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				Book Reviews

				Israel, Jonathan. A Revolution of the Mind: Radical Enlightenment and the Intellectual Origins of Modern Democracy. Princeton University Press. Pp. 296. ISBN: 978-1-4008-3160-9

				Jonathan Israel is not pleased with the state of research into the emergence of modern democratic values. He sets out to fill a “gigantic yawning gap” by tracing ideas such as equality and individual liberty to the Enlightenment and by defending the thesis that a Radical Enlightenment in the 1770s and 1780s created a “revolution in the mind”, which in turn led to the French revolution. This may sound familiar, but in fact the vast literature on the French revolution is “absurdly inadequate”: It is mired either in reductionist Marxist explanations or in postmodern distrust of reason and consequently fails to take into account the intellectual background and how ideas caused events.

				Israel supports his thesis with the help of what he calls the “controversialist method”, giving a dramatic account of the Radical Enlightenment locked in a struggle with the “Moderate Enlightenment.” Almost the entire book is devoted to exploring the philosophical differences between these two ideologies, which resulted in the triumph of the radicals. Israel introduced the Radical Enlightenment already in the first volume of a projected trilogy on the Enlightenment, the well received Radical Enlightenment from 2002 where he argued that the foundation of the Enlightenment, and hence of modern democratic values, is to be found in Spinoza. The second volume, Enlightenment Contested came in 2009. A Revolution of the Mind, which originated as the Isaiah Berlin lectures in Oxford, is not part of the trilogy but anticipates themes that will be covered in the third volume.

				Displaying an impressive breadth of knowledge, Israel argues that the Radical Enlightenment of Spinoza is carried on by the thinkers of the 1770s and 1780s, notably Diderot, d’Holbach, Paine, and Helvétius. Although the majority of the protagonists in the book are in France where the Radical Enlightenment was strongest, Israel also singles out a great number of radicals in Holland, America, Germany, England, and Scandinavia. On the basis of Spinoza’s monistic materialism, the radicals defend “the core values of modern secular egalitarianism”. These include democracy and equal civil rights, freedom of speech and the press, separation of church and state, sexual freedom, and the liberation of oppressed nations. Enlightenment is the method to shape reality according to these ideals; if people just know the truth, they will eventually do what is right. 

				Nonetheless, the radicals also support revolution where rights are systematically violated; indeed this is one of the chief differences to the Moderate Enlightenment of thinkers like Montesquieu, Voltaire, and Kant. Based on a support for rationalism and metaphysical dualism, they either reject or are weak in their defence of democracy and equality; they support aristocracy and monarchy, accept war as a necessary feature of international relations, and, Israel argues, suffer from a “Eurocentric superiority complex.” Although these thinkers too supported enlightenment and progress, they promoted gradual reforms and did not favour political revolution. These competing ideologies are explored over chapters on democracy, economics, international relations and moral philosophy as the radicals gradually won out in the period leading to the French revolution. There are occasional forays into social and political events but the bulk of the text is an account of the many radical thinkers and their ideas, not their lives. 

				Israel is otherwise a supporter of Spinozistic monism but here he proceeds through a strict dichotomy, which causes difficulties. Voltaire and Locke, who are not unreasonably credited with contributing to the rise of civil rights and toleration, fit awkwardly within the Moderate Enlightenment and the same could be said for many others within either of the two teams. Thinkers are also not permitted to be somewhere in between. Take for example Kant whose oeuvre was an attempt at bridging the gulf between opposed philosophical traditions. He was alone, according to Israel, in attempting to bridge the Radical and the Moderate Enlightenment, but even he failed and came down on the moderate side. To make the case that Kant was a Moderate, Israel is forced to make him sound a lot less radical than he was, writing that he is “expressly rejecting democracy.” But by ‘democracy’ Kant, along with most of his contemporaries, had direct democracy in mind, something not even Israel’s Radical Enlightenment supported. Long discussions can be had about Kant’s commitment to popular sovereignty but he certainly did not expressly reject what today is called representative democracy. Likewise, Kant is on record defending the French revolution of 1789, whereas a Radical Enlightener like Herder, who supported a “revolution of the mind,” turned sharply away from the actual revolution. 

