.
 On the surface, the Minnesota Iron Range seemed like other Republican swing areas, it is a rural district, vastly white, and suffering from a lack of economic growth. However, looking at only these factors hid the unique history and political culture of the Minnesota Iron Range.

In this instance, the McCain campaign tried to subsume the whole of these communities under a larger account of what counts as “real America.” During her voluntary action of making the statement on the national stage, Pfotenhauer expressed a belief about the regions of “real America” which came into conflict with the larger community of America in general and the larger community of the Minnesota Iron Range in particular, a significant portion of which did not support the McCain platform. An experienced, highly trained political operative with resources and technologies available to her today ought to be able to acknowledge the political culture of the community she spoke on behalf of. Within the Minnesota Iron Range there are plenty of examples of hard work, Christianity, and Patriotism; however, these traditions in themselves do not account for the whole of traditions and experiences within the area, traditions and experiences which also include deeply imbedded socialist politics and politically liberal commitments. None of these aspects of the Minnesota Iron Range were included in the attributes of the “real America” that was supposed to be in support of a McCain presidency.

Pfotenhauer’s inclusion of the Minnesota Iron Range in the exclusive category of “real America” highlights the connection between Royce’s concept of error and the dangers presented by the kind of pluralism described by Schutte. In this case, the error was caused when a McCain supporter chose to assert the perspective of an institutional power, a major political party, rather than a perspective stemming from a personal experience with the community itself. A major power erased regional differences in an attempt to assimilate the region into a unity that would profit the Republican Party. In this way, an appeal to a pluralism that unifies “real America” across geographically different spaces ran into the limitation of traditional views of pluralism that Schutte warns against. These limitations produce the kind of error that Royce describes in the passage I discussed earlier. 

However, Royce’s conception of communities in The Problem of Christianity provides an alternative account of pluralism to the rejected examples criticized by Schutte. In “The Experience of Pluralism,” Scott Pratt articulates some attributes of pluralism in American philosophy. In Western philosophy, pluralism has traditionally been seen as the counterpoint to monism, as in pluralism implies that the world is made of several individual perspectives rather than one, but this account pales in comparison to the account of pluralism that comes through American philosophy. In this tradition, which Pratt says can be seen through William James’s late idealist works, but could include Royce’s work as well, pluralism signifies not just that there are multiple things making up the world but that experience shows both plural knowledges and plural realities. Through experience, we recognize both perspectives and things as separate and irreducible; yet, we also recognize that different things relate to and interact with each other across these different perspectives. Pluralism in the American tradition means not just that there is a difference in the things that make up the world but rather that these things exist in relationships of connection and disconnection. To focus on pluralism then means to focus on the relationships between points of difference.
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In order to do this, pluralism has to be understood as something that builds connections but does result in a monolithic society. The concept of pluralism that follows Royce throughout his work conceives of the many as potentially one through relationships while maintaining the individuation of the many. Pluralism in Royce’s account is framed as a response to the problem of the one and the many. In “The Moral Order” from World and the Individual, Royce explains the Absolute as being both the One and the Many: “this Absolute purpose is not only One, but also infinitely complex so that its unity of many Wills, each one of which finds its expression in an individual life while these lives, as lives of various Selves have an aspect in which they are free, in so far as each, while many aspects determine, is still its own measure a determiner of all the rest.”
 Royce relies on a metaphysical pluralism throughout his work, and the Absolute provides a unity, the connection between individual selves, wills, and ideas. While never subsuming them, the Absolute acts as the larger framework that puts differing wills into connection with each other. 

By Royce’s late major work, The Problem of Christianity, discussions of the Absolute give way to Royce’s focus on communities. Communities in general, and the Beloved Community in particular, provide the connection that relates individuals together into communities and communities together for the ideal of the ultimate community. Royce argues that while James’s concept of compounding of consciousness from “A Pluralistic Universe” varies significantly from his own concept of the idea of the community, “James’s final opinions…tended to show, better than would otherwise have been possible, where the true problem [of the one and the many] lies.”
 James’s pluralism and Royce’s pluralism are similar until we reach their end point. While James conceives of compounding of consciousness Royce purposes the community. Royce contrasts the pluralism of James and himself with what he calls the dominant social pluralism of the day. The dominant pluralism, Royce claims, is focused on the separation of individual consciousness and entities. However, this dominant model misses for Royce the experience of our social lives in communities: 
Our ordinary social pluralism leads us to conceive the individual streams of consciousness as if they were unable to share even a single pang of pain. No one of them, we have said, can directly read the secret of a single idea that floats in another stream. Each conscious river of individual life is close shut between its own banks, like the Oregon of Bryant’s youthful poem that roles, ‘and hears no sound but his own waves.’

