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This book traces the evolution of John Rawls's political thought from A Theory of Justice (Harvard University Press, 1971) to Political Liberalism (Columbia University Press, 1993), with special reference to the so-called 'liberal-communitarian debate'. Though predominantly a commentary on Rawls, it also contains some more general insights on the relationship between the concepts of justice and community. It provides an account of those aspects of Rawls's early theory that were attacked as too 'abstract', and of the contextualist revision carried out by Rawls in the 1980s. It analyses the notion of 'contextualism' as endorsed by communitarians and liberals, and concludes with an examination and defence of the 'political' liberalism of the later Rawls.





Though a rewarding read, this is not a light one. The sentence construction is often quite sophisticated, and apart from a few references to American slavery and to the distribution of health care, we are not helped out with concrete examples of political prescriptions that might illustrate the differences between liberals and communitarians or between the earlier and later Rawls. Certainly one needs to have some prior familiarity with Rawls and his critics in order to read this book with profit. On the other hand, the lack of reference to political prescriptions is no less notable in some of the authors Besussi is writing about, and is indeed one of the features of communitarian writing that make its attack on 'liberalism' so intangible. Michael Sandel, for example, is notorious for having said nothing about the difference between communitarian and liberal policies beyond the fact that the former include banning pornography. It would be unfair to expect Besussi to invent other examples for him. One should also take into account a point made by Charles Taylor and cited by Besussi (p. 80), to the effect that 'ontology' is not to be confused with 'advocacy'  -  that it is a mistake to try to trace a direct line of argument from disagreements about ontological issues, like that of the possibility of 'unencumbered choosers', to disagreements about particular political prescriptions.





In these terms, Besussi's book is more about 'ontology' than 'advocacy'. It is a book about the methods and scope of political philosophy, as seen from the point of view of contemporary Rawlsian liberals, rather than about the concrete implications of Rawlsian liberalism in terms, say, of the limits of personal liberty or the distribution of material resources. Thus, Besussi is concerned to answer questions like, What is the strength and scope of a 'contextualist' normative liberal theory? Just how valid, in other words, is a form of liberalism that makes no appeal to claims which are wholly independent of the tradition of liberalism itself (say, to abstract claims about the nature of the person or the nature of rational deliberation)? Does the justification of liberalism then become wholly context-dependent? Must liberals then limit themselves to an endorsement of the liberal tradition of which they are a part? Might they still have some basis for questioning and further developing that tradition? Will liberalism still be 'exportable' to countries with a non-liberal tradition?





The theme of the book is, then, metaethical, and this explains its subtitle. Besussi's is an 'essay on contemporary political philosophy' not because it is primarily an interpretation of Rawls, who is indeed the dominant figure in contemporary political philosophy, but because it is an essay about the scope of contemporary political philosophy itself. It is about how far and in what ways contemporary political philosophers (in particular, liberal ones) can justify their normative claims.





The book is divided into five chapters. The first chapter examines three ways in which Rawls's conception of 'justice as fairness' has been criticised as too abstract. The first of these concerns the abstract nature of the people in Rawls's 'original position', whom Rawls conceives of as 'free and equal', and who are thus stipped of various kinds of 'contingent' beliefs and desires; the second concerns the principles of justice, chosen by the people in the original position in accordance with the rules of rational choice theory; the third concerns the nature of the 'primary goods' held by Rawls to be universally valid as all-purpose means to the pursuit of an individual's conception of the good, whatever that conception may be. Besussi suggests that the seeds of Rawls's contextualist revision of his theory are already present in A Theory of Justice in the form of an ambiguity: Rawls appears to believe on the one hand that the original position is a 'universally accessible moral metaphor', but also that its justification lies in 'criteria of universality' that are only 'locally inspired' (p. 43). This ambiguity has given rise to two criticisms of Rawls, the first being the accusation of empty formalism, and the second the accusation of a form of particularism (which I take to be the classic criticism of Rawls as having 'rigged' the original position in favour of his own conception of justice) (pp. 34, 46).