				The book’s main thesis is that the Radical Enlightenment was responsible for the French revolution. Occasionally Israel, who has bones to pick with Marxism and Postmodernism alike, formulates this in bold terms, claiming that “books cause revolution” (as indeed many thought in the 1790s). On closer look, however, he admits that “social grievances” played a part and that the role of ideas is to articulate grievances, providing “grounding” for the revolution. Whether ideas caused the French revolution is a venerable debate, and Keith Michael Baker has identified two main ways of pursuing the claim (1990. Inventing the French Revolution, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). Some grandly assume a continuous history of doctrines, often based on the ideas of one particular thinker, moving society forward with inexorable logic (was, for example, Rousseau responsible for the revolution?). Others, more empirically, study the diffusion of books and ideas among revolutionaries and their followers (which books and pamphlets were on Robespierre’s bedside table?). 

				One might think that a careful historian like Israel, who often dwells on minor and overlooked characters, would favour the latter approach. But there is not much in this book about what books and pamphlets motivated the leaders of the revolution and their followers. Mirabeau and Condorcet are discussed, but the names Lafayette, Danton, Lally-Tollendal, Barnave and Sièyes (apart from one mention) do not appear, and there is little discussion of the great parties within the revolution. There are brief mentions of book history, but overall Israel does not dwell on how the ideas of the Radical Enlightenment achieved diffusion in the wider public. 

				One might think he instead supports the former approach to the problem, emphasizing a grand logic of ideas propelling history, because of his sustained emphasis on Spinoza standing behind the progress of the Western tradition. But this does not seem to match the sense of contingency conveyed by the “controversialist method”, which implies that either side could have won. Eventually, it is difficult to know exactly what Israel means by ideas causing the revolution because the crucial link between thinkers and agents, between the Radical Enlighteners and the revolutionaries is barely explored and there is no deeper discussion about how ideas move minds. This is unfortunate because it significantly lessens Israel’s critique of the existing explanations. Marxists did not deny that radical literature flourished prior to the revolution; they just interpreted it as “superstructure” and held the subsequent events to be better explained by the increasing price of bread. 

				Israel is probably right that there is a gap in the literature on the emergence of modern democratic values, but filling it requires sensitivity to the complexity of political thinkers rather than a straitjacketing of them into a bi-party system reminiscent of an American election. It also requires a more sustained exploration of how these thinkers influenced political agents. Perhaps Israel himself will tell us more about that in the final volume of the trilogy on the Enlightenment.

				Reidar Maliks

				The University of Oxford 

				Voorhoeve, Alex. 2009. Conversations on Ethics. New York: Oxford University Press. Pp.272. ISBN: 978-0-19-921537-9

				Alex Voorhoeve’s book of interviews will prove an excellent document of the prevailing attitudes and standards that ruled moral philosophy at the beginning of the new Millennium. A number of eminent figures in Anglo-American philosophy, along with a few leading psychologists and economists with contributions that are particularly relevant to the field of ethics, are challenged to have “a frank discussion of some of the strengths and weaknesses of their ideas”, in terms that are relatively “accessible to a non-specialist audience” (vii). Having in mind Socrates’ warning from Phaedrus about the “orphan” nature of any written discourse, the author of these interviews is not only focusing on their main ideas and decisive arguments, but also tries to give us “a real sense of the human beings behind the writings”, as Jonathan Wolff put it, addressing to the influential thinkers that are interviewed provocative questions about their intellectual development and the reasons that drove them into moral philosophy. Every discussion is preceded by a concise and accessible presentation of the central theoretical preoccupations of the approached thinker and it is followed by key bibliographical references regarding the conversation that took place. Explanatory footnotes about the more technical expressions used in the conversation, along with short explanations of some intricate thesis, are also inserted. We could say that Voorhoeve has a real gift for detecting the vulnerable parts in any thinker’s argumentation and exposing them in a manner that forces the philosopher to produce a more comprehensive account of her or his views.

