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█ Abstract Habermas believes that the foundation of democracy is to be found in the discourse principle. 
Also, some cognitive and experimental studies have suggested that democratic procedures can promote a 
debate between different opinions and ideas, thus improving the decision-making performance of public 
authorities. However, Habermas believes that, while, on the one hand, the democratic community is 
based on the premise that participants in the discourse collectively strive to find the best solutions, on the 
other, the democratic process allows citizens to irrationally misuse their political rights. If, therefore, rea-
soned decision and dialogue have an important role in the justification of democracy, but it is a limited 
role, we propose the idea of an imperfect dialogic democracy. 
KEYWORDS: Jürgen Habermas; Collective Reasoning; Cognitive and Experimental Studies; Democracy; 
Decision Making 
 
█ Riassunto La democrazia dialogica imperfetta: il principio discorsivo di Habermas e gli studi sperimentali sul 
ragionamento collettivo – Secondo Habermas il fondamento della democrazia risiede nel principio del discor-
so. Alcuni studi cognitivi e sperimentali suggeriscono che le procedure tipiche delle democrazia siano in gra-
do di promuovere un dibattito fra opinioni e idee diverse, capace di migliorare le performances decisionali 
delle autorità pubbliche. Tuttavia, da un lato Habermas ritiene che la comunità democratica sia basata sulla 
presupposto che chi partecipa a un pubblico discorso si impegni a trovare la migliore soluzione, dall’altro le 
procedure democratiche non impediscono che i cittadini utilizzino in maniera irrazionale i loro diritti politi-
ci. Se le decisioni ragionate e il dialogo hanno un ruolo importante nella legittimazione della demcocrazia, un 
ruolo che tuttavia resta limitato, allora suggeriamo l’idea di una democrazia dialogica imperfetta. 
PAROLE CHIAVE: Jürgen Habermas; Ragionamento collettivo; Studi cognitivi e sperimentali; Democrazia; 
Processi decisionali 
 



HABERMAS BELIEVES THAT THE FOUNDA-

TION of democracy is to be found in the “dis-
course principle”.1 According to this principle, 
the only valid decisions and laws are those ap-

proved by citizens through their participation 
in rational discourses. Democracy should 
therefore be considered a discoursive process 
with specific rules, based on the exchange of 
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opinions and aimed at defining a framework 
of legitimate laws, which enable citizens to feel 
free and equal. 

However, the Habermasian model also 
demonstrates internal tensions, concerning 
the discourse principle and its practical use, 
i.e. its theory and practice.2 On the one hand 
the democratic community, since its legiti-
macy is founded on dialogic procedures, is 
based on the premise that the participants in 
the discourse work hard to find the best solu-
tions together. On the other hand, the demo-
cratic process allows citizens to irrationally 
misuse their right to communicate. 

Modern cognitive and experimental sci-
ences, especially recent studies on collective 
reasoning, have introduced new scientifically 
based arguments, which may shed light on 
some features of Habermas’s theory.3 

On the basis of these studies on collective 
reasoning, we will try to answer a series of 
questions: Is a practical use of the discourse 
principle possible for people? To what extent 
does the discourse principle remain in the 
ideal sphere or and to what extent can it be 
put into practice? Can the dialogic procedure 
really lead to an improvement in the perfor-
mance of democracy? 

To answer these questions, we shall first 
look at the characteristics of Habermas’s dia-
logic theory of democracy, by analysing the 
relationship between the principle and its ful-
filment, and between the normative level and 
descriptive level; we shall then examine cog-
nitive and experimental studies on collective 
reasoning; finally we shall look at the results 
of experimental and cognitive studies in light 
of Habermasian theory, and consider to what 
extent the dialogic model could actually be 
put into practice by real people. At the end of 
these arguments, we will propose the idea of 
imperfect dialogic democracy. 

 
█  Habermas’s discourse principle 
 

According to Habermas the idea of an ar-
gumentative and free dialogue is the starting 
point for the construction of a theory of de-

mocracy. This type of dialogue is understood to 
be inter-subjective and communicative and de-
termines the basis and value of a democracy.  

According to Habermas (Theory of Com-
municative Action), whoever reaches out to 
others with language immediately enters into 
a relationship governed by rules. In particu-
lar, an individual that addresses another in-
dividual with an act of communication tends 
to raise certain requirements of validity. For 
example, according to the standard of under-
standability, the speaker must choose an ex-
pression that could be understandable to the 
listener; according to the standard of truth, 
the speaker must intend to communicate 
content that is truthful; the standard of sin-
cerity, instead, allows the listener to believe a 
speaker and have faith in them; according to 
the standard of correctness, the speaker must 
choose an expression that is in line with the 
norms and values of the listener.  

