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Gerald A. COHEN. On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice, and Other Essays in Political 
Philosophy. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011. 268 pp. 

On August 5th 2009, the Marxist political philosopher Gerald Allan (Jerry) Cohen died 
at the age of 68. He left an impressive body of articles on various topics including jus-
tice, poverty, freedom, and equality. He is best known for the idea that accidental 
inequality is unjust and the idea that poverty limits freedom. These two ideas form the 
guiding thread in his work and they have significantly shaped the political debate among 
egalitarians. At least some acquaintance with Cohen’s work is therefore indispensible for 
people working on political philosophy in general, and on distributive issues in particu-
lar. On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice, and Other Essays in Political Philosophy provides a 
welcome introduction to this work. The volume contains 12 articles by Cohen, clustered 
into three themes: luck egalitarianism, freedom and property, and ideal theory and polit-
ical practice. Five of the articles contain previously unpublished material.

This volume is the first of a series of three volumes intended to bring together a 
number of Cohen’s most significant writings. The plan for collecting this material came 
from Cohen himself, but his untimely death in 2009 prevented him from starting the 
process. In the end, his former student Michael Otsuka took responsibility for compil-
ing the current volume.

The book starts with the classic articles “On the Currency of Egalitarianism” and 
“Equality of What? On Welfare, Goods, and Capabilities,” which were originally pre-
sented as one paper at a World Institute for Development Economics Research 
(WIDER) symposium, “The Quality of Life,” in Helsinki in July 1988. “On the Cur-
rency” has become Cohen’s most widely cited article, with “Equality of What?” prob-
ably holding a solid second place. The former has become the centrepiece of the discus-
sion between, among others, Cohen, Ronald Dworkin, and T.M. Scanlon, whereas the 
latter has formed the basis for the discussion between Cohen, Sen, and other proponents 
of the capability approach. In “On the Currency,” Cohen argues against Scanlon and 
Dworkin’s view that individuals should be equal in the amount of resources they have 
when facing luck or uncertainty. He argues instead that the relevant criterion is whether 
or not people have voluntarily made particular choices. The “Equality of What?” paper 
treats the material requirements and measure of the ideal of equality, a discussion started 
by Amartya Sen at the same WIDER symposium in 1988.
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The relation between freedom and property is discussed in the second part of the 
book. In these chapters, Cohen presents a contemporary account of Marxist views on 
property. Provocative as these essays may appear to the reader, they are still extremely 
relevant, for example in the current discussion on common pool resources and the 
governance thereof.

The third part of the book is entitled “Ideal Theory and Political Practice” and is 
less focused than the other two parts. One of the most interesting chapters is the previ-
ously unpublished paper “How to Do Political Philosophy,” which was originally pre-
sented at an Oxford M. Phil. Seminar on Contemporary Political Philosophy. Most 
readers will probably recognize Cohen’s remark that “nobody tells philosophy students 
how to do philosophy” (225). This paper is both a useful preliminary answer to students 
struggling with the question of how to do philosophy, and an account of the humour, 
engagement, and keenness of Cohen’s writing. 

When presenting the importance of a philosopher, there is always a choice between 
collecting his or her most important essays and clustering them into a single volume, or 
selecting fewer articles and adding reflections or commentaries by other philosophers. It 
is definitely an advantage that the two essays “On the Currency” and “Equality of What?” 
have been brought back together in the same book. However, both these essays have 
played such an important role in the political philosophy debate that they could also have 
formed the basis for one book , complemented with essays by, for example, Ronald 
Dworkin, T.M. Scanlon, and Amartya Sen. This would have given the essays more con-
text, which may have highlighted their importance and originality. The same applies for 
the articles on freedom and poverty, which probably deserved a volume on their own.

This being said, the volume provides a representative introduction to the engaging 
ideas of Cohen. The fact that the reader may be left with a hunger to read more on the 
respective topics should be read as a compliment to Cohen rather than a point of criticism. 

Neelke Doorn
Delft University of Technology

3TU.Centre for Ethics and Technology

Peter SINGER. The Expanding Circle: Ethics, Evolution, and Moral Progress. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2011. 232 pp.

Peter Singer, one of the leading ethicists of our times, has always kept a close eye 
on findings from other disciplines that shed light on people’s moral sentiments, judg-
ments and actions. In a revised edition of one of his classic works, The Expanding Circle, 
he explores the impact evolutionary insights have on what seem to be eminently philo-
sophical issues. What makes us moral? How do we come to distinguish between good 
and bad in the ways we do? What is the role of intuition, emotion and reason in moral 
judgment? Is morality ultimately based on self-interest? Is morality objective? The pres-
ent volume, first published thirty years ago, has definitely aged well and still provides 
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some of the most lucid and compelling answers to these questions. Singer rightly sees 
the need to engage with biologists, evolutionary theorists and economists, while resisting 
any blatant attempt by these disciplines to colonize ethics. His well-documented and 
thoughtful analysis of (socio)biological and evolutionary explanations of altruism and 
morality is essential reading to both descriptive and normative ethicists, as well as for 
everyone who wants to understand why people show moral concern for others and 
whether and how moral progress can be made.

The Expanding Circle was originally written in response to publications like Sociobiology: 
The New Synthesis by Edward O. Wilson (1975) and The Selfish Gene by Richard Dawkins 
(1976). Sociobiology, the systematic application of evolutionary theory to social behav-
iour, including that of humans, provoked quite some interest as well as criticism. While 
Singer clearly disagrees with some of its main conclusions, he still feels the need to 
address the issues it raises. He completely concurs with sociobiology’s starting point, 
summarized nicely in Singer’s opening words: “Human beings are social animals. We 
were social before we were human” (3). As such, sociobiology provides a welcome alter-
native to Hobbesian contractarianism, which wrongly understands morality as something 
external to human nature (which is said to be purely self-interested and atomistic). Singer 
rightly appreciates sociobiology insofar as it reveals why and how people, like some other 
animals, have evolved to cooperate with and help others, often at a significant cost to 
themselves. While this approach to morality is not as new nowadays as it was thirty years 
ago, it is still met with the same disinterest and even disdain by quite a few ethicists. 
Those who still need to be convinced of the value of evolutionary theory for explaining 
why we behave altruistically should read Singer’s first two chapters. Here he combines 
Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection with psychological, sociological and anthro-
pological data to demonstrate how altruism among people – or birds, elephants, dolphins 
and monkeys for that matter – has come about. 

Before justifying my praise for Singer’s book, however, let me start with a more 
critical note. It should come as no surprise that The Expanding Circle suffers to some 
degree from the fact that research into the origins of human morality – to which biolo-
gists, economists, sociologists, psychologists, anthropologists and philosophers have 
been contributing – has boomed since its first publication. One of the (few) disappoint-
ments is the short new afterword in which Singer aims to summarize this research: 
“What have the last thirty years of scientific research added to our knowledge of the 
origins and nature of ethics?” (187) Alas, the afterword does not answer this question 
satisfactorily, failing to cover the extremely relevant and interesting debates on the evo-
lution of morality, altruism and cooperation through mechanisms like costly signalling, 
altruistic punishment, strong reciprocity and gene-culture coevolution. While summariz-
ing all this would be a difficult task indeed, Singer does not even try to undertake it. He 
makes no mention of authors like Ken Binmore, Richard Boyd, Ernst Fehr, Herbert 
Gintis, Peter Hammerstein, Martin Nowak or Peter Richerson. Instead, Singer only 
refers to findings by Frans de Waal, Jonathan Haidt and Joshua Greene, which may be 
interesting and pertinent but can hardly be called representative of this broad research 
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domain. People interested in state of the art research into the origins of morality are 
better off reading the works of the abovementioned authors.

Nevertheless, Singer’s original text remains highly informative to readers who are 
not familiar with this literature. His (extremely readable) synthesis of the scientific litera-
ture has not been rendered redundant in the thirty years since it was written. This is not 
due to science’s standstill – on the contrary, science has progressed enormously – but to 
Singer’s eye for synthesis. Analyzing evolutionary thinking’s impact on ethics, Singer 
shows in passing that this is compatible with his own view of ethics. His central ethical 
principle is that all interests should count equally, whether they are the interests of myself, 
my kin, my compatriots, my fellow human beings or whatever beings that have the capac-
ity to suffer (which is both necessary and sufficient to having interests at all). The norma-
tive force of this principle of impartiality is based on the human capacity for impartial 
reasoning, which is unique in the animal world, where altruism is exclusively directed at 
one’s kin, one’s partners, one’s fellow group members and one’s species. On this point, 
however, Singer departs from sociobiologists who claim that our moral sentiments and 
instincts have normative force. In line with David Hume, he rightly stresses the need to 
avoid the naturalistic fallacy: from what is (or what has evolved), one can never deduce 
what ought. Even though normative ethicists can learn many things from evolutionary 
theorists, contentment with conventional, partial morality is not one of them. While 
evolutionary psychology reveals that people typically have a limited circle of compassion, 
empathy and benevolence, this circle can and should expand. It is this widening of the 
circle of moral concern that lends Singers book its title. 

While Singer argues that evolutionary insights are important at the descriptive level, 
he resists drawing direct implications at the normative level. Because theories on the ori-
gins of human morality and altruism are explanatory in nature, they can have no direct 
normative implications. To argue that some aspect of our morality has a biological basis 
(or even to show that it is universal and entrenched in our genes) is not to justify it. Still, 
this is exactly what (some think that) sociobiology has been doing. Take the widespread 
idea that whatever comes out of the survival of the fittest is to be regarded as good. A 
letter by Charles Darwin written just two months after his Origin of Species was published 
illustrates how quickly people were mistakenly deriving normative conclusions from natu-
ral selection theory: “I have received in a Manchester newspaper rather a good squib, 
showing that I have proved “might is right”” (60). In order to avoid such misleading 
notions, Singer aims to clear up the widespread “misunderstanding of the connection 
between biological theories about ethics and the ethical conclusions themselves” (53). Take 
Edward O. Wilson, who was careful enough not to claim that evolution or its outcomes 
are desirable in themselves but still deduces ultimate values – like the survival of human 
genes – from evolutionary theory. Singer rightly argues that this too is a naturalistic fallacy. 
According to Singer, facts can only help in formulating options, but can never motivate a 
decision between these options. Any justification of why one choice is morally better than 
another will have to refer to values rather than facts. No piece of scientific information, 
e.g. that evolution selects those genes that promote their own survival, can ever tell me 
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what to do: “I, not my genes, am making the decision” (77). While evolutionary theorists 
can help explain where values come from and why they prescribe the behaviours that they 
do, they can never justify these values: “Discovering that some form of behavior has a 
biological basis does not justify that kind of behavior” (150).