				The conversations focus on three main puzzles that have troubled the philosophers’ minds since ancient times. First, is the question regarding the reliability of “moral intuitions”, our so-called “everyday moral sense” that prompts us in making moral judgments carrying strong feelings, despite the lack of sound rational justifications. Second, there is the old puzzle about the “objectivity” of our moral judgments: it appears that using the same “impersonal criteria”, different rational agents seemingly well-intended may very well arrive at different ethical conclusions. In Voorhoeve’s words, “we must decide how to respond to disagreements between good, though imperfect, enquirers” (4). Third, there is the difficult problem of moral motivation and the fact that moral reasons prevail in various concrete life-situations, without us being able to clearly indicate what these reasons are. The aim of this book is “to provide insight into contrasting answers to these three puzzles” (5). Given the fact that almost every thinker interviewed has something relevant to say on each of the three topics mentioned above, the structure of the book, divided into five parts, is determined by the intention of bringing together “interviews that are most directly relevant to each other” (6).

				The first section contrasts two philosophers and a psychologist with extremely different views regarding the status of our moral intuitions. While Frances Kamm claims that a moral philosopher should strive to bring into light and understand our intuitive moral judgments, our spontaneous reactions to various moral cases being in fact an expression of a deeper “structure of morality”, the leading utilitarian philosopher Peter Singer reaffirms his suspicions about these intuitive judgments derived from “untrustworthy sources”. From Singer’s point of view, these “intuitions” are usually nothing more than remnants of “religious systems” that for centuries have shaped people’s way of seeing the world and are deeply rooted into our social practices and habits of thinking because of our education. There is also a large amount of cultural prejudice regarding the permissibility of gender, race or species discrimination still governing our everyday “intuitions”, as well as an inculcated easiness in accepting “social conventions that lack moral justification”. Finally, some of our moral judgments (as the ones stemming from the importance we spontaneously bestow upon the idea of reciprocity) “may have biological origins but also lack any deep justification” (50). Starting from here, Singer tries to explain some of his most controversial ethical views, openly acknowledging the lack of strength that moral reasons often have on us and our incapacity of always assuming the impartial point of view. For the renowned psychologist and Nobel Prize winner in Economics Daniel Kahneman, the area of moral intuitive judgments has proven to be a fascinating field of research. But he is challenging Kamm’s views, claiming that there are scientific proofs supporting the idea that “the mental operation of making sense of our intuitive judgments is a very different cognitive activity from having these intuitions” (75). If this is true, the entire case-based method in moral philosophy risks being merely a way of inventing rational justifications for what is driving our intuitive judgments in the first place. More than this, Kahneman argues that there is a methodological limitation of moral philosophy: it always has to deal with two or more cases at the same time because it is trying to establish general principles, but this stance prevents the philosopher from grasping the real intuitions that people might have when confronted with different cases one at a time. Finally, Kahneman holds that even if our intuitions “are indeed malleable to some extent” by means of reflection, we will always have “powerful but profoundly inconsistent intuitions”, which makes the task of achieving some “fully satisfactory reflective equilibrium” (82) an impossible one.