This view of communication governed by 
rules can also have a public and political 
meaning. Applying the dialogic theory to 
democracy means that participants to a pub-
lic decision must judge situations, debate and 
reach a conclusion assuming the validity of 
necessary norms or rules.4  

A fundamental rule according to Habermas 
is, for example, that everyone has the right to 
put forward their own theses and defend them 
rationally with arguments. In his book Between 
Facts and Norms, Habermas identifies as the 
cornerstone of democracy the “discourse prin-
ciple”, according to which, the only valid norms 
are those which all potential interested parties 
would approve of if they were to participate in 
rational discourses. This idea can be explained 
by two points. Firstly, democracy is to be con-
ceived as a discursive process (that is suitably 
regulated, institutionalised and proceduralised) 
based on an exchange of reasons. Secondly, for 
this exchange to take place, there need to be 
certain legitimate legal norms through which 
citizens can see themselves as being free and 
equal.5 

In this idea of democracy, rights are a 
condition for the public autonomy of citi-
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zens. Alongside participation rights to the ac-
tive and passive electorate, emphasis is also 
given to right of expression, freedom of the press 
and freedom of association. The role of associa-
tions and movements is acknowledged and 
encouraged as a fundamental component in 
the formation of a free and critical opinion. 

Moreover, it should be noted that a politi-
cal decision cannot be the outcome of a pro-
cess that individuals conduct on their own, 
but is rather the result of a discussion con-
ducted by concrete actors who interact with 
one another, for two main reasons. First of all 
because the actual participation by everyone 
in a dialogue can guarantee that all arguments 
and interests are taken into consideration. 
Secondly because – as Mill wrote in On Liber-
ty6 – through collective discussion, it is possi-
ble for every individual to strengthen aware-
ness of their own position, or understand they 
are mistaken and change their position. 

The dialogic approach was also developed 
by other authors such as Cohen, Dryzek and 
Benhabib.7 The main feature of these models 
is that the validity of rules and principles of 
democratic conduct depends on a selection 
procedure that searches for the rational con-
sent of the individuals involved. For example, 
Benhabib believes that a dialogic and delib-
erative model could also be applied to con-
temporary societies characterised by severe 
social tensions.8 In particular, Benhabib chal-
lenges the assumption according to which 
cultures are defined in a monolithic manner. 
According to Benhabib many theoretical de-
bates, including the one concerning “strong” 
multiculturalism, where cultures are viewed 
as distinct pieces of mosaic, are dominated 
by this incorrect belief and this results in se-
rious problems. Benhabib thinks it is possible 
to pursue an alternative approach, in which 
we can actually develop an understanding of 
cultures, through a discussion and dialogue 
that continually recreates and renegotiates the 
perceived boundaries between “us” and 
“them”. Therefore, in a social and political 
context, the dialogic approach can be inter-
preted both as a theory of coexistence and a 

measure of the validity of democratic deci-
sions: laws are valid and are respected insofar 
as they are adopted following a procedure that 
satisfies the ideal criterion of rational consent 
by citizens. 

The dialogic approach has the advantage 
of underscoring the role of reflection, debate 
and argumentation in democracy. The com-
munication faculties of citizens represent the 
source of legitimation and the means by 
which democratic institutions are designed 
to help citizens exchange information, know-
how and reasoning. 

However, as already stated, on the one 
hand the democratic community, since its 
legitimacy is founded on dialogic procedures, 
is based on the premise that the participants 
in the discourse work hard to find the best 
solutions together. On the other hand, de-
mocracy also contains irrationality, and it is 
not clear whether the discourse principle can 
actually be achieved. In this regard, cognitive 
and experimental sciences can offer new in-
puts to reflect on the value of discourse in 
democracy, especially with regard to its prac-
tical feasibility. 

Supporting the dialogic theory of democ-
racy with empirical and experimental data 
means investigating whether the theory’s as-
sumption can be confirmed in a concrete and 
rigorous manner, i.e. whether they can be 
deemed relevant on a practical level. 
 
█ Cognitive and experimental studies about 

collective reasoning 
 
According to Labinaz,9 “rationality” is a 

polysemic term, and there are various theories 
on the rationality of human conduct (from the 
ancient Aristotelian theory to the contempo-
rary theory of rational choice). However, 
these theories always entail a clear distinction 
between rationality and irrationality, where 
the former is identified as a line of reasoning 
that respects logical and consistent rules.10 

An important strand of studies on rational-
ity has looked at the collective and collabora-
tive – rather than the individual – condition, 
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where people enter into a discussion with one 
another. Recent research would appear to 
suggest that – given specific conditions– peo-
ple do know how to debate in a dialogic and 
rational manner: they know how to use rea-
soning for evaluating situations and for pro-
ducing arguments and reaching decisions. 