Singer also refers to Wilson’s argument that biology can undermine existing ethical 
beliefs and intuitions, such as our idea that paternal care is important and human life is 
sacred. Singer argues that Wilson’s debunking strategy is potentially limitless: “If all our 
ethical principles can be shown to be relics of our evolutionary or cultural history, are they 
all equally discredited?” (72). This can result in subjectivism, basically putting all moral 
values and principles up for grabs (84-85). In Singer’s view, the evolutionary insight sur-
rounding biases towards our kin and members of our group discredits rather than under-
pins their moral value. Evolutionary explanations of our behaviours, dispositions, motiva-
tions and intuitions thus makes Singer wary of them. But in order to avoid subjectivism, 
Singer argues that neither genes nor the emotional intuitions to which they give rise, form 
the core of ethics. Explicitly aligning himself with Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas and 
Kant, he argues that the ultimate basis for ethics lies in our ability to rationally justify our 
decisions. It is our capacity to reason that has enabled both the evolution of norms and 
our critical stance towards them. It enables us to formulate and pass on our shared under-
standing of (in)appropriate behaviour and to question conventional guidelines, as the pro-
totypical philosopher Socrates did. According to Singer, morality evolved at different, ever 
more complex levels, which superimpose previous levels. This is not to say that newly 
evolved levels of morality (critical reflection on what is good) always outcompete older, 
more basic levels (kin altruism). But if customs with a genetic basis clash with our capac-
ity for rational inquiry, Singer argues that the latter has more normative weight than the 
former. While Singer insists that reason leads to the impartial principle that all interests 
should be given equal weight, this does not necessarily imply a case for utilitarianism. His 
focus in this book is on clarifying the role reason plays in (the evolution of) ethics, not on 
defending a specific theory within ethics. While impartiality drives Singer’s utilitarianism, 
it also underlies the Golden Rule – do not do to others what you do not want done to 
yourself – that pervades most religious, cultural and ethical traditions (135-136).

If there is one ethical claim that Singer does derive from evolutionary thinking, it 
is the absurdity of “eternal moral truths existing independently of living creatures” (106-
107). Moral values and principles are not objective, but inherently belong to people with 
specific desires, aims and interests. This is also why Singer attacks any unconditional 
commitment to conventional rules and norms. While valuable, these are certainly not 
the only and ultimate decrees to be followed anywhere, anytime: “If moral rules are a 
natural outgrowth of biology and custom, not the decrees of God or eternal universal 
truths of any other kind, following rules without any further justification seems a prime 
example of mindlessly abdicating our roles as free rational agents” (158). In Singer’s 
view, the story is not one of either (biology) or (reason), but of using our evolved ratio-
nal capacities to reflect upon the cultural but genetically based prescriptions handed 
down to us from previous generations.
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From his dual commitment to our evolved social instincts and the impartial prin-
ciple of equal consideration, Singer argues that our circle of altruism (which is limited 
to kin and group members) needs expanding (to all sentient beings). There is no rational 
justification why moral concern should be limited to ourselves, our kin, the partners 
with whom we reciprocate and our group members. Instead, the circle should expand 
so as to encompass humankind and all sentient beings in general. In his view, the driv-
ing force behind this gradual progress is reason. It is through the force of logical reason-
ing that we come to see differential treatment between one set of interests (mine, my 
kin’s, my group’s) and another (those of outsiders) as unjustified and thus unethical. 
“Ethical reasoning, once begun, pushes against our initially limited ethical horizons, 
leading us always toward a more universal point of view” (119). This universal outlook, 
Singer argues, is becoming more and more accepted in theory, but still has a long way 
to go in practice. As we all know from another of his classics, Animal Liberation (1975), 
Singer thinks that this process often stops at obviously speciesist boundaries. Most of 
the time, only human interests are thought to be morally relevant. Only when the circle 
expands so as to include “all beings with the capacity to feel pleasure or pain” (120), 
will we truly give all interests equal weight. Only then, “the expansion of our moral 
horizons will at last have completed its long and erratic course” (124).

Before becoming overly optimistic though, Singer notes that our capacity for rea-
son (and thus for impartiality) often conflicts with our genetic predispositions. And did 
Hume not already show that reason is, and ought only to be, the slave of our passions, 
which arguably arise from our genes? Singer aims to clarify that sociobiologists, as evo-
lutionary theorists, do not actually have very much to say about people’s motivations. 
When they define altruism as acts that promote another’s fitness at a cost to the agent, 
they are not referring to the donor’s motives or the recipient’s welfare. While distinc-
tions between behavioural, motivational (proximate) and evolutionary (ultimate) altruism 
and egoism are now much more accepted, Singer definitely deserves credit for seeing 
and making these divisions so early after popular science books obscured people’s 
understanding of sociobiology. Against Dawkins, who starts out his book The Selfish Gene 
(1976, 2-3) with the claim that “universal love and the welfare of the species as a whole 
are concepts which simply do not make evolutionary sense”, Singer argues that “reason-
ing beings are not bound to do what makes evolutionary sense” (131). Just as rational 
people can behave against their genetic predisposition to reproduce, as the widespread 
use of contraceptives shows, it is possible that “reason can overcome the genetic ten-
dency to limit our altruistic behaviour to our kin or some other narrow circle” (132). 

Here, Singer departs from and adds to the standard sociobiological explanations of 
altruism. In his view, sociobiologists have only solved the evolutionary puzzle of altru-
ism – how can it have evolved under selective pressures? – when it comes to kin, recip-
rocal and group altruism. But what about genuine, non-reciprocal altruism towards non-
kin, such as donating blood? According to Singer, the mystery of genuine, impartial 
altruism can only be solved by referring to the force of reason. Even though not all 
rational decisions make perfect evolutionary sense, the very capacity for making such 
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decisions certainly does, since it provides those who have it with an evolutionary advantage 
over those who lack it (139). When reason clashes with our genetically predisposed instincts 
and desires, the latter often win out in practice, as most people’s limited circle of altruism 
reveals. Still, such conflicts can also go the other way, with people adapting their desires to 
their reasoning. In fact, Singer argues that following reason and committing oneself to an 
impartial ethic can actually lead to a happier and more rewarding life (145-146). 

As should be clear by now, Singer relies on reason both for explanatory purposes (how 
impartiality has arisen) and for normative purposes (why impartiality is good). In his view, 
it is the rational element that makes sure that ethics is not degraded to purely subjective 
intuitionism, in which our evolved emotional responses to circumstances are all we have. 
Like Wilson, he believes that biological explanations can debunk existing ethical beliefs and 
values but unlike Wilson, he argues that reason is the basis for a genuine, i.e. rational, i.e. 
impartial, i.e. utilitarian ethic. Singer thus discards one extreme view, pure intuitionism, in 
favour of its complete opposite, pure rationalism. In doing so, he misses the obvious middle 
road, that of a Rawlsian method of reflective equilibrium. The idea here is to go back and 
forth between one’s moral intuitions and one’s theoretical principles, modifying either one 
or both until they are in equilibrium, which means that they fit and are no longer in conflict 
with each other. Why should one give absolute priority to either intuition or reason? If, in 
all matters moral, all we have is intuition and reason, why do away with one of them before-
hand? While this meta-ethical debate is still going on – one can argue, for example, that 
Singer misunderstands Rawls – one has to credit Singer once more for bringing it to the 
fore in an original, thought-provoking and accessible manner.

In The Expanding Circle, Singer deals with some of the problems that his radical ratio-
nalism faces. He wonders whether “so drastic a demolition of conventional morality […] 
would […] make ethics so abstract and divorced from human nature as to be […] totally 
inapplicable to real human beings” (151). Throughout his career, Singer’s ethical prescrip-
tions – for example about our obligations towards the world’s poor and towards animals 
– have been denounced as being much too demanding for ordinary human beings. This 
problem is a crucial one, since it goes to the heart of every ethic that aims to be relevant 
and thus to hold not only for angels but also for ordinary human beings. Singer solves 
this problem by separating two questions: ““What ought I to do?” and “What ought to 
be the ethical code of our society?” (152). The rational standard of impartiality that holds 
for me as an individual may be too demanding for society in general.

To illustrate this, think of Singer’s idea that wealthy people should give most of 
their income to charities that aim to alleviate poverty in the Third World. In his latest 
book, The Life You Can Save: Acting Now to End World Poverty (2009), Singer makes a much 
more modest proposal according to which affluent people should donate roughly 5 
percent of their income to poverty alleviating charities. This falls far short of what 
impartiality requires. Again, Singer justifies the split between his abstract ethical prin-
ciple and his concrete proposal by referring to “the difference between what I ought to 
do, as an individual, and what set of principles, or moral code, I should advocate and 
seek to have acted upon by most people in our society” (2009, 152). What I can and 

95068_Ethical_Perspectives_2011/4_09.indd   68995068_Ethical_Perspectives_2011/4_09.indd   689 19/12/11   09:4019/12/11   09:40



— 690 —
 Ethical Perspectives 18 (2011) 4

ETHICAL PERSPECTIVES – DECEMBER 2011

should expect from others (the public standard) is not necessarily the same as what I 
can and should expect from myself (the private standard). While Singer is still the fierc-
est critic of his own failure to behave completely impartially – he is said to give away 
‘only’ half of his income – his prescriptions are clearly not as radical as most think. 
Realizing that proposing an all too demanding public standard may be counterproduc-
tive, Singer does not expect others to live by the same standards that he aims to honour. 