				The second section of the book is dedicated to conversations with two philosophers who are famous for their commitment to virtue ethics. Philippa Foot and Alasdair MacIntyre share the reference points in their intellectual development and explain some of their guiding ideas. Referring to her book Natural Goodness, Voorhoeve emphasizes that for Foot, the objectivity of our moral judgments is assured by this fact: the way we assign moral virtues and vices is nothing but an “instance” of some general kind of evaluation of all living things “as defective or sound members of their species” (7). Moral goodness and badness are only particular expressions of the natural goodness and badness, having to do with a human will which is “either defective or as it should be”. Foot strongly believes that in spite of all the important cultural differences, we can still trace “a universal need for certain character traits and for certain rules of conduct” (101). The conversation with Alasdair MacIntyre, author of one of the most incisive and influent books on moral philosophy in the 20th century, After Virtue, is divided into two parts. First, there is a short recollection of MacIntyre’s fascinating intellectual journey, which led him from engaging in debates on Marxism, Christianity, and psychoanalysis, to a powerful criticism of all the modern moral theories and the proposal of a neo-Aristotelian conception of morality. In his view, as Voorhoeve shows, the virtues must regain their central place as “excellences of character that are both instrumentally useful” for attaining the goal of human “well-being” and also “an essential part of its attainment, their possession being itself a constituent of the good life” (114). The discussion then focuses on the differences between Aristotle’s original account and MacIntyre’s elaborations from Dependent Rational Animals, where he argues that only by realizing “our vulnerability to physical and mental illness and the nature of our dependence on others’ assistance” (123) can we get rid of the “illusions of self-sufficiency” and also rectify our common opinions on justice: understanding that justice in the family originally requires a “non-calculating way” of generosity, we will be able to see that in society as well, “a certain generosity beyond justice is required if justice is to be done” (125).

				This virtue of generosity conceived as an asymmetrical relation to others would seem only an accidental trait of some members of our species in Ken Binmore’s vision, mathematician, famous economist and for some time a leading figure in the developing of what is known as the evolutionary theory of strategic interaction. In one of the most provocative interviews in the book, Binmore is taking on traditional moral philosophy, arguing that the starting question “How ought we to live?” is rather “nonsensical”, at least when its answer is supposed to be some categorical imperative, imposing upon us a particular way of conduct “irrespective of our actual preferences and plans”. “One must ask instead how and why these [moral] rules survive” (139), adds Binmore, explaining his naturalist and reductionist conception of morality as nothing more than an adaptation, “a device which evolved along with the human species” (140) because it was helpful for our ancestors to coordinate their actions “in mutually advantageous ways”. It would follow that our moral intuitions are basically biological fairness norms dependent on the particular circumstances under which human beings evolved: hominids lived together in small groups where reciprocity and some kind of “mutual insurance” proved vital for survival. In order to explain how we manage to solve everyday coordination problems by finding an “efficient equilibrium”, Binmore appeals to a modified version of Rawls’s “original position”, grounded on the assumption that we possess a capacity for “empathetic preferences” that “is written into our genes” (146). But when it comes down to the benefits that a descriptive science of morals could provide, Binmore is extremely cautious: it is not a question of imposing on us an egalitarian ideal of fairness, but simply of drawing attention to the fact that the “original position” is the natural device, the one that our intuitions “are keened to” (151). Allan Gibbard, the other thinker interviewed in the section about Ethics and Evolution, is somehow more optimistic than the Humean Binmore regarding our deliberative capacities and the way we are able to shape our behavior according to shared principles. Since “we are, in a sense, ‘designed’ by evolution for living together in complex social groups” (162), “we have been shaped by evolutionary forces to be persuadable” (163), capable of reaching agreement by accepting other people’s norms after joint discussions. The moment we break one of these shared norms, we normally feel guilt, derived from our belief that “others would rightly feel angry – resentful or outraged – at us for our actions” (169). That’s what morality, narrowly conceived, is all about. So feelings like moral anger and guilt prove to be “relatively cost-effective ways” of policing shared norms and restoring cooperation.