In a second chapter, Besussi moves on to the Dewey Lectures (Journal of Philosophy, 77, 1980), examining Rawls's limitation of his Kantian universalism to a particular context  -  that of the liberal democratic tradition. This move towards 'Kantianism in one country' is supposed to deflect the two criticisms mentioned above: 'justice as fairness' remains a universalist theory, but is not empty and formalistic, because it represents an ideal that is latent in the practices of a particular culture. It is 'extracted from', and 'constructed out of', the ideas of that culture. One wonders whether it is not really Hegel rather than Kant who inspires such a 'contextualist turn', and this is a question to which Besussi returns in the final chapter. In any case, as Besussi points out, it is still unclear at this stage whether the contextualist turn implies seeing justice as fairness as applicable only to members of the liberal democratic tradition, or whether despite that turn there can still be some reason for seeing it as applying elsewhere.





Chapter 3 gives a fairly comprehensive account of the communitarian critique of Rawls (although Sandel, Taylor and Walzer receive more attention than MacIntyre), dealing first with the rejection of the liberal concept of the person, and then with the subordination of justice to community. The chapter includes a critique of Walzer (pp. 110-115) which takes into account the development of his theory since Sheres of Justice (Blackwell, 1983). Ultimately, however, Walzer's theory is seen to flounder on the oft-noted problem of accommodating disagreement about the 'social meanings' on which it depends. In answer to Sandel's critique of Rawls, Besussi holds that the later Rawls is able to accommodate Sandel's idea of a 'constitutive community' to the extent that this is possible in a liberal society characterised by disagreement about the good. For Sandel, the community is constitutive of the self, in that the self cannot be separated from an idea of the common good. Rawls has an idea of the common good, but this is limited to the political sphere. A Rawlsian community is constitutive of the self, but only politically so.





At one or two points in this third chapter I found Besussi's terminology somewhat confusing. For example, she says that one reason for not seeing Rawls's conception of community as purely 'instrumental' (in Sandel's sense) is to be found in the fact that Rawls's principles of justice are in fact 'constitutive rules'. Yet Rawls's two principles of justice simply are not constitutive rules in the strict sense  -  i.e., 'rules that shape a game, and thus prescribe the pertinent and appropriate moves if one intends to participate in that game' (p. 88)  -  and even if they were, Sandel would surely answer that he was using the word 'constitutive' in quite a different sense. I am also puzzled by Besussi's use of the term 'ethical monism' (monismo morale). She is of course aware that 'pluralism' is sometimes used to refer to disagreement between people with different moral points of view (call this pluralism-1), and at other times to refer to an ethical theory which denies the existence of a supervalue to which all other values can be reduced (call this pluralism-2). However, she often uses the term 'monism' to mean the opposite of pluralism-1 (e.g., pp. 88, 154), when in fact the normal meaning of 'monism' is the opposite of pluralism-2. Thus, communitarians are depicted as 'ethical monists', despite the fact that most of them by no means endorse monism in the normal sense. This would perhaps not be a serious problem if the difference with normal usage were made absolutely clear (it is not). But Besussi also reports Walzer as criticising the 'authoritarian monism of liberal political philosophy' (i.e., the Rawlsian tendency to reduce all goods to 'the primary goods') and the 'inevitable contrast between liberalism and pluralism' (p. 106), and here the meaning of 'monism' seems after all to be closer to the opposite of pluralism-2. More importantly, the reader is left with the general impression that for Besussi 'liberals' endorse pluralism-1 and oppose pluralism-2, and this does not strike me as a representative picture. Whether or not Walzer is right to put Rawls in this category, such a view is not representative of liberalism in general. One has only to think, for example, of the followers of Isaiah Berlin, whose support for both forms of pluralism is unequivocal. Besussi generally replicates Rawls's tendency to treat 'liberalism' and 'Rawlsianism' as synonymous, and while this may be excusable in the case of Rawls himself (he is, after all, presenting us with his view of liberalism), it is surely unwarranted in a commentary.