Here, we can see Singer’s dual commitment to reason (which provides the only basis 
for normative prescriptions on how we ought to behave) and genes (which partly explain 
how we do behave). When seeking an ethical code for everyone, we cannot deny insights 
into how human nature has evolved. But because people’s actions are not completely 
determined by their nature, ethicists can use this knowledge to devise an ethic that works 
for ordinary human beings. Ultimately, this strategy has better consequences than demand-
ing too much: “An ethic for human beings must take them as they are, or as they have 
some chance of becoming […]. The goal of maximizing the welfare of all may be better 
achieved by an ethic that accepts our inclinations and harnesses them so that, taken as a 
whole, the system works to everyone’s advantage” (157). So instead of directly deducing 
normative claims from biology or completely shielding normative ethics from evolutionary 
theory, Singer believes the latter is indispensable in understanding the kinds of beings we 
are, our motivations, our possibilities and our limitations. And this knowledge is surely 
crucial for ethicists who want to formulate ideals that actually guide people’s behaviour. 

All this helps us to understand Singer’s rule-utilitarian thinking. From a societal 
point of view, a rule-based ethic is better than having everybody compute what best 
serves worldwide utility. In fact, conventional norms promote collective well-being 
much more efficiently. The fact that conventional morality has the overall effect of 
benefiting everybody should not surprise us, given that such norms have helped us 
survive ages of (cultural) evolution. Focusing on helping concrete individuals, they build 
on our biological dispositions and emotional feelings towards specific individuals rather 
than on an impersonal concern for humankind. This may be surprising to those who 
see Singer as a hard-nosed, proselytizing utilitarian who wants everybody to do whatever 
maximizes pleasure and minimizes pain in the whole world. Instead, Singer sees value 
in adhering to simple rules that regulate everyday interactions between ordinary people 
(who are neither angels nor devils). However, while norms are often good rules of 
thumb, people should never refrain from using their rational capacities to judge whether 
and when they misfire. While the rule to tell the truth provides for a climate in which 
people can more or less trust each other, this does not elevate it to the status of an 
absolute decree. While lying can be justified in some cases, the truth-telling rule makes 
for a much better world in which people know what to expect from others. “A social 
code of ethics needs moral rules for several reasons: to limit our obligations, to make 
them more personal, to educate the young, to reduce the need for intricate calculations 
of gains and losses […]. Without these rules, the ethical behavior of most human beings 
would probably be even further from promoting the good of all, impartially considered, 
than it is now” (163-164). In short, Singer regards the impartial weighing of all interests 
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not as a decision-making procedure that everybody has to adopt, but as the criterion to 
evaluate how ethical (the outcomes of) people’s actions are. 

To sum up, Singer’s book provides a clear overview of the main evolutionary theories 
on the origins of morality and altruism, also accessible to those not familiar with evolution-
ary biology. But, more importantly, it also shows what sociobiologists do, do not and can-
not say. When understood correctly, they do not vindicate Thomas Hobbes’ contractarian-
ism by demonstrating that all people are selfish in nature. Instead, they show that people 
have evolved genetic predispositions favouring reciprocal, kin and group altruism. Because 
of the is-ought divide, sociobiology has no direct normative repercussions and cannot 
colonize ethics. It cannot even argue that all our moral sentiments are partial. As Singer 
shows, natural selection has also produced the capacity to reason. Humans have evolved 
not only to favour the interests of themselves, their kin, their partners and their fellow 
group members, but also to understand that these kinds of preferential treatment often lack 
proper rational justification. Evolutionary theory can help us understand the limits to most 
people’s circle of moral concern but it cannot justify them. As human beings endowed with 
the capacity to reason, we are not slaves to our genetic constitutions, but we can see the 
possibility and desirability of expanding that circle. This definitely makes the book’s central 
message a heartening one for ethicists and ordinary people around the world.

Bart Engelen
Centre for Economics and Ethics – K.U.Leuven

Paul W. TAYLOR. Respect for Nature: A Theory of Environmental Ethics. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2011. 329 pp.

In honour of the 25th anniversary of its publication, Princeton University Press has reis-
sued Paul W. Taylor’s ground breaking book Respect for Nature with a new foreword by 
Dale Jamieson. As Jamieson points out, Taylor’s book provided “a carefully reasoned, 
highly sophisticated account that not only made environmental ethics a subject of seri-
ous academic inquiry, but also connected it to the values and lifestyles that were emerg-
ing in the environmental movement” (ix). Twenty-five years later, Respect for Nature 
remains a vital and important work; one that appears on syllabi and in reading lists 
despite the proliferation of literature in environmental ethics since its initial publication.

For those unfamiliar with Taylor, his view is a form of biocentric egalitarianism. It 
is biocentric in two senses. First, Taylor is concerned with moral relations between 
humans and all living things (as opposed to being concerned only with sentient creatures). 
Second, the attitude of respect for nature that moral agents are meant to adopt is based 
on a scientifically informed understanding of the planet’s ecosystems and the role of 
humans as one part of a very large whole. Taylor calls this scientific understanding the 
‘biocentric outlook’. This outlook consists of a set of beliefs including the interconnect-
edness of all living things, the fact that humans are but one species amongst many, and 
the recognition that all living organisms have a well-being of their own. Furthermore, the 
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biocentric outlook rejects the idea of human superiority over other species (chapter 3). 
In our environmentally troubled times, it is difficult to conceive of an objection to adopt-
ing the biocentric outlook. It is the egalitarian aspect of Taylor’s biocentric egalitarianism 
that strikes some readers as counter-intuitive. Taylor maintains that respect for nature 
involves the recognition that all living things have equal inherent worth. This amounts 
to all living things being worthy of equal consideration of their own good.

In the years following the publication of Respect for Nature, critics have argued that 
Taylor cannot defend his move from the descriptive claim that all living things have a 
well-being of their own to the normative claim that we have obligations towards them 
on that score. Others have insisted that Taylor’s commitment to species egalitarianism 
is indefensible and/or overly demanding. Still others have argued that, if species egali-
tarianism is defensible, Taylor’s priority principles for adjudicating conflicts (chapter 6) 
do not fit his own theory. In short, criticism of Taylor’s work in Respect for Nature 
abounds. See for example, Joseph R. Des Jardins’ Environmental Ethics: An Introduction to 
Environmental Philosophy (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2001), William C. French’s “Against 
Biospherical Egalitarianism” (Environmental Ethics 17/1, 1995: 39-58), and Bryan Norton’s 
review of Respect for Nature (Environmental Ethics 9, 1987: 261-267). While Taylor’s language 
can sometimes be cumbersome and critics are right in pointing to weaknesses in specific 
arguments, there are excellent reasons to engage with Taylor anew.

It is fairly common in environmental and animal ethics for philosophers to devote 
lengthy chapters to establishing the moral considerability of this or that class of living things 
and then turn to thinking through the implications of that moral considerability in just a few 
pages tucked away at the end of the book. Taylor’s careful discussion of competing claims 
and priority principles in chapter six is a model for the painstakingly careful consideration 
of the implications of one’s own theory on the day to day life of those who would choose 
to live that theory. Let me point to one lovely feature of Taylor’s work in this chapter.

When thinking through inter-species conflicts of interest, it is often appealing to 
delineate clear cases from murky ones by pointing to a brute distinction between basic 
and non-basic interests. For example, if we think through whether or not my community 
should build a new library on hitherto undeveloped land near the forest where I live, 
we might point out that an additional library serves a set of interests that are not fun-
damental to human survival (non-basic) whereas the animals, plants, and trees that 
would be harmed by the construction of the new library do have survival, or basic, 
interests at stake. We might conclude, therefore, that we ought not to build the library 
merely on the grounds that non-basic interests ought not to trump basic interests. Tay-
lor offers a far more nuanced way of conceiving of human interests by pointing out that 
some of our non-basic interests are tied to our deeply held values and interests both as 
individuals and as communities. He distinguishes between non-basic interests tied to our 
highly valued ends and those tied to less highly valued ends. In doing so he reminds us 
that, as people taking on the attitude of respect for nature, part of our job is careful 
consideration of the kinds of interests we have and how important they truly are to us 
as individuals and as communities.
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I have concerns about how Taylor conceives of this decision-making process and 
about whether or not, in the end, his priority principles will enable us to trample on 
non-humans’ interests far more than he would in fact want to endorse. Still, I have to 
admire and recommend Taylor’s willingness to approach the issue of competing claims 
through the lens of reality. For, even among those who have the attitude of respect for nature, 
most of our decisions regarding our non-basic interests will not feel quite as easy as identify-
ing the interest as non-basic and then rejecting its fulfilment. Taylor refrains from describing 
all human non-basic interests as trivial. Instead, he delves deep into the very real complexity 
of our human interests and attempts (if not with complete success) to take seriously that even 
people with genuine respect for nature will occasionally feel that harming non-humans’ inter-
ests might be necessary in the pursuit of some highly valued and yet non-basic ends. Those 
of us who defend staunch obligations to non-humans might initially balk at this and at Tay-
lor’s attempt to accommodate it. Still, as readers of his work we have to appreciate his willing-
ness to enter the murky waters of the robustness of human interests while at the same time 
trying to defend the robustness of our obligations to nonhumans. Though he does not fully 
resolve the issue of competing claims, his discussion in Respect for Nature provides a model 
for careful and honest reflection about these kinds of moral problems.

One feature of Taylor’s work in Respect for Nature that I initially found irksome was 
his complete unwillingness to discuss what he calls the “ethics of bioculture” (53-58) 
– namely, activities such as raising and slaughtering animals for food, using animals for 
sport and entertainment, cultivating forests for timber, etc. He claims that while “envi-
ronmental ethics [has to do] with the moral relations between humans and the natural 
world, the ethics of bioculture is concerned with the human treatment of animals and 
plants in artificially created environments that are completely under human control” 
(53). He then tells his readers that he will not discuss the ethics of bioculture any further. 

This very narrow conception of the proper purview of environmental ethics may 
cause readers particularly interested in animal ethics to feel Taylor’s book has little to offer. 
It is worth the effort to resist this feeling, for Respect for Nature has much to offer animal 
ethicists despite Taylor’s bracketing off of bioculture ethics. For instance, his careful dis-
cussion of competing claims is useful in thinking through some of the most pressing and 
difficult questions in bioculture ethics. All too often activists and animal ethicists over-
simplify human interests in service of showing that they cannot trump animals’ interests. 
Taylor’s discussion in chapter six reminds us that we need to think carefully about how 
we describe humans’ interests, providing them with a rich description where appropriate, 
even if in the end the animals’ interests will trump. His work pushes against our tendency 
to under-describe humans’ interests for the sake of rhetoric. By doing so it encourages us 
to work even harder to defend animals’ interests with honesty and rigor.

