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The greatest shortcoming of the book relates in part to its strength.
Specifically, in importing content into the value of self-determination,
Kuokkanen risks importing too much, thereby devaluing the activity of
those who understand their work and cause differently. For example, the
author is mildly critical of Indigenous women who understand their public
office as an extension of their role as mothers, calling it a “problematic
view” (165). Likewise, she describes Indigenous people working in national
legislatures or state institutions as “tokenistic’ and “marginalized” (23).
The author reserves special criticism for the Home Rule movement in
Greenland, the outlier among Indigenous-led movements for aiming to
realize independent statehood. The clear favorites here are recent examples
of Indigenous women “standing up, whether in the form of a camp, move-
ment, occupation, land reclamation, rally or campaign” (17). And indeed,
what kind of political activity beyond protest is possible? Where the state is
perceived as omnipresent and ever-coopting, there can be no constructive
activity with (or within) it.

—Jodi Bruhn
Director, Stratéjuste Canada

James Gordon Finlayson: The Habermas-Rawls Debate. (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2019. Pp. xi, 294.)

doi:10.1017/S003467052000011X

The ostensible topic of this book is the exchange of views about political lib-
eralism that was initiated by Habermas and Rawls in the Journal of Philosophy
in 1995, and pursued by them in subsequent publications. But in fact, the
book takes the opportunity presented by this exchange for a wide-ranging
comparative discussion of their respective approaches to the modern phe-
nomenon of liberal democracy. The use of the term “debate” in the title
may suggest that the book will identify a winner, but Finlayson is clear that
this is not his intention. He speaks of a “dynamic complex of arguments
stained through by various interpretations and misinterpretations ... that
affects not just the two disputants but also many critics and commentators”
(243), and he notes the difficulty of keeping score. But the book has been
written for the English-speaking philosophical community, which—at least
in the United States—is more likely to be familiar with Rawls than


https://doi.org/10.1017/S003467052000011X

https://doi.org/10.1017/5003467052000011X Published online by Cambridge University Press

REVIEWS 359

Habermas. It is thus fortunate that Finlayson is a leading contemporary
Habermas scholar and has been able to shed considerable light on the think-
ing of this difficult philosopher.

The book is divided into two unequal parts. The first, covering the initial
150 pages, is stage setting. Finlayson describes the 1995 exchange as consist-
ing of a book review by Habermas of Rawls’s recently published Political
Liberalism and a reply by Rawls to the review. He says that the exchange
was marred by the fact that Habermas had not had the opportunity to give
the book careful examination, and that neither writer had detailed knowledge
of the other’s philosophical views. In particular, Habermas took Rawls’s
Original Position and his own universalization procedure for identifying
valid moral norms (U) as competing ways of securing the impartial concern
for everyone’s interests that is definitive of morality.

Finlayson next provides a very helpful overview of Habermas’s discourse
theory of law, as set out in Between Facts and Norms, which was written
shortly before the exchange (with an English translation following shortly
after), and which Finlayson takes to have shaped Habermas’s perception of
Rawls. This is followed by a summary of the main ideas in Political
Liberalism. Finlayson emphasizes that in Between Facts and Norms, Habermas
takes it to be a distinctive feature of modern, “posttraditional” life that the
scope of moral norms has shrunk to such an extent that they are no longer
suitable for resolving many conflicts of interest, and that as a result, this func-
tion has been taken over by law.

The final one hundred pages of the book examine the 1995 exchange and its
aftermath, both in the work of Habermas and Rawls and in that of commen-
tators. Finlayson begins by arguing that the reception of the exchange has
been distorted —or more accurately, sidetracked —by the widespread convic-
tion (1) that the dispute between the two philosophers concerns whether (U)
or the Original Position provides the best way of interpreting the moral point
of view, and (2) that there are no important differences between the two
devices, considered as such interpretations. Finlayson appears to accept this
conclusion, but argues that to understand what is actually in dispute
between Habermas and Rawls, we must cast our net more widely. If we do,
he says, we can see that Habermas and Rawls offer sharply different ways
of understanding the normative essence of contemporary liberal democracies.

The main difference is that Rawls provides a normative theory of a familiar
sort, an account of how things ought to be in such polities. He takes polities of
this kind to be characterized by a value pluralism—a diversity of “compre-
hensive doctrines” —which requires their members to conduct public affairs
on the basis of a free-standing political conception of justice implicit in their
historically bequeathed background culture, taken to embody the main
features of the two principles of justice developed in A Theory of Justice.