Chapter 4, which analyses the notion of contextualism in political philosophy, is perhaps the most original part of the book. Besussi finds four different meanings of 'contextualism' in the liberal-communitarian literature, and she helpfully makes these explicit in a way that other commentators have not. This is particularly important since, as she points out, the difference between liberals and communitarians is no longer one between contextualism and a-contextualism, but one between different 'contextualisms'.





Thus, progressing from the stronger to the weaker forms of contextualism, we have first of all a 'contextualism of the good', where the context is all-pervasive, no values are 'chosen', and no critical distance is possible. Secondly, there is an 'ethnocentric contextualism' of the kind apparently favoured by Richard Rorty, whereby the members of a liberal culture choose out of solidarity to adhere to their own tradition. Here, we have 'descriptive' reasons for being a liberal that are internal to our culture (reasons that are supplied through 'narrative'), but no independent philosophical or 'justificatory' reasons supplied by an 'external vantage point'. This, despite the fact that liberalism is itself formulated in terms of a language that makes reference to an external vantage point  -  something which Besussi rightly sees as rendering ethnocentric contextualism problematic if not paradoxical (p. 150). Thirdly, there is the 'interpretative contextualism' of Michael Walzer. Unlike ethnocentric contextualism, interpretative contextualism allows some space for 'philosophy', but it still sees the philosopher's membership of a particular community as an important constraint on what can be proposed in political terms. The political philosopher's vantage point, on this view, is 'internal, but not overly so, one might say: and on this special sort of citizenship, of critical membership, rests the possibility of philosophical arguments finding a way into tradition' (p. 153). Fourthly and finally, there is the 'constructivist contextualism' of Rawlsian or justice-based liberalism. On this view, the liberal conception of justice is constructed out of ideas latent in a particular political tradition, but also has independent moral force, thus allowing for the 'external' point of view denied by the other three contextualisms.





Chapter 5 contains a subtle account of the arguments of Rawls's Political Liberalism which focusses on its apparent ambiguities but ultimately defends the coherence of its 'suspension' between atomism and community  -  between the abstraction of Rawls’s earlier theory and an unquestioning adherence to tradition. Let me here conclude by raising a question that is relevant both to this chapter and to the previous one  -  a question which I am not convinced has been fully answered by Besussi (or the later Rawls), and which perhaps has no answer. If Rawls's conception of justice is to some extent 'independent of context' (as Besussi says), what other thing is it dependent on (to that same extent)? It is not clear to me how this question is to be answered in the absence of the kind of metaphysical claims with which Rawls now claims to dispense. And yet, without an answer to the question, the claim of 'independence' seems hollow. A number of philosophers have criticised Rawls on this point (e.g., Jean Hampton, cited, p. 192), and Besussi might have devoted more time to their arguments. She notes the Hegelian streak in the later Rawls (p. 186), but of course Hegel did have a metaphysical belief that provided an independent criterion for judging his particular culture (which lay in the historical process and the unfolding of Reason), and Rawls is far from being a Hegelian in that respect. Thus, while Besussi affirms the 'independence' of the later Rawls's conception of justice (e.g., at pp. 161, 174 and 222), I am not convinced that she has established that independence, nor therefore that she has adequately demonstrated the 'exportability' of justice as fairness (p. 222). In terms of Besussi's four kinds of contextualism, the question can be put in the following way: are we sure that 'constructivist' contextualism is really different from 'interpretative' contextualism?





Despite this and other particular criticisms, I would recommend this book to anyone with a good degree of fluency in Italian who is interested either in the development of Rawls's thought or in the varieties of contemporary communitarianism or simply in contextualism as such. For those (like me) who are less than wholly immersed in the literature on these issues, the book will not only provide a useful map, but will also highlight previously unperceived problems and complexities. Whether or not one is convinced by all of Besussi's interpretative arguments, one is at least persuaded of the importance, as well as the many difficulties, of 'Rawls scholarship'.
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