Dale Jamieson’s brief foreword to this edition of Respect for Nature begins with an 
excellent reminder of where environmental ethics stood at the time of the book’s initial 
publication and how Paul Taylor’s insight and careful scholarship came to help us better 
understand humans’ relationships with nature from the standpoint of both academics 
and activists. He goes on to say that Taylor’s book “made no pretense of universal 
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appeal” (ix) and that “Taylor was practicing philosophy as invitation rather than as 
coercion” (x). Indeed, Taylor’s book is striking in the humility of his tone and his will-
ingness to point to limitations of his own account (see, for example, where he discusses 
the limits to his priority principles on page 307). I do, however, think Jamieson under-
sells Taylor’s mission a little by saying that he was not after ‘universal appeal’.

In a paper Taylor published prior to the publication of Respect for Nature, he said “If we 
are to have clarity of understanding and genuine open-mindedness in dealing with the prob-
lem of competing claims, nothing less than a revolution in our ordinary ethical vision will 
be required of us. Such a revolution has already taken place in modern history with respect 
to egalitarian principles governing the moral relations among human persons. In the domain 
of ethics concerned with the moral relations between persons and other living things a 
similar revolution is now our highest and noblest moral calling” (“Are Humans Superior to 
Animals and Plants?” Environmental Ethics 6, 1984: 149-160). I believe Respect for Nature is 
Taylor’s attempt to provide us with the theoretical underpinning we need to undertake such 
a revolution. Either way, on the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of its publication, 
I invite you to rediscover the sophistication and beauty of Paul Taylor’s Respect for Nature.

Karen S. Emmerman
University of Washington

Steven NADLER. The Best of All Possible Worlds: A Story of Philosophers, God and Evil 
in the Age of Reason. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010. 300 pp.

In the book under review, Steven Nadler takes the acquaintance between three leading 
seventeenth century intellectuals as his vantage point for a story that has been rightly 
described as a ‘philosophical page-turner’. The polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, the 
brilliant theologian Entoine Arnauld and the most important representative of Cartesian 
philosophy at that time, Nicolas de Malebranche probably met in an early stage of their 
careers in Paris. From that time on, the three intellectuals intensely debated over the 
problem of evil – the question why a benevolent, almighty and wise God would have 
permitted evil in the world. Nadler spells out their diverging takes on this problem in a 
wonderful combination of philosophical reasoning, late seventeenth century European 
history and a colourful description of three striking personalities.

Whether and why this world could be called the best of all possible worlds, why 
there is still evil in this world, with what kind of freedom God created the world and 
whether salvation is something that is being given according to merit – these are all 
questions that were of decisive theological relevance at that time. It comes as no sur-
prise, therefore, that the Lutheran Leibniz, the Jansenist Arnauld and the Catholic Mal-
ebranche diverged so significantly when answering these questions, all of which are 
directly related to the problem of evil. Nadler spells out the theological background, 
working through these questions in a very instructive way without ever reducing the 
philosophical problem to mere theological or historical circumstances.
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A particularly admirable aspect of Nadler’s narrative is that the reader gets the 
impression that the disagreement between the philosophers is also reflected in their 
difference of character. Leibniz is a self-assured and restless diplomat with an ecu-
menical drive, Arnauld is a brilliant but uncompromising hothead, and Malebranche is 
a secluded and even-tempered priest. Illustrations of individual habits and traits are 
scattered throughout the book; they are entertaining and make it understandable why 
these three geniuses could uphold such a turbulent discussion over such a long time. 

Several other intellectual giants of this period, such as Descartes, Pascal, Bayle and 
Spinoza, play an important role in the background of this story. Both Descartes and 
Spinoza are given an elaborate introduction and their connections with the main char-
acters are clearly spelled out. For the other great minds, however, little room appears to 
have been reserved.

During the seventeenth century, the problem of evil occupied the centre stage of 
philosophy and was closely related to many other issues. As Nadler says in his introduction: 
“In this story […] practically every issue of metaphysics, natural philosophy (natural sci-
ence), epistemology, ethics and politics intersects with the question of how to represent the 
nature of God and of His agency” (xi). For this reason, Nadler had to resist the temptation 
of going into too much detail on particular issues in order to stay faithful to the story line. 
Sometimes this can be disappointing for the reader, especially if they are interested in one 
of many philosophical topics that are only touched upon but never fully spelled out. Yet, 
this is perhaps the price Nadler had to pay for making his book so accessible to a broader 
public. As a compromise, the reader will find many references to helpful secondary litera-
ture. For those who are seriously interested in the many philosophical topics attached to 
the problem of evil, this book can thus serve as an excellent introduction.

Jonne Hoek

Stephen WILKINSON. Choosing Tomorrow’s Children: The Ethics of Selective Reproduc-
tion. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2010. 265 pp.

During the last decades, many authors have discussed the law and ethics of reproductive 
decisions in the light of new technologies. Examples include John A. Robertson, Children of 
Choice (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994) Allen Buchanan, Dan W. Brock, Nor-
man Daniels and Daniel Wikler, From Chance to Choice. Genetics and Justice (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2000), Jonathan Glover, Choosing Children (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2006), and Ronald M. Green, Babies by Design (Newhaven: Yale University Press, 
2007). These books cover the issues surrounding the selection of babies based on certain 
genetic qualities and/or the genetic manipulation of foetuses to treat or enhance them. They 
do so from different perspectives. Some, for example, approach the question from a justice 
perspective, whereas others discuss the primacy of the principle of procreative liberty.

Choosing Tomorrow’s Children (2010) discusses the issue of selecting children, primar-
ily via pre-implantation genetic diagnosis (PGD). It covers themes that are already amply 
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discussed in the aforementioned books, such as sex selection, saviour siblings and select-
ing a child with a disability. However, the philosophical and thorough approach the 
author takes is innovating.

In the first chapter, Wilkinson explains one of the core principles in the debate on select-
ing children. Selecting one embryo instead of another is identity-affecting: different possible 
future people will be born by this very act. Any argument against selection based on the harm 
that it would bring to the selected person would have to take this into account, and be able 
to prove that not being brought into existence would have been better than being selected and 
being born. This will only be the case if the life a person would have is so bad that it would 
fall below the standard of being worth living. Bearing this in mind, it is very hard to argue 
against allowing people to select, for example, an embryo that is deaf, as the person that the 
embryo will become is not harmed by being selected since the alternative would be non-
existence. Another argument Wilkinson heavily relies on is that between the prospective par-
ent and the actual parent. For him, a prospective parent, visiting a PGD facility, is in a morally 
different situation from an actual parent. For example, in the second chapter he discusses 
parental duties and virtues and the claim that selecting certain traits of your offspring is 
immoral, because it would undermine unconditional parental love. For Wilkinson, there is a 
major moral difference between attempting to select a child pre-conception and rejecting a 
child when it is born. As such, the virtue of parental acceptance or the duty to unconditional 
love is not applicable to prospective parents and is hence not a good argument against selec-
tion. In this chapter he also discusses Feinberg’s often quoted principle of a child’s right to an 
open future. He states that it is very difficult to define what constitutes this open future. 
Moreover, as the argument is about causing people to exist, it is unclear how this can be used 
as an argument against selection. In the third chapter, Wilkinson discusses the question 
whether it is alright to select a child with a disability, for example a child that is deaf. Here he 
argues that, because of the identity affecting nature of creation, the child is not harmed. The 
harm principle could be interpreted in a slightly different way: given the total amount of 
people, it is better that more people with a better chance of happiness are created, and hence, 
there is a duty to select the child with the best possible outcome, Wilkinson states that we also 
run into problems with this argument, as this could lead to Parfit’s repugnant conclusion. This 
leads him to refute welfare arguments in the case of selecting for disabilities. In chapter 4 he 
gives another reason why selecting for disability might be wrong. The ‘cost of care’ argument 
suggests that selecting such a child would put too much a strain on other people’s welfare. 
Wilkinson rightly questions this argument, and states that there is something fishy about bas-
ing ethics on cost of care. For example, this would lead to the conclusion that we should 
encourage people to smoke, as some studies show that smokers die early and hence cost 
society less. In the rest of this chapter, he uses another example of using a child for the sake 
of another, that of saviour siblings. He questions the arguments that such selection should be 
forbidden because it affects the welfare of the selected child. In chapter 7 he also questions 
another argument used often in this context, that selecting such children would mean instru-
mentalizing the child. As it is unsure that saviour siblings (or other selected children) are 
necessarily treated solely as a means to an end, this argument likewise fails. 
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In chapter six, he discusses arguments based on eugenics and the expressivist argu-
ment. The latter is the claim that allowing parents to select against disabilities conveys 
the message that disabled people would better not have been born. He states, however, 
that we must make a distinction between valuing disability and valuing disabled people. 
He does admit that some of the expressivist claims may be true, and that this should 
probably be levelled with continuing good support for disabled people in society. In the 
following chapter he deals with the much discussed issue of enhancement versus treat-
ment, and questions whether the different arguments against enhancement are really 
valid. He likewise concludes here that this is probably not so. In the last chapter he deals 
with social sex selection and the arguments pro and contra. Wilkinson concludes that, 
although such selection, even in the case of mere family balancing, may convey a mes-
sage of sexism, and that this is morally wrong, there do not seem to be enough reasons 
to forbid it by law because it is probably also fairly harmless (at least in the UK).

Choosing Tomorrow’s Children is a philosophical work, meticulously exposing the var-
ious arguments and counter arguments in the related debate. As such I think this work 
is a good addition to the already ample literature that exists on this topic. It does not 
claim to provide definite answers or recommendations, but provides a solid basis for 
sound policy discussions. As Wilkinson admits at the outset, he assumes a ‘schematic 
political liberalism’, meaning that the state should not intervene, unless there are compel-
ling reasons to do so. This stance will not appeal to some, and the book also does not 
contain much discussion on how far state intervention might go in this domain. Also, 
he does not discuss the status of the embryo. In my view this is a good decision, but it 
may make many of the assumptions on which the book is based unacceptable for some. 

Kristien Hens
Maastricht University

Frank LOVETT. A General Theory of Domination and Justice. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010. 256 pp. 