The first studies which systematically 
analysed the production of arguments by 
people were constructed as follows: partici-
pants were asked to reflect on a given argu-
ment, like “would strengthening its military 
power significantly increase America’s ability 
to influence global events?”11 or “what are the 
causes of school drop-out?”.12 After being 
given a short time for reflection, individuals 
were asked to take a position with regard to 
these issues and express their conclusions.  

The results of the studies were quite un-
satisfactory with regard to the cognitive and 
reasoning skills of individuals. Indeed, people 
used superficial explanations instead of rely-
ing on concrete evidence to support their po-
sitions in a rigorous manner. However, it is 
likely that this result was exacerbated by the 
characteristics of the task: it is difficult “to 
measure the rationality” of an individual’s 
considerations in this manner because the 
questions are too generic and broad, moreo-
ver, unlike what happens in a real debate, the 
experimenter was not really putting to the 
test the arguments of participants. On an 
everyday basis, however, an argument can be 
considered good if it is difficult to refute, so 
there is an incentive for an individual to 
strengthen their analysis. Since the individu-
als taking part in the experiment were not 
really put to the test, it was only reasonable 
that they should have been satisfied with su-
perficial arguments. 

On the basis of these considerations, it 
follows that individuals should be able to 
generate better arguments if they are in-
volved in a real debate. This is what Kuhn 
and colleagues13 observed in a later study: 
participants who had to debate a subject with 
other people demonstrated a significant im-
provement in the quality of the arguments 

they later used. Even Resnik and colleagues14 
created groups of three participants who 
were not in agreement on solutions to a spe-
cific problem. By analysing the debates, the 
researchers were impressed by the level of 
reasoning as participants succeeded in devel-
oping a framework for reasoning and com-
plex arguments. 

If people are genuinely capable of produc-
ing quality reasoning, and if these abilities 
are demonstrated more clearly in dialogic 
and argumentative contexts, then debates 
could move closer to Habermas’s vision of 
citizens that are able to have discussions by 
presenting their own arguments and improv-
ing their reasoning thanks to discussions 
with other people. 

There was more progress when individu-
als were given tasks the rationality of which 
was easy to measure. By this I mean logical 
tasks or, more generally, tasks for which a 
correct demonstrable response exists.15 In the 
experiments including this type of task, par-
ticipants generally start by resolving prob-
lems individually and later resolve the prob-
lems in groups of four or five people. Their 
performance is then compared with a control 
group of participants who performed the 
same tests, but did so individually. 

For example, Moshman and Geil created 
an experimental setting in which collabora-
tive reasoning turned out to be qualitatively 
superior to individual reasoning.16 They were 
given a logical problem (involving the classic 
“four cards task”17) which was presented to 
143 university students. Students were ran-
domly assigned to one of the following three 
experimental conditions: (a) individual con-
trol condition (32 students); (b) condition in 
which students are in an interactive group 
(54 students, 10 groups of five or six mem-
bers); (c) condition in which students first 
had to resolve the task individually and then 
performed it again in an interactive group 
(57 students, 10 groups of five or six mem-
bers). Before starting the task, participants 
were told that the purpose of the study was 
to investigate their ability to find a solution 
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to a problem. In addition, they were encour-
aged to take the time they required to ensure 
that they were satisfied with the solution and 
they were told that they would be asked to 
justify their responses. 

The results of the experiment speak clearly. 
In the individual condition, 9.4% of individuals 
selected the correct answer. The correct solu-
tion was instead identified by 70% of the 
groups in the collective condition and by 80% 
of the groups in the individual/interactive con-
dition. Therefore, the choice of the correct 
combination was much more common in 
group situations as opposed to individual situa-
tions.  

The recordings of discussions show that 
students regularly challenged one another to 
justify their choices and encouraged one an-
other to consider consequences and alterna-
tives. As illustrated above, the final choice 
mainly appeared to reflect a voluntary agree-
ment based on a genuine analysis of the logical 
task. The recordings contained little evidence 
of passive conformity to the view of the ma-
jority or to the view of an apparent expert. 
Moreover, students regularly tried to reach an 
agreement by sharing opinions, doubts, ideas 
and reasoning.18 

In particular, an in-depth analysis was 
conducted on the responses of participants 
who were first in the individual condition 
and then in the interactive condition. A 
change in their reasoning was considered 
positive if the initial response of an individu-
al was incorrect and if the final group re-
sponse was correct. Vice versa, the change 
was considered negative. The majority of in-
dividuals displayed a change in the correct-
ness of their choices as a result of interaction 
with the group. Essentially all of these chang-
es were positive: out of 57 students, 37 
changed their choice after having collaborat-
ed with other members of the group; of these 
37, 35 students displayed positive changes 
and only 2 students made negative changes.  