				The fourth part of Voorhoeve’s book focuses on the possibility of producing a unified account of morality. The Harvard philosopher Thomas Scanlon believes that this rationale is to be found in the justifiability to others of our own actions. From Scanlon’s contractualist perspective, acting morally means acting on principles that you think others could not reasonably reject. It is interesting that according to this view, as Voorhoeves shows, “each person wields a veto in the imaginary gathering in which principles for conduct are agreed upon” (181); this “requirement of unanimity” is for Scanlon “the way to explain the authority of deontological or rights-based principles” over the utilitarian demand of maximizing the sum of well-being. More than this, adopting such conception of morality enables us to realize that there is a strong reason to be moral: it is “the only way of standing in a very appealing relation to other people” (190), avoiding estrangement. But what counts as a “reasonable rejection”? Is there “a criterion for what someone can’t reasonably reject”? “That is the question we should be asking” (204), replies Bernard Williams, undoubtedly one of the most influent moral thinkers of our times. In an interview given only a few months before his death, Williams explains that the attempt to provide a single fundamental reason for moral behavior and the search “for a system of ethical and political ideas that is best from a point of view that is as free as possible from contingent historical perspective” (199) are not the right manners of approaching moral and political philosophy. He focuses instead on the ways in which history and genealogy can help us “make some sense of the ethical” (203). For instance, we cannot fully understand our modern concept of liberty if we fail to grasp how this concept is linked to the fact that “competition is central to modern commercial society’s functioning” or if we don’t realize that it is only “because our legitimation stories start with less than other outlooks that liberty is more important to us” (200).

				The final section of the book deals mainly with the possible relationship between moral reasons and “the reasons of love”. For Harry Frankfurt, the question “How should one live?” should not be answered by imposing on us some kind of moral requirements, but rather by finding out what are the things that we really love in life, “by uncovering the desires we have and want most fervently to maintain and act on”, as Voorhoeve explains. “We love something, Frankfurt says, when we cannot help wanting to desire and pursue it” (9). But this is “a misguided view of love” in David Velleman’s conception. We have to distinguish love – which is “a capacity to really see another”, as Iris Murdoch used to say – from the feeling of being in love, involving “misperception” or “transference” in a Freudian sense. So Velleman argues that both love and respect are synonyms of “an arresting awareness of a person’s value as an end”. Love goes beyond respect because it “disarms our emotional defences”, but these two remain kindred attitudes. It follows that “love and moral respect for people are actually supportive of one another. The experience of love is an experience that develops the moral sensibility” (252), educating us in becoming aware of the “incommensurable value” that each person holds.

				There is a fundamental question underlying all these conversations, that Voorhoeve openly addresses in the Introduction: what can we “reasonably hope to gain from discourse on ethics”? He confesses that the experience of making these interviews left him rather “optimistic about the prospect of finding at least partial solutions to some of our ethical puzzles” (11). Even if such a thing remains to be decided by each reader of this book on her or his own, I think that on a more general level, Voorhoeve’s present work proves to be an excellent illustration of the two desiderata that have inspired philosophical inquiry since the time of Socrates. On the one hand, there is a special ability for critical thinking that we gain from doing philosophy, which would explain, using Frances Kamm’s words, why we can take it for a fact that “people who are trained in philosophy… are much better able to judge the validity of positions other than their own” (20). (And what a salutary training this may be, if it is true, as Foucault once said, that “taking distance on oneself” or “thinking otherwise than before” should be considered “the ethic of an intellectual in our day”! On the other hand, a demand for honesty and authenticity will always play an essential part in judging philosophers’ claims, ruining the credibility of those “who don’t live up” (21) to their moral principles.

				Cristian Iftode

				University of Bucharest

				Cohen, G. A. 2008. Rescuing Justice and Equality. Cambridge, MA: Harvard. Pp. 430. ISBN: 978-0-674-03076-3. 430 pp. 

				As this review was being written, the news of G. A. Cohen’s death at the age of 68 was announced by his colleagues at Oxford. Although he had recently retired from full-time teaching, no one believed that Rescuing Justice and Equality would the last book published during his lifetime. However, his recent book has unwittingly become an important final work, not least because it highlights the many concerns that occupied the last twenty years of Cohen’s career, but also because it is a brilliantly argued attack on the almost laissez-faire liberalism that speaks as the dominant representative of Rawls’ philosophical ideas.