But in our actual social life,--in the market-place, or at the political gathering, or when mobs rage and imagine a vain thing, in the streets of a modern city, the close shut-in streams of consciousness now appear as if they had lost their banks altogether. They seem to flow together like rivers that are lost in the ocean, and to surge into tumultuous unity, as if they were universal tides.

The experience of life within the community is Royce’s greatest reasoning for understanding pluralism as relationships between differing entities rather than entities separated from each other. Importantly for Royce’s conception of community these pluralist relationships are based within situations of difference and conflict.

While understanding pluralism as relationships across difference and conflict within communities Royce’s work also provides us with a requirement for communities to maintain this kind of pluralism. Ultimately, in order for communities to relate the many individuals into a unity of the community, the community must cultivate error sensitivity. When Royce defines error as a finite agent asserting her perspective as the perspective of the whole when the rest of her community has no opportunity to dissent, he focuses on the results of an agent failing to recognize her limitations. When an agent joins a community, she must acknowledge the limits of her own perspective. An agent who isolates herself from her community loses a degree of error sensitivity because she has no larger perspective to provide comparison. Thus, the method for recognizing error is a process that takes into account a larger perspective, and Royce calls this process “interpretation.” Interpretation puts multiple perspectives into relationships with each other and creates a larger perspective. 
Without interpretation, there is no way to recognize error because an agent’s limited perspective exhausts the possibilities. Royce claims that individuals and communities cannot find meaning in truth and error without a triadic relation. A community of interpretation is a relationship among three or more participants wherein the third party plays the role of a mediator. The three or more parties create what Royce calls a “community of interpretation.” Under this model, the two conflicting parties lack a larger perspective. They experience conflict with each other but there is no larger view that can mediate their conflicting accounts. The interpreter works with both sides of the conflict to create a new, larger view. Because this interpretation requires a new creative action, determining who is in error is no longer about finding a fixed truth to use in order to disregard one account or the other, nor is it about one account subsuming the other; rather, differing perspectives work with each other to make the community more inclusive.

For Royce, these communities of interpretation are a necessary component of all larger communities. In order to be sensitive to error, Royce claims that a mediator must act with a “loyalty to loyalty”
 that commands her to adopt a larger and larger view. Communities of interpretation never terminate this project of an ever-expanding view, even though the community of interpretation can create a temporary consensus. However, all interpretations that come out of communities of interpretation remain up for reinterpretation. For example when a community develops a larger view of a conflict through the passage of time they may find that the consensus reached by the original community of interpretation is in error and needs to be negotiated.
  
In order for truth and error to have any meaning there has to be a larger perspective from which to judge individual claims. This larger perspective for Royce is the community, and the largest community of all is the Beloved Community. By practicing loyalty to loyalty those within communities of interpretation aim their community towards the Beloved Community. If individuals and communities do not commit to a larger aim, then judgments are framed either by dogmatic rules of authority or judgments that are radically relativist and lack any meaningful relationship to truth and error. Royce compares the Beloved Community to the bonds of friendship: “When friends really join hands and hearts and lives, it is not the mere collection of sundered organism and of divided feelings and will that these friends view as their life. Their life, as friends, is the unity which, while above their own level, wins them to itself and gives them meaning.”
 Royce argues that the Beloved Community establishes a higher purpose for all communities. It presents the possibility that diverse communities can join together, and this more inclusive community can provide a perspective on the way to the largest “absolute” perspective. The result is a process of ongoing interpretation that generates new perspectives. 
At the end of this paper, we are still left with the question what does it take to have a pluralist community that does not fall into the traps of assimilation and domination that Schutte warns us of. In order for pluralist communities to maintain relationships across difference that create a unity without enforcing assimilation, communities have to maintain error sensitivity. Rather than striving for an ultimate truth, error sensitivity requires that communities continually strive towards the largest, most inclusive views. In a practical sense, this means that individual communities need to reject accounts that represent the community as monolithic and unnuanced without accounting for differences and conflicts within. On a larger scale, error sensitivity in pluralist communities requires striving towards greater understandings of a larger world and relating across communities through new creative actions of fair interpretation. 
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