By contrast, Habermas'’s theory, while not purely descriptive, is a sociologi-
cally grounded theory of morality that focuses on the complex system of social
norms—interpersonal and institutional —that gives structure to the public life
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in a modern (and thus posttraditional and postmetaphysical) liberal polity.
There are a variety of these norms, and they interact in complicated ways
to create this public normative structure. An important feature of this
picture is the “coorginality” of certain of these elements, most importantly,
the norms underlying democratic decision-making procedures and those
underlying the civil and political rights characteristic of modern liberal
democracies.

According to Finlayson, Habermas takes Rawls to have wrongly given pri-
ority to rights. He says that Habermas recognizes two rival traditions in
liberal thought, epitomized by Kant and Rousseau, with the Kantian—to
which he assigns Rawls—accepting the existence of moral rights that are nor-
matively prior to the laws that seek to codify them. These rights thus con-
strain the collective lawmaking of citizens that is central to the Rousseauian
tradition. Habermas’s cooriginality is intended to capture and do justice to
both the “private” autonomy associated with the former tradition and the
“public” autonomy associated with the latter. Lying in the background is
Habermas’s continuing commitment to the core idea of discourse ethics,
namely, that morally valid norms cannot be injected into a liberal polity
from the outside by an expert philosopher, but must be worked out discur-
sively by the members of the community that is to be subject to them.

Another important issue that Finlayson identifies in the Habermas-Rawls
debate is Rawls’s contention that Habermas’s theory is “comprehensive,”
and therefore introduces ideas that some members of modern liberal democ-
racy could reasonably reject. As a result, it is unsuitable as an account of the
normative structure of such a polity, in which the members must be able to
“face one another openly” (where the envisaged “openness” is apparently
understood to require invoking only shared values). Finlayson agrees that
Habermas'’s theory can be seen as possessing a “comprehensive” character
because he accepts it as a fact that we live in a social world in which tradi-
tional religious and metaphysical narratives have become obsolete. But
drawing on other commentators, Finlayson goes on to argue that the objec-
tion can be blunted by distinguishing comprehensive doctrines that
impugn the moral personality of others when proposed as grounds for legis-
lation from those that do not, and he places Habermas’s theory in the latter
group. Finlayson concludes with a discussion that compares Habermasian
and Rawlsian positions on the interesting question, originally posed in con-
nection with Rawls’s political liberalism, of whether religious reasons can
be advanced in public reasoning.

As noted, this book does not identify a winner of the debate. It rather takes
the views of each philosopher on a range of contested issues as an opportu-
nity to explore the views of the other. It is likely to be of most value to
readers who want to understand Habermas better than they now do, both
because of the valuable exposition it contains of Habermas’s overall theory,
and because the contrasts established between Habermas and Rawls
provide useful points of entry into Habermas’s philosophy from Rawls’s
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theory, which will be more familiar to the intended audience. But readers
familiar with Habermas who seek a better understanding of Rawls should
find the book helpful for the same reason.

—Christopher McMahon
University of California, Santa Barbara

Wendell John Coats Jr.: Michael Oakeshott as a Philosopher of the “Creative,” and Other
Essays. (Exeter: Imprint Academic, 2019. Pp. viii, 129.)

doi:10.1017/S003467052000008X

John Coats’s new book is his second devoted to the thought of Michael
Oakeshott and is the fourteenth volume in Imprint Academic’s Oakeshott
Studies series. As the title suggests, it is a collection of essays rather than a
unified work, an approach that has both advantages and drawbacks, as I
shall sketch in turn below. The main claim of the book, articulated most
robustly in the title chapter and reiterated in several others, is that “the uni-
fying perspective in Oakeshott’s entire corpus is arguably the poetic or creative
structure of experiential reality” (8). To both substantiate and elucidate this
claim about the character of Oakeshott’s thought, Coats primarily looks to
Oakeshott’s first book, Experience and Its Modes (1933), a challenging philo-
sophical work firmly within the tradition of British idealism. Drawing exten-
sively upon its terminology, Coats depicts Oakeshott as presenting a
conceptual picture in which reality, for us, in our experience, is an indivisible
compound of form and substance, of essence and existence. Upon this foun-
dation is built the claim that experiential reality is ineluctably creative,
dynamic, and contingent because (against the Platonic tradition, which
Coats cites for contrast) the content of actual experience is not simply the tran-
sient, imperfect manifestation of eternal, staticc and necessary forms.
Experience is always, rather, the unfolding of an intelligible story of goings-
on that have, as Oakeshott put it in On Human Conduct (1975), explanations
or reasons “but not causes” in either organic or mechanistic senses (40,
256). Rather than simply manifesting antecedent laws, designs, or intentions,
experience manifests spontaneity, unpredictability, and fecundity, the bound-
aries of which cannot be specified in advance. (Here Coats’s account is also
palpably indebted to M. B. Foster’s work on the role of “the creative” in phil-
osophical and political reflection both before and since early Christianity.)
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