The results of the individual/interactive 
condition suggest the reaching of a consensus 
which derives from dialogic discussion: after 

taking part in the group discussion on the 
“four cards task”, individuals normally refused 
their initial response in favour of the correct 
approach, so the best response was reached 
more successfully through collective reason-
ing as opposed to individual reasoning. 

The dominant approach,19 even in similar 
experiments, is that the best reasoning wins, i.e. 
when a group member understands the prob-
lem they are normally able to convince the oth-
er members that their solution is preferable.20 
This important dynamic can lead to significant 
improvements in the performance of a group 
that reflects in a dialogic manner compared to 
an individual reasoning on their own. 

 
█  Discussion 

 
In applying cognitive results obtained in 

experimental situations to the analysis and 
understanding of the political sphere, we 
need to exercise caution, as recommended by 
Eldar Shafir:21 in the step from the controlled 
environment of an experimental study to re-
ality we need to consider the fact that deci-
sion-making in politics is a complex process, 
which can be driven by functional or conflict-
ing considerations, and which can therefore 
be motivated by multiple and heterogeneous 
criteria. 

Taking into account these considerations 
of a prudential nature, I believe that the exper-
imental results do however illustrate certain 
cognitive dynamics that are relevant for polit-
ical philosophy like Habermas’s, which is 
based on dialogic debate: I am not claiming 
that the limited and specific interaction be-
tween peers (such as that experienced by the 
participants in some experimental studies) can 
be generalised to all situations in which a 
group works together to tackle a cognitive 
task, but it is plausible that reiterating oppor-
tunities to take part in group reasoning could 
contribute to a more rational development of 
collective evaluations and decisions. 

Indeed, we can think of various situations 
in which we can observe collective reasoning 
and in which there is confirmation of the 
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practical feasibility of dialogic democracy, in 
both the context of politics and policy. 

The context of politics, i.e. the context of 
competition for political power and the dy-
namics of the electoral process, is certainly 
characterised by elements of irrationality, 
like the selfishness of the interested parties. 
However, even an author like Michael 
Walzer, who is generally critical of “German 
theories of collective action and ideal dis-
course”, states that rational discussion and 
deliberation based on a collaborative dia-
logue has «a place, and an important one at 
that, in democratic politics».22 

For example, even an activity with high 
“emotional” components like party member-
ship affords a role to argument in terms of 
the most demanding problems and the most 
difficult challenges for the movement or par-
ty: party members discuss political issues 
even when they are collecting signatures or 
carrying out organisational activities, and 
even at this level, democracy manifests itself 
as a culture of argument. The dialogic prin-
ciple requires – as indeed often occurs – that 
a party’s platform is drafted by people that 
are informed, competent and committed to 
preparing proposals that are financially real-
istic and politically interesting and that 
above all, that these people meet and have 
discussions. In every democratic meeting 
there is no voting of alternatives unless these 
have been previously illustrated and debated, 
and in parliamentary debates, despite stark 
contrasts in their political positions, oppos-
ing speakers listen to one another and are at 
least in part willing to change their positions. 
Similarly, voters are never asked to vote 
without hearing lengthy discussions during 
the electoral campaign, and many citizens – 
despite manipulation and conditioning dur-
ing elections – are committed to acquiring 
information by comparing the various 
sources, and try to pay attention to the ar-
guments of the various candidates and make 
an effort to calculate their interests by evalu-
ating the proposals made by the parties.23 

The policy context relates instead to the 

process of production and implementation of 
public policies that are understood as 
measures passed by the people in power to 
manage public affairs. Public policies are not 
always consistent sequences guided by a well-
defined view of the world: we commonly see 
elements of randomness, inconsistency and 
unforeseen effects.24 

However, even in this context, we can 
identify various situations in which activities 
guided by collective reasoning have an im-
portant role to play. For example, just think 
of social movements or collective organisa-
tions that provide a Habermasian function 
alongside formal seats of power and support 
the creation and implementation of policies 
and services: they can indeed promote 
knowledge of specific requirements, facilitate 
the acknowledgement of a particular subject 
matter, provide information to policymakers 
with regard to certain areas and help to eval-
uate and correct policies.25 