Political philosophy placed liberal and communitarian perspectives in opposition for 
almost thirty years. One important issue that took centre stage in this debate concerned 
the notion of freedom that political institutions should adopt and work with in design-
ing public policies. The terms of this sub-debate between liberals and communitarians 
were largely influenced by Isaiah Berlin’s categories of negative and positive liberty. The 
former, liberty ‘from’, was defended by liberals who argued that the state should be 
neutral towards people’s conception of the good life and should solely be concerned 
with justice. The latter, liberty ‘to’, was claimed by communitarians who argued that the 
state should posit a common horizon of choice for its citizenry, since their democratic 
political self-mastery was the ultimate realization of the good life. When liberals were 
on the path to winning the debate, after integrating some communitarian elements into 
their core ideas, Philip Pettit proposed a novel conception of the concept of freedom. 

95068_Ethical_Perspectives_2011/4_09.indd   69795068_Ethical_Perspectives_2011/4_09.indd   697 19/12/11   09:4019/12/11   09:40



— 698 —
 Ethical Perspectives 18 (2011) 4

ETHICAL PERSPECTIVES – DECEMBER 2011

In his now famous Republicanism: A Theory of Government and Freedom (1997), Pettit – 
following, among others, Quentin Skinner and John Pocock – excavated the neo-Roman 
political tradition to develop a conception of freedom as non-domination – as a third 
and distinct category. This conception shares with Berlinian negative liberty the conten-
tion that the state should be neutral towards people’s conception of the good life, but 
it is distinct from it because of its focus on domination and not merely interference. It 
shares with positive liberty the emphasis on mastery, but sees it in a negative way, sug-
gesting that people should not be subjected to the will of another agent – the question 
of achieving self-mastery or not being a separate one, that is not of primary political 
concern. Since the publication of Pettit’s book, political philosophers have given a fair 
amount of attention to this alternative theory of freedom and government.

Lovett’s book is a novel and ambitious attempt to contribute to the development 
of the ideal of non-domination in political theory and philosophy. It is important to 
stress that it is distinct from the work of two important neo-republican philosophers 
who contributed to the development of theories of non-domination as a moral and 
institutional idea. First, Lovett’s theory is different from Pettit’s in that it adopts a dif-
ferent conception of non-arbitrariness, amongst other things. Second, his theory is also 
different from that of John Maynor because it lacks the ‘quasi-perfectionist’ aspect 
targeted at institutions. The book thus represents a distinct approach from those one 
has observed so far in the neo-republican literature. It is divided into two parts. The 
first is descriptive and consists of a refined account of the notion of domination in its 
classical meaning of dominus – and freedom as liber. A very informative index can be 
found at the end of the book, presenting the history of the concept from Cicero to the 
late 18th century Enlightenment. The second part is normative and presents Lovett’s 
theory of Justice as Minimizing Domination (thereafter referred to as JMD) – here again, a 
distinct index is offered at the end of the book, presenting formalizations of the theory’s 
applications. According to the author, both parts combined constitute a complete theory 
of domination that matches our retained intuitions about classic cases of domination 
after due consideration, and vice versa – a method inspired by Rawls’ ‘reflective equi-
librium’. The constructivist approach adopted by the author takes us, as the argument 
goes, from our basic intuitions about intuitive instances of domination (namely slavery, 
autocratic government, feudal domination and father-king domination within the family) 
to more complex subjects, such as multiculturalism, constitutional democracy and dis-
tributive justice. Lovett’s goal in developing a complete theory of domination is to show 
that it can be relevant to contemporary debates in political theory and philosophy, as 
well as in moral philosophy. JMD is presented as a fully-fledged ‘progressive alternative’ 
to liberal contractualist theories: “one that might better answer these challenges [femi-
nism, multiculturalism, and distributive justice], both inside and outside the academy” 
(7). But despite this claim, JMD does not share much with neo-Roman forms of con-
temporary republicanism.

The first part of the book (chapters 2, 3 and 4) presents Lovett’s understanding of 
the concept of domination and is built in such a way that the reader should abandon 
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competing conceptions that do not match new actual or potential cases of domination 
within our intuitions. Chapter 2 focuses on the structural aspect of domination. Drawing 
on Max Weber’s uses of the term ‘social relationship’, the author emphasizes that all 
relations of domination are social ones and that the behaviour of agents is strategic and 
must take into account that of others. From this follows that only agents themselves, 
individuals or groups, can dominate other agents. Foucault, Marcuse, and even Habermas’ 
claim that structures themselves can be dominating must be abandoned. The outcome-
based conception (e.g. that does not consider how things are brought about) of domina-
tion must also be rejected. According to Lovett, the first necessary – but insufficient – 
condition of domination is dependency. For genuine domination to occur, the structural 
environment of a social relationship must include some form of dependency of one agent 
on another. Dependency affects the opportunity set of the dominated agent, of course, 
but it is not the modification of the opportunity set as such that matters, but the fact that 
the structure of the relation is defined by dependency – although dependency is not in 
itself a sufficient condition of domination. The dependency condition distinguishes 
Lovett from other republican perspectives since it narrows the category of vulnerability, 
which includes a wider range of actual or potential cases of domination.

The next chapter shows why the imbalance of power conception of domination is inad-
equate. Even though this conception captures some truth about domination, it is still 
incomplete because, just like dependency, imbalance of power is a necessary but not a 
sufficient condition of domination. Given that relations of domination are social in 
nature, Lovett focuses on social power as a subset of power. Social power is defined as 
the “power over” of an agent to modify what another agent would prefer to do (75). It is 
worth noting that dependency and imbalance of power are quantitative notions. The 
qualitative issues, discussed below, are much more controversial.

In the last chapter of the first part, the author offers his fully-fledged conception 
of domination as arbitrary power. The issue is about the notion of arbitrariness and occurs 
between the procedural and the democratic account of substantive arbitrariness. The latter 
is defended by Pettit, among others, and states that political power is legitimate only if 
it tracks the interests of the controlees who will not rationally consent to institutional-
izing their own discrimination or domination. Lovett rejects this view on the grounds 
that we do not have an instance of domination every time something is unfair. For 
example, if a privileged group institutionalizes its privileges, which are then enforced by 
independent judges, we do not have an instance of domination. In a case like this, Lovett 
asserts that: “[T]he members of the disadvantaged groups now at least know exactly 
where they stand: they can develop plans of life based on reliable expectations” (116). 
Naturally, one can ask if this really matches our intuitions about domination. The 
decrease of uncertainty is surely desirable but does not itself legitimate the domination 
of the privileged group. In the end, the formal definition of domination as such does 
not pose a problem. We intuitively agree that a social relationship of which the descrip-
tion includes the dependency of social actor B towards social actor A, the fact that 
A has more power over B than B has over A, and that allows A to use this power 
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arbitrarily over B, actually describes an instance of domination. The problem is that 
when we abandon the crucial neo-republican emphasis on democratic contestation, 
which is absent from the discussion, we end up with a description of domination that 
can justify the institutionalization of some forms of domination that hurts our basic 
intuition.

In the second, normative, part of the book, the author begins (chapter 5) by explain-
ing that non-domination is not a good for human flourishing because most people prefer 
it, but rather that most people desire it because it is a good. This view should not, how-
ever, be seen as comprehensive. Arguing that non-domination is an important condition 
of human flourishing gives us a reasonably neutral good reason to believe that we ought 
to reduce domination whenever possible and to the extent that it is possible. In this sense, 
non-domination is an instrumental primary good – in the Rawlsian understanding of the term 
– akin to revenue, equal access to public positions, etc. JMD thus claims that we lie under 
a prima facie obligation to reduce avoidable domination as much as possible. In the chap-
ter on “Domination and Justice” (6), the author then asserts that JMD applies only to 
the basic structure of society – here again, following Rawls’ theory of justice. JMD is 
defined as follows: “[S]ocieties are just to the extent that their basic structure is organized 
so as to minimize the expected sum total domination experienced by their members, 
counting the domination of each member equally” (159). Despite the obvious resem-
blance with utilitarianism, JMD is not a welfarist theory. It is not targeted at maximizing 
happiness. It is targeted rather at minimizing domination, whether people happen to 
prefer it or not. Lovett nonetheless admits that, like utilitarianism, JMD is a teleological 
but non-perfectionist theory because it sees non-domination as part of the good life, but 
it is also agnostic towards what the conception of the good life is. JMD is also a personal-
ist conception of justice, in that it includes the ‘person-affecting principle’ and does not 
allow some people to be dominated in order to maximize the non-domination of others. 
Each must be treated equally. Another important point is that although JMD claims to 
be a complete conception of social justice, it is not a complete conception of justice 
broadly understood, since the book does not discuss extensively (only briefly toward the 
end) issues such as global justice. Despite this limitation, the book is still very ambitious.

The last chapter of the normative part of the book addresses some applications of 
JMD in relation to distributive justice, tolerance and accommodation and democracy. 
On the first, JMD offers a “Van Parijsian” argument for a universal basic income, say-
ing that it would prevent the least advantaged agents having to sell their non-domination 
in exchange for basic material goods. Here one can ask whether this is really compatible 
with the ideal of non-domination. Would this not benefit the advantaged members of 
society who could benefit more from this (extra) revenue (i.e. convert it into additional 
power)? And if so, would that not be counterproductive, since if the money is invested 
and that results in an increase in the size of the cake, would that not leave the vulner-
able agents worse off – or at least do nothing to improve their situation? On the ques-
tion of accommodation, the basis on which Lovett rejects the democratic substantive 
account of arbitrariness makes it difficult to see how JMD can accommodate oppressed 
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minorities. Disadvantaged groups can suffer very minimal uncertainty and at the same 
time a significant degree of avoidable domination. Finally, on the question of democracy, 
Lovett opts for a minimalist position and suggests, following Machiavelli, that democ-
racy is the best regime to serve the goals of JMD because it is safer in the long run to 
vest power in the hands of people who do not want to be dominated.

To conclude, Lovett’s ambitious book offers very interesting analytical categories 
for further discussion on what the best description of domination is. One may, of 
course, not be convinced by his conception, but one would nonetheless have to justify 
this rejection in Lovett’s terms. As a theory of justice, JMD has few chances of success. 
First, because a theory that claims the neo-Roman tradition and the ideal of non-dom-
ination should not apply to the ‘basic structure of society’ and aim at institutions that 
exhibit axiological neutrality. The perfectionist dimension of the theory should also 
apply, to some degree, to political institutions. Second, the applications of the theory 
need to target the maximization of non-domination, not its minimization as a second-
best option. Despite these weaknesses, the emphasis on non-domination as a desirable 
good and its relevance as a component of the normative horizon of contemporary 
societies constitute a promising contribution, although it could be improved by aban-
doning the Rawlsian framework and be more empirically informed.