				In Rescuing Justice and Equality, Cohen attacks the dominance of one part of Rawls’ theory of justice: the belief that, so long as the well-being of the worst off members of society is not made worse, any arrangement that increases the well-being of better-off members of society is morally acceptable. Following not in the foot-steps of his earliest work (for instance, the Marxist-thought epitomized in his Karl Marx’s Theory of History: A Defence. 1978. Princeton: Princeton University Press), Cohen instead adopts what might be termed a robust defence of his previous arguments with John Rawls. In particular, Cohen attacks what he sees as an artificial separation between people’s attitudes and social structure themselves, much as he did in his If You Are an Egalitarian, Why are you so Rich? (2001. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press).

				However, Cohen’s new book is not an attack on Rawls per se but rather an attack on a certain strand of liberal thought that emerges from A Theory of Justice. Cohen has great respect for the Rawls and describes him as the writer of a work of philosophy that is eclipsed by at most only two others books of political philosophy: The Republic and The Leviathan. In a Hegelian moment, he calls Rawls a thinker who captured the spirit of his age with his A Theory of Justice (the import of this compliment depends, I suppose, on what one happens to think of late-capitalist society). 

				Traditionally, it has been possible to level at least two leftist critiques against Rawls, both of which spring from the same intuition: that Rawls has smuggled more into the initial position then he lets on. First, he can very specifically be accused of adopting a Western normative framework – viz., abstracting from Western norms to arrive at the fundamental rights ascribed to the individual. This is the approach that Akeel Bilgrami takes in “Secular Liberalism and the Moral Psychology of Identity,” (in R. Bhargava et al. 1999. Multiculturalism, Liberalism and Democracy. New Delhi: Oxford University Press) wherein he argues that no Muslim would have agreed to a social structure (arrived at from the initial position) that forbids aggressive proselytizing. This approach, however, is not available to Cohen, whose Platonism comes through in the second half of the book – norms of justice are, on Cohen’s telling, impervious to culture.

				Another objection is however open to Cohen. The second classical objection accuses Rawls of arbitrarily adopting a division of labour between social institutions and the actions of an individual within that framework. In A Theory of Justice, Rawls wrote: “the primary subject of justice is the basic structure of society, or more exactly, the way in which the major social institutions distribute fundamental rights and duties and determine the division of advantages from social cooperation” (1971, 7). Why the distribution of rights should be separate from the actions of individuals has never, to Cohen’s mind (or my own), been made sufficiently clear.

				Cohen wants to rescue equality and justice from Rawlsian liberalism, and to restore the rightful place of social existence to political theory. To that end, he quotes Karl Marx, who said that “human emancipation” would only be complete “when the individual man ...has recognize an organized his own powers as social powers so that social force is no longer separated from him as a political power” (1). In other words, he wants to fight against the separation of state and society that is so pregnant in Rawls’ thought. The Rawlsian difference principle, properly understood, must apply equally to the choices of the state as to the choices of the people who inhabit it.

				In the first section (‘Rescuing Equality’), Cohen attacks what he sees as the inequality countenanced in Rawls’ name. As I remarked above, it is thought just, under most Rawlsian approaches, to sanction differences in income if they benefit the worst off in society. The question is, however, in what way are they likely to benefit the worst off? And why is it the case that the best off need be better off to help the poor? In many cases, it is thought that differences in income will benefit the worst off by causing the more talented (and presumably better off) to work harder: a rising tide raises all boats, so to speak. If it is the case, however, that the best off will only work harder if they themselves will benefit, at a minimum it would seem that we are rewarding people’s selfishness; second, it would be a very poor argument indeed to allow the rich to argue for greater wealth based on their own greed. 

				Cohen challenges this belief, arguing that this incentive based approach goes against our most fundamental intuitions of what justice is. The Rawlsian formulation loses sight of the fact that individuals exist not only within a polity, but within a community as well: to encourage selfishness is to allow an anti-egalitarian ethos to flourish. It would allow the rich to hold the poor hostage by refusing to work harder if they did not see sufficient benefit in it. It would only make sense to adopt this condition if we separate the state from the population, and we call justice what the state does, regardless the actions of the population. Furthermore, as Cohen argues in a very technical section of the first half of the book, the choice is never between equality and some Pareto optimal arrangement (where inequality flourishes). If there is a Pareto optimal arrangement that accrues maximum benefit to the poor while maximizing inequality, there is also another Pareto superior arrangement (superior to the original social arrangement – the one arrived at after the initial position – which we have now already moved away from) that reduces inequality while also improving the lot of the poor. In other words, Rawls’ difference principle, applied in this way, is not a principle of justice at all, merely one of expediency.