It is also worth mentioning the role of ex-
perts – people with specialist knowledge – in 
offering contributions of a dialogic type to 
the creation of policies. According to Pane-
bianco,26 politicians tend to involve scientists 
not to look for unselfish solutions based on 
“scientific evidence”, but rather to use scien-
tists as “advocates” in the search for scientific 
arguments that could help the viewpoints of 
their party prevail. This position, which is 
critical of so-called “social engineering”, does 
however have, as Panebianco suggests, an 
“ironic” effect: given that in politics it is not 
possible to reach solutions that are scientifi-
cally indisputable, the role of scientists be-
comes that of offering a contribution within 
a context where things are disputable. The 
rivalry between experts in politics acquires a 
role that we can define as dialogic, in that it 
contributes to clarifying the various underly-
ing positions and arguments, thus represent-
ing an «essential antidote to the selective 
deafness of human beings».27 The knowledge 
of experts therefore has a value because, 
standing in contrast to various arguments, it 
helps to spread numerous ideas that can in-
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crease awareness of problems and the quality 
of decisions.  

In conclusion, some experimental studies 
suggest that the democratic procedures are able 
to promote a debate between different opin-
ions and ideas, managing to improve decision-
making performances in the public sphere.  

However, in addition to reasoned dialogue, 
in a democracy there are also emotional and 
impulsive aspects. According to many psy-
chologists, humans have a dual nature: they 
are rational as well as emotional and impul-
sive.28 As far as politics is concerned, Walzer 
in The Exclusions of Liberal Theory has listed 
typical activities of a democracy that cannot 
be understood in theoretical models based on 
the exchange of reasons or argumentative 
processes. Walzer refers to political education 
when it is understood as indoctrination or ac-
tivities such as mobilizations, rallies or 
demonstrations, where the political message 
overwhelms and even interrupts discourse and 
dialogue. Also, Caplan contends that voters 
are often irrational in the political sphere and 
have systematically biased ideas about politi-
cal economy.29 

It can therefore be argued that rational de-
bate certainly has a relevant place in democra-
cy and – as experimental studies on collective 
reasoning have shown – is possible in practice, 
however, its role cannot be generalized to the 
whole public sphere and cannot be considered 
independent of other impulsive and emotional 
dynamics. Collective decisions that are 
formed and elaborated through dialogue and 
argumentation exist and can actually improve 
the quality of political decisions, but this pro-
cess remains limited and imperfect. Indeed, 
circumstances in which people do nothing but 
reflect and discuss issues (as is the case in the 
experiment by Moshman and Geil) are not 
always easy to find in the world of democratic 
politics. 

If, therefore, evaluation and reasoned de-
cision and dialogue have an important role in 
the justification of democracy, but it is a lim-
ited role, we propose the idea of imperfect di-
alogic democracy.30 

█  Conclusive considerations 
 

According to Bicchieri31 and Ervas,32 human 
beings follow social norms and standards pre-
cisely because their rationality is limited. A so-
cial and political procedure is adhered to not as 
a result of perfect rationality, but because our 
emotional and impulsive cognitive system 
erodes rationality. Indeed, individuals require 
norms as a benchmark to provide them with a 
source of guidance in complex interactions. 

It should not therefore come as a surprise 
that democracy is made up of procedures that 
aim to govern individuals’ limited rationality. 
If it is true that human beings have a rational 
as well as an emotional and impulsive nature,33 
then the principle of discourse on which the 
democratic system is based should aim to 
promote reasoned discussion as much as pos-
sible. In this way, rationality tempers the non-
rational elements, limiting the spread of the 
latter and reducing the probability of these 
gaining the upper hand. 

We can conclude that the discourse princi-
ple appears to be relevant at a practical level, 
i.e. it is feasible in practice: the possibility ex-
ists that, at least in certain collective and politi-
cal contexts, it could generate dynamics that 
would improve our cognitive ability to evalu-
ate and decide on public issues. This is there-
fore a normative principle that can be success-
fully applied and – in light of these experi-
mental data – the internal tension between the 
discourse principle and its practical feasibility, 
i.e. between the normative and descriptive 
level, is clarified: promoting the exchange of 
reasons can actually increase the quality of 
democratic decisions. As was claimed by Gio-
vanni Sartori,34 democracy is a system of gov-
ernment which, if it is to function effectively, 
cannot ignore ideals and values. Moreover, 
even if reasoned decision and dialogue have 
an important role in democracies, this role is 
limited and it is our belief that real democracy 
is akin to an imperfect dialogic democracy. 

Future research trajectories could involve 
defining in more detail democratic practices 
that are closer to Habermasian discourse, 
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while at the same time identifying situations 
that differ from the discourse model and re-
main dominated by passions, affections and 
irrationality. 
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