Jean-François Grégoire
K.U.Leuven

Molly Anne ROTHENBERG. The Excessive Subject: A New Theory of Social Change. 
Cambridge: Polity, 2010. 282 pp.

In post-postmodern times, the philosophy of the French psychoanalyst and poststructur-
alist Jacques Lacan has fallen out of fashion to some degree, having been criticized by 
authors such as Alan Sokal. Many of his ideas, however, are still useful frameworks for 
understanding the human mind and human (inter-)actions. In The Excessive Subject. A New 
Theory of Social Change, Molly Anne Rothenberg successfully applies Lacanian theory to the 
study of social change. She reviews social thinkers such as Pierre Bourdieu, Michel de 
Certeau, Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau and Slavoj Zizek, thinkers who have all tried to use 
Lacanian thought in this context. Exploring the strengths and the flaws of their reasoning, 
she concludes with a theory of her own, using the Lacanian sinthome as a key idea.

In the introduction, Rothenberg sets the stage for the whole book, explaining some 
of the key concepts that will be used and explored. For example, she describes the 
concept of retroversive causality, which denotes a certain type of cause that changes the 
playing field in which it arose. She also exposes the tensions between theories of exter-
nal causation of social chance, in which causes are situated outside of the effect, and 
imminent causation, where causes and effects are very close and can barely be distin-
guished. She argues that neither approach is sufficient: we need a theory that can account 
for both. Enter the idea of the Möbius subject, a typical Lacanian subject that has an 
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excessive dimension, which is a necessary consequence of it entering the Symbolic 
domain. As she will argue, it is this excess that makes the social field possible. In the 
following chapters, she describes how authors like Bourdieu, Butler and Laclau all strug-
gle to account for the tension between external and immanent causation and the exces-
sive subject. In her opinion, they do not fully succeed, as much of their discourse should 
rather be situated on the level of the Lacanian Imaginary, a level not suitable to account 
for true social change. Her own concept is mostly related to Slavoj Zizek’s thinking. She 
states that Zizek has pointed out that we never leave the terrain of the Lacanian Imag-
inary when politics is concerned. However, social change does take place, and this is due 
to an individual’s relation to his or her own minimal self-difference. She still criticizes 
Zizek’s model, as he stresses the implicit violence in social change. In response, she 
posits the ethical stance. In this approach, the subject exposes the excess it necessarily 
possesses and establishes distance from it. Excess is acknowledged and no longer passed 
around like a hot potato: the subject takes responsibility for its own excess. This is the 
stance of the sinthome, an idea from the later Lacanian writings. It is the creative act of 
self-distancing, of acknowledging its own lack and the lack of the other. And it is in this 
act, Rothenberg argues, that social change becomes possible.

This book is a tough read for those not familiar with the thought of Jacques Lacan 
and/or with sociological theory. Although Rothenberg discusses various aspects of 
Lacanian thinking throughout the book, as background to the different authors, the 
book should not be read as an introduction. Some familiarity with the works of the 
other authors discussed would also be helpful to the potential reader. If the latter is 
willing to invest some time and effort, however, then Rothenberg’s book offers a 
refreshing perspective on the theory of social shape and is therefore well worth a thor-
ough read. 

Kristien Hens
Maastricht University

David GARLAND. Peculiar Institution: America’s Death Penalty in an Age of Abolition. 
Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2010. 417 pp.

The American system of capital punishment is commonly described as anomalous. The 
United States, many argue, stands in stark contrast to all other Western nations that have 
abolished the death penalty. In this book, David Garland seeks to dispel this widely-held 
assessment, offering a ‘sociological history’ of a phenomenon that he describes as peculiar, 
but by no means exceptional. The American approach to capital punishment, Garland 
argues, is rather a natural result of the United States’ distinct history – its decentralized 
political system; its history of lynching and racism (hence the allusion in the book’s title); 
and its cultural tropes of populism, individual responsibility, anti-intellectualism, and 
traditional values. Although capital punishment has not been abolished in the United 
States, it operates, according to Garland, “in an environment that is, in important respects, 
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hostile to its existence” (121). As such, it is in line with historical Western trends towards 
diminution or abolition of the death penalty. 

Garland, a legal scholar and sociologist, describes his book as “neither apology nor 
critique,” but rather “a sociological history of something puzzling” (15). In this respect, 
the book offers a refreshing change from the vast body of contemporary work about the 
morality, legality, and effectiveness of capital punishment. Notably, however, while Gar-
land does not offer an ethical evaluation of this ‘peculiar institution’, his analysis naturally 
leads the reader to reflect personally on its moral and societal value. Perhaps the most 
important insight within this book is that, although the American death penalty no longer 
serves the penal purposes of its origins, it serves important contemporary social purposes, 
including political, professional, and emotional ones. Garland’s conclusion leaves the 
reader to evaluate whether these alternative purposes are compelling enough to justify a 
state’s execution of its own citizens, particularly when the procedures for arrest, prosecu-
tion, trial, and sentencing are notoriously unreliable and discriminatory.

The book begins with an excerpt from the New York Times about the execution of 
serial murderer Danny Rolling, a story Garland presents as a “poster image of the mod-
ern American death penalty, imposed and administered as the law and the authorities 
intended” (3). In the discussion that follows, however, Garland emphasizes that even in 
its most paradigmatic form, the American system of capital punishment is a “deeply 
troubled institution” (5). Chapters 1 and 2 of Peculiar Institution offer background about 
the death penalty in the United States, situating it within the common narrative of 
American exceptionalism. Chapters 3 though 5 offer an excellent historical analysis of 
the evolution of capital punishment in Western nations, from its origin as a public 
demonstration of state authority to its decline as a result of developing humanitarian 
sensibilities. The remaining chapters focus on the institution of capital punishment in 
America, developing Garland’s argument about why the United States has retained this 
‘peculiar institution’ in the face of greater Western abolition.

In analyzing why the United States’ approach to capital punishment has developed 
the way it has, Garland identifies a number of relevant societal factors. The most sig-
nificant of these, according to Garland, are those reflecting the structural mechanisms 
of the American political process – namely, the decentralized system of policymaking in 
a nation of independent states. Whereas many other Western governments are able to 
make major changes to national policy with relative ease, the United States’ localized 
approach to criminal law and punishment – whereby prosecution, trial, sentencing, and 
execution of sentences take place primarily at a local level, directed by state officials in 
a “hyper-democratic” way (165) – makes such changes inherently more difficult. Some 
of these structural challenges arise from the legacy of American slavery, a historical 
embarrassment that co-opted the language of state sovereignty for racist purposes. 
In defending slavery, segregation, and lynchings, Southern states considered any federal 
restriction on their ability to implement their criminal laws as an impermissible intrusion 
on local culture and tradition. Other factors contributing to the persistence of American 
capital punishment, according to Garland, include cultural tropes of anti-elitism, 
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which contributed to the rejection of expert reports about the death penalty’s ineffec-
tiveness; individualism and personal responsibility, which framed the death penalty as 
an appropriate response to personal failure; and legalism, which brought even the most 
delicate cultural issues into the judicial realm.

Garland skilfully describes the transition from ethical debate to legal debate in his 
chapters on the moratorium resulting from the Supreme Court’s judgment in Furman v. 
Georgia and the changes that arose in the post-Furman era. Rather than dealing directly with 
difficult questions of race, morality, and justice, the American public shifted its focus to the 
legal arena, grounding its conversation about the death penalty in purportedly concrete 
constitutional language, and focusing on the procedural, rather than substantive aspects of 
execution. The present reviewer notes that, even beyond the context of capital punishment, 
this is a story that continually plays out in the United States whenever societal disagreement 
about deeply-held beliefs threatens to divide the nation. In the contexts of abortion, end-
of-life medical treatment, and gene patenting, for example, moral arguments have given 
way to legal arguments, which are then disputed in the legislatures and the courts. And 
unlike in other countries, these disputes are settled by the United States Supreme Court, 
the only centralized body with the authority to make large-scale changes to state policies.

Garland notes that, at the same time the Supreme Court aligned the practice of 
capital punishment with evolving cultural norms, it ‘disowned’ the practice by leaving 
implementation of its standards to local authorities. This resulted in the now obvious 
tensions between American acceptance of capital punishment as a general matter, strin-
gent procedural limitations that can lead to twenty-year delays in executions, and a 
localized process that results in a single state executing more criminals than almost all 
others combined. Had the American democratic system been different, had its federal 
powers been stronger, Garland’s analysis suggests, the United States may have remained 
an abolitionist nation post-Furman. Instead, America expresses what can only be 
described as profound ambivalence about the death penalty.

Garland’s key conclusion is that it is no longer useful to evaluate capital punish-
ment in America by assessing how well it serves the penal goals of its past. Instead, 
Garland suggests that we recognize the new goals of the American capital punishment 
complex, which may be cultural, political, professional, local, or expressive in nature. 
The American death penalty, according to Garland, accomplishes these new objectives 
effectively, from serving the political purposes of prosecutors and politicians to reinforc-
ing the emotional power of killing and death. One question Garland does not answer, 
however, is why – when the penal purposes of capital punishment fell away throughout 
the Western world – these social purposes were deemed sufficient to support the prac-
tice of capital punishment in the United States, but nowhere else. Certainly, the goal of 
preserving local and state authority is unique to the United States. However, every 
Western country must feel the pull of the death penalty as a means of obtaining politi-
cal power, supporting the professionals who work in the capital punishment complex, 
restraining unwelcome members of society, satisfying victims’ emotional needs, 
and creating compelling storylines for the media. By highlighting these non-penal 
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‘benefits’, Garland elucidates what other Western countries have lost by abolishing 
capital punishment. His analysis, in turn, makes it much easier for the reader to engage 
in a calculus of how these ‘benefits’ compare to those achieved by an abolitionist 
society. 