				The second half of the book, the counter-intuitively named ‘Rescuing Justice,’ examines the implications of Cohen’s attack on the application of Rawls’ difference principle in standard liberal thought. On Cohen’s interpretation of most orthodox Rawlsian thought, there is no injustice done when a situation of inequality prevails. Thus, all that is relevant when assessing a proposed change in social arrangement is the situation of the worst-off, relative to some baseline and not to the situation of the best off in any society. The genius of Cohen’s argument, if it holds, would be to render all constructivist arguments vulnerable to same objection, viz. “social constructivism’s misidentification of principles of justice with optimal principles of regulation” (275).

				To say that a situation is just, Cohen argues, is not the same as to say that it is the best of all possible situations. “Constructivism about justice is mistaken because the procedure that it recommends cannot yield fundamental principles of justice” (294). The right principles of justice are not, Cohen claims, produced by the right sort of decision procedure. Constructivism makes the mistake of assuming that there can be a separation between the government and the people, on purely procedural grounds. Decisions procedures cannot produce principles of good governance identical to principles of justice, Cohen argues, because “things other than justice affect what the right social principles should be” (301). For example, one can say that certain values are too costly to implement, but one cannot then call such a social arrangement just. 

				Consider two examples, Cohen asks. First, someone makes maximum use of loopholes in a social arrangement to maximize individual profit, possibly at the expense of the worst off. Would such an arrangement reasonably be called just? In a second case, consider the question of something as banal as insurance deductibles. We require insurance deductibles not because we believe the unfortunate should pay for their misfortune, but because we think insurance deductibles will increase what some socially expedient acts, viz. people will be more likely to try to prevent fires if they will be partially held accountable for the loss. Under no circumstance would we call it just to say that people should be required to pay for accidents beyond their control (as would sometimes, if not often, be the case). To call such an arrangement just would be to confuse justice with a system designed to deal with the vagaries of the human condition.

				Cohen’s actual argument in the book is painfully simple: I’ve more or less completely summarized it above. The strength of the book is Cohen’s excellent command of the relevant literature; yet the book’s strength is also one of its weaknesses. It is hardly a free-standing enterprise, but instead it stands on a foundation of a thousand other disputes. For that reason, a useful companion is Justice, Equality and Constructivism: Essays on G. A Cohen’s Rescuing Justice and Equality (Feltham, Brian, ed. 2009. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell), if only for the fact that it summarizes standard responses to Cohen’s position, two of which are notable: “Justice is not Equality” by Richard J. Arneson and “Cohen to the Rescue!” by Thomas Pogge. Arneson’s essay, written by a philosopher who is otherwise sympathetic to Cohen’s criticisms, is important in that it settles on one of the core objections to Cohen: that what Cohen calls justice is not justice, but something else entirely. Justice is justice; equality is equality, but what Cohen calls justice – relying heavily on equality – is something else entirely. Pogge, in turn, shows how Cohen engages Rawls by assuming that there are fact insensitive principles (reflecting what Pogge calls Cohen’s Platonism) that subsume any constructivism (one such principle would presumably be Cohen’s egalitarianism). Pogge argues that what really separates Cohen from the constructivists (a label which Pogge eschews) is not the commitment to ultimate principles that Cohen expresses, but rather a pragmatic concern, on the part of the constructivist, to construct the best of all societies in this world – fraught as it is with human frailty.

				Cohen’s book should be recommended then, at the end of the day, for one simple insight: he shows what we assume when we allow rampant inequalities, even for the sake of the poor. 

				Kevin W. Gray

				American University of Sharjah
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