David Garland has done an admirable job of tackling a compelling and difficult 
topic and making it accessible to a broad audience. His project is significantly strength-
ened by the fact that Garland, who is British, approaches it from an outsider’s perspec-
tive, both culturally and methodologically. Well-written and clearly argued, this book 
enlightens both scholars and laypersons about the United States’ ambivalent embrace of 
capital punishment in a time of widespread abolition.

Nadia N. Sawicki
Loyola University Chicago School of Law

Tim J. MAWSON. Free Will: A Guide for the Perplexed. London: Continuum, 2011. 
196 pp.

Continuum has published another book in the Guide for the Perplexed series. In an era in 
which academic research proliferates, this series fulfils a genuine need. Timothy Maw-
son’s book is a valuable contribution to this series, introducing the reader to the fascinat-
ing but often complex philosophical issues pertaining to the discussion of free will.

Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, Mawson’s book clearly advocates one side in the 
discussion (libertarianism), rather than trying to give a more descriptive overview of the 
competing views and their respective arguments. This does not imply, however, that Maw-
son’s exposition is unfair. But being one of the ‘perplexed’ of the intended readership, it 
is not clear to me after reading the book what the relative sizes are of, for example, the 
compatibilist versus the incompatibilist academic communities. One might question the 
added value of this book, however, as an introduction advocating a similar view already 
exists, a book Mawson points out and commends in his ‘Further Reading’ section: Robert 
Kane. A Contemporary Introduction to Free Will (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).

The argument throughout the book is well structured, each section or chapter 
building logically on the preceding section or chapter. The conclusion to each chapter 
is always a clear recapitulation of the main points established in the body of the text. 
The overall conclusion, which is very brief, does the same for the whole book. A more 
developed use of subtitles, however, would have enhanced the reading experience and 
the usefulness of this book for quick reference. This is all the more remarkable as some 
chapters easily lend themselves to further subdivision. 

The writing style is informal, making continuous use of entertaining examples that 
make the abstract arguments concrete. The style would have benefitted from stricter 
editing, however, as the reader is often lost in long sentences containing bracketed side-
thoughts and clarifications between dashes (cf. the 10 line sentence at the end of page 
165 and continuing on page 166).
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A short introductory chapter sketches the reason why there is a free will discussion 
by way of an extended example. Chapter Two sets the stage for the book proper in 
outlining the five building blocks that constitute the common sense view of humans 
being free agents. Together they form the tradition called ‘Libertarianism.’ These views 
are (i) Indeterminism, (ii) Moral Responsibility, (iii) Incompatibilism, (iv) Ultimate 
Authorship, and (v) being well-informed, un-rushed and un-coerced. These views are 
helpfully and repeatedly referred to through 5 sentences: “Sometimes I could do some-
thing other than what I actually do. Sometimes I’m morally responsible for what I do. 
If I couldn’t do other than what I actually do, then I wouldn’t be morally responsible 
for what I do. If I wasn’t the ultimate author of my actions, then I wouldn’t be morally 
responsible for them. To the extent that I did not will an action under the morally salient 
description, I am not fully morally responsible for it” (52, 169, 174). It is Mawson’s claim 
that these thoughts are “independently licensed by common sense even if they are per-
haps not licensed thereby to the same extent” (51).

Views 2 and 5 are primarily discussed in Chapter Two, although the other views 
are each assigned a separate chapter. Chapters Three through Five discuss arguments 
that challenge elements of this common-sense view. Chapter Three (Incompatibilism) 
starts with arguments for and against the incompatibilist thesis, and constitutes the 
longest chapter of the book. The chapter starts with the meta-issue of where the ‘dia-
lectical balance’ falls on the issue of Incompatibilism: Mawson discusses whether Incom-
patibilism is innocent until proven guilty. He makes the case that belief in Incompatibil-
ism is properly basic because there are good arguments for the truth of Incompatibilism, 
and the arguments against it can be successfully countered.

Having argued that Incompatibilism is true, Indeterminism is tackled in Chapter 
Four. Here also the meta-issue demonstrate that Indeterminism is innocent until proven 
guilty. Mawson rightly points out that neither Determinism nor Indeterminism can be 
proven from a scientific point of view, even if the current state of the art of the sciences 
seems to favour Indeterminism. However, Indeterminism can be defended by the pos-
itive argument that “given Incompatibilism and our moral responsibility, Indeterminism 
must be right” (142).

The final chapter entitled “Ultimate Authorship” discusses the problem of the 
ultimate authorship of human actions. Although the intended readership of Ethical Per-
spectives may have wished for an extended discussion, this chapter is the shortest (apart 
from the Introduction and Conclusion). This is understandable as the book contains a 
cumulative argument, with this chapter building on those preceding it.

The book ends with a short glossary explaining key terms and definitions, followed by 
the endnotes and a bibliography. The endnotes give ample reference to alternative views, but 
without substantiating the alternative. Overall, the endnotes are very much worth the read, 
as they often contain substantial information or comments. The ‘Further Reading’ section 
would be more helpful to the reader new to the field if it was an annotated bibliography.

For theologians interested in the free will debate it is worth noting that the entire 
issue of divine foreknowledge and free will is not tackled. And although the issue of 
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‘soul’ is touched upon briefly, one would have wished for more. But one cannot blame 
Mawson for making the reader wish for more. Having introduced the perplexed reader 
ably and skilfully into the discussion, he is to be commended for whetting our appetite.

Wouter Biesbrouck 
K.U. Leuven

Christopher D. WRAIGHT, The Ethics of Trade and Aid: Development, Charity or 
Waste? London: Continuum, 2011. 178 pp. 

In the context of the massive food crisis that is presently going on in Eastern Africa, 
Wraight’s book on international aid or trade is very appropriate. He raises the questions 
that confront the international community in general and every citizen of the wealthy 
world in particular when faced with such a situation. As his title indicates, he raises the 
questions, but he deliberately does not want to provide any answers; the issues are too 
complex. The author simply sets out to raise the key issues and philosophical underpin-
nings of different answers in order to demonstrate the said complexity; it is up to the 
reader to form his or her own opinion and answer the aforementioned questions. 

One of the steps one needs to take in order to explore the deep waters of interna-
tional trade and aid is to understand the world as it is. Hence, Wraight devotes his first 
chapter to a description of some of the main features of the current international order 
and its origins in the past. Brief as it is and aims to be – because so much has already 
been said and written on this topic as the author himself acknowledges – this chapter 
starts from the intriguing perspective that a few centuries ago everyone was poor, such 
that the question is more about why some became rich instead of why some are still 
poor. He refers to the pre-industrial world, the industrial revolution, colonization and 
the post-colonial ‘rules of the game’ of global economics. 

Based on this information, the second chapter reflects on why current global poverty 
is an ethical imperative in the first place. Some amoralists, for example, may and do argue 
that this is not the case. At the other extreme there are people – are there really? – who 
reason absolutely impartially and thus are able to care for anyone because they are so unself-
ish that they always take the well-being of others as their objective of acts. Most people 
would agree, however, that the most reasonable position is in the middle: that care for the 
plight of the poor is part of morality, but disagree on the scope of that morality and thus 
the extent to which people should care for people they do not know. This is also Wraight’s 
point of view: we have to do something, but the question naturally begs itself: what? 

This far the author has focused his attention on aid: we – being the wealthy citizens 
of the world – have some moral obligation to give some aid to the poor. What are the 
ethical frameworks that help to specify this general statement? To this end, Wraight’s chap-
ter four discusses the philosophical theories of utilitarianism, the justice approach of Rawls 
and Aristotelian theories that take compassion as their starting point. For Wraight, the 
latter is the most convincing: we have to care for the suffering of other human beings and 
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thus feel sympathy, resulting in the obligation to act. While these theories indeed explain 
why there is a moral obligation, they do not (yet) say anything about the how (much)! 

In chapter five, the author discusses the first option: the focus on aid/giving as a 
means to dealing with global poverty, thereby referring to the renowned author Jeffrey 
Sachs: lacking the means and appropriate environment, the only way to liberate poor 
nations from the poverty trap is through aid – with the Millenium Development 
Goals as a new Marshall Plan. Wraight is not naïve, of course, and he realizes that this 
perspective has been widely criticised, together with the ideas of William Easterly in his 
White Men’s Burden – itself under critical attack. Perhaps the scale of the projects may mat-
ter and make a difference, resulting in tough decisions the individual donor has to make. 

Another option – and both can be complementary – is to focus on international trade, 
with reference to a number of Asian countries as examples of how trade means develop-
ment and thus alleviation out of poverty. Critics complain, however, that the current trade 
system favours certain – read: western – economic players so that for trade to become 
effective in the struggle against global poverty, the system must be restructured. Real free 
trade, which might be advantageous for the poorer countries of the world, remains a utopia. 

In the end, as the final chapter demonstrates, a both/and scenario must prevail. On 
the one hand, the mere transfer of money may not suffice, but this does not mean that all 
aid is superfluous since aid can indeed be a helpful means. On the other hand, changes at 
the global level are also necessary. This does not mean, however, that the reader only has 
to sit back and do nothing: he or she can either get involved in charities and agencies for 
development aid, or try to shape policy to push the structural changes forward! 

Although Wraight aimed at ‘simply’ framing the questions related to the alleviation 
of global poverty in order to make it easier for readers to make up their own minds, he 
clearly does much more than this when he asserts his own opinions on the subject, 
although to be fair he never intentionally endeavours to ‘convert’ readers to his analysis. 
The present reviewer considers Wraight’s work as a very good introduction to the 
theme. Experts familiar with the debate, however, may be inclined to think that it has 
little to contribute. Wraight’s accessible language and style led me assume that the intro-
ductory character was indeed what the author was aiming at. Anyone who is interested 
in the topic, but has no idea where to start when faced with a literature that is as com-
plex as the theme itself, will find a good and helpful guide in this book. 

Ellen Van Stichel
K.U.Leuven

Francis J. MOOTZ III and George H. TAYLOR, eds. Gadamer and Ricoeur: Critical 
Horizons for Contemporary Hermeneutics. London: Continuum, 2011. 297 pp.

The scope of this work is to present the thought of Ricoeur and Gadamer as being in 
productive dialogue while exploring the richness of the differences that still exist 
between both ‘traditions’.
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The dialogue is made obvious by the shared fundamental frame of reference that 
both philosophers apply and adjust. Central to Gadamer’s hermeneutics, and in line with 
Ricoeur, is the notion of an ever interpretative understanding, which is a product of our 
language, history and traditions. This understanding shapes and is shaped by the way we 
belong to the – to use a Husserlian concept – life-world. As persons, subjects, we belong 
to this world through the said language, history, traditions and thereby also through 
communities. The application of judgment is not something abstract, but always a form 
of phronesis, practical reason.

Faithful to this summarized core of shared hermeneutical positions, the authors set 
out to present a continuation of the aforementioned thought into specific topics, or 
whole fields, which lie outside the traditional scope of hermeneutics.

To achieve this, the book is divided into three parts, each having its own theo-
retical identity while still blending well with the other parts and thus maintaining the 
presentation of a single theme. Part I consist of a single article (P. Christopher Smith) 
presenting and explaining the fundamental differences between the views of Heidegger, 
with his focus on displacement and not-being-at-home due to the fact that humanity 
finds itself in a fallen circumstance which it fails to recognize, and Gadamer, who, on 
the contrary, emphasises belonging and the isolated individual’s need to recover a sense 
of participation in a community at large. Ultimately it is about Destruktion (Heidegger) 
versus Konstruktion (Gadamer), or detached wisdom (sophia) versus practical judgment 
(pronesis), with Ricoeur situated in a middle position. 

Part II consists of several chapters that focus on the debate between Gadamer and 
Ricoeur, observing ‘shared differences’, but keeping a steady focus on the dialogue between 
them. One contribution focuses, for example, on the dialectic of belonging and distanciation 
(Merold Westphal), presented through the case of the fusion of horizons between reader and 
text. Another focuses on the tension between belonging and distanciation (Andreea Deciu 
Ritivoi), in which the author argues that the power of hermeneutics lies less in the assumption 
of belonging than in the desire to overcome distance, hereby presenting Ricoeur’s work on 
ideology and utopia and the fusion of horizons as a way to ensure that the horizon of tradi-
tion does not fall into the apparent trap of being, or claiming to be, all-encompassing. 
Another contribution (Francis J. Mootz III) focuses on the critique that Gadamer’s herme-
neutics only emphasizes belonging and thereby in itself does not incorporate (the possibility 
of) critique. By focussing on the (relatively underdeveloped) idea of rhetoric in Gadamer’s 
hermeneutics, the author develops this into a form in which genuine dialogue with the other 
disallows both the intransigent assertion of one’s own prejudices and mere acceptance of the 
other’s opinions (4). The article focuses on the mutually important topic of the fusion of 
horizons (George H. Taylor) and how horizons can be tested by, and may be expanded 
through, interaction with the horizons of others. The remaining articles all examine the role 
of the human agency in Gadamer-Ricoeur dialogue, namely: the (lack of a) theory of narrative 
in Gadamer and its implications for identity (John Arthos); the contrast between recognition 
in Gadamer and Ricoeur’s philosophy; (the last chapter) the idea of phronesis, practical judg-
ment, and how it is informed by and incorporates the tragic.
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The third part, aptly labelled ‘Extensions’, has an altogether different identity since 
it is constructed of different specific cases, including the application of hermeneutics in 
Political Practice (Bernard P. Dauenhauer), and its relationship with, for instance, Fem-
inist Body Theory (Louise D. Derksen and Annemie Halsema), Technology (David M. 
Kaplan) and Confucianism (Kathleen Wright), which is never actually included among 
the topics directly addressed by both Gadamer and Ricoeur. In this way, these four final 
chapters serve to broaden and actualise the discussion/dialogue between Gadamer, 
Ricoeur and their proponents, albeit in a post-mortem sort of way.

It is in these contributions that Ricoeur’s action-oriented existential thinking comes 
to the fore. For Ricoeur, our actions not only shape our world they also constitute our 
very identity. In this way the basic actions of hospitality (be they in politics or in any 
other field), of viewing the body as a subject with capabilities to act, of understanding 
technologies as benefactors to the subject’s capabilities and vulnerabilities are all funda-
mental to our own identity and how we shape our very being.

Gadamer’s notion of play and being-in-the-world (wirkungsgeschichtliches bewusstsein) to the 
conditions in which every interpretation takes place situates the person in a broad(er) field 
and transcends – or sacrifices – the personal point of view for a much broader and maybe 
even universal one. Ultimately one would be tempted to attribute to Gadamer the delineating 
of the boundaries in which Ricoeur’s action-oriented hermeneutics can develop itself.

This is not an easy book to categorise. Nevertheless, it stands out as being not only 
an easily accessible work but also offering a challenging overview while having more 
than enough depth to entice the reader into further explorations into the hermeneutical 
‘way of life’. It should certainly be suitable, therefore, as a standalone companion to 
hermeneutics for (under)graduates while still offering enough interesting and challenging 
ideas to specialists in the (broad hermeneutical) field.

Stijn Achten 

Eva GARRARD and David MCNAUGHTON. Forgiveness. Durham: Acumen, 2010. 
132 pp.

To forgive is commonly thought of as a virtue; why and what does it mean? And what 
are the conditions for forgiveness, if any? As illustrated by three articles on forgiveness 
in the December 2010 edition of Ethical Perspectives there are no obvious answers to these 
questions. The meaning and value of forgiveness remains controversial.

The philosophers Eva Garrard and David McNaughton develop a secular conception 
of forgiveness in their new book. They build on earlier contributions to the discussion and 
present their views in a clear and thought provoking way with the help of a number of 
illustrative cases. The book is outlined in the following way: the authors first give an over-
view of the discussion on forgiveness. They then discuss some critical views of the value 
of forgiveness. As Nietzsche maintains, for example, forgiveness may belittle the forgiver 
and be a sign of lacking self-respect. Forgiveness may also conflict with justice. Is there a 
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third way between forgiveness and justice? This question has relevance for both individuals 
and societies. Garrard and McNaughton argue against different ways to avoid the conflict 
between forgiveness and justice and find no reliable alternative. In the last part of the book, 
they present their own definition of forgiveness and discuss arguments for and against.

Forgiveness could be an alternative path in social ethics, illustrated most vividly by 
the South African Truth and Justice Commission. After apartheid, South Africa faced the 
dilemma between rectificatory justice and forgiveness. There were strong moral reasons 
for justice. The black population had suffered for decades from racism and many of their 
leaders had been imprisoned, tortured and killed. Desmond Tutu argued for forgiveness 
and reconciliation. He proclaimed an ideal solution when perpetrators, after having pub-
licly acknowledged their crimes, were forgiven by their victims. In Tutu’s view, this would 
heal society and open the future for an integrated nation. Unfortunately, due to pragma-
tism and economic demands, neither justice nor reconciliation has yet been realized. 

Garrard and McNaughton argue for a two-part conception of forgiveness. First, 
forgiveness involves clear and informed awareness of the wrong done, and second, in 
light of this awareness, forgiveness implies that the victim overcome any responses to 
the offence that involve “ill will” (90) towards the perpetrator. It is a robust definition, 
although it does not require that the wrong done is excused, condoned or forgotten. 
Forgiveness, therefore, is commensurable with retribution and rectification. The perpe-
trator might deserve punishment and owe compensation, but still be forgiven, which 
implies that the victim no longer feels contempt towards him or her. 

Why then is forgiveness desirable, and indeed a virtue? Garrard and McNaughton 
reject arguments suggesting that forgiveness has therapeutic value or that forgiveness is 
a way to respect persons. Therapeutic arguments often do not grasp the complexity of 
forgiveness and reduce it to a facile instrument for well-being. As Kant points out, 
respect for persons is achieved through responsibility and retribution, rather than for-
giveness. Instead, forgiveness is ultimately valuable because it is an expression of ‘human 
solidarity’, they argue. As human beings we are frail, which implies that we could have 
been in the same position as the perpetrator. Forgiveness is a way to show solidarity 
with the perpetrator, it is a commitment to love rather than hate. This also includes 
unrepentant perpetrators. He or she “is still one of us” and “we could have been in his 
[or her] condition”, Garrard and McNaughton write (118). However, it is not clear how 
this argument for the value of forgiveness differs from the view the authors themselves 
reject: that wrongs can be excused because the victim could likewise have been the 
perpetrator, “declaring a moral equivalence between victim and wrongdoer” (53). 

Should even an unrepentant perpetrator be forgiven? Yes, Garrard and McNaugh-
ton argue, because “he [or she] is still one of us” (118). But does this view not under-
mine the value of forgiveness? Why should we forgive someone, say a torturer, who 
neither repents his or her deed nor promises not to continue torturing? The author’s 
answer is that it is a moral achievement to forgive: “[…] the triumph […] of love over 
hate” (120). At this point of their analysis the border between a secular and a religious 
explanation seems to wither away. Eva Garrard and David McNaughton have written a 
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clear and accessible book on a central moral concept. They discuss relevant arguments 
and develop their own somewhat controversial philosophical contribution to the discus-
sion. The book can be recommended for anyone who is interested in the subject.

Göran Collste
Centre for Applied Ethics

Linköping University

Albert NOLAN. Hope in an Age of Despair. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2009. 178 pp.

In 2003, the South African government awarded Albert Nolan the Order of Luthuli in 
silver, in recognition of “his life-long dedication to the struggle for democracy, human 
rights and justice and for challenging the religious dogma including theological justifica-
tion of apartheid.”

Nolan became world famous after the publication of his 1976 book Jesus before 
Christianity, in which he presented an account of Jesus’ radical involvement in a human 
rights struggle in the context of first-century Palestine. Nolan published his second 
major work, God in South Africa in 1988. At one point while writing he had to go into 
hiding from the South African Security Forces during the “State of Emergency” in 
South Africa. God in South Africa is a primary example of contextual theology, a contem-
porary Christian theological ethics.

The current book, Hope in an Age of Despair, is a selective collection from Albert 
Nolan’s writings and lectures over a twenty-five year period. They are of course quite 
diverse and uneven. The starting point for all of his reflections is the experience of the 
poor and oppressed, especially their experiences of pain and suffering, as he develops a 
theological ethic grounded in values of sharing, solidarity, justice, dignity, and service. 
People today, Nolan observes, are suspicious of ideologies, dogmas, doctrines, and other 
absolute truths. People, in Nolan’s words, are “looking for authenticity rather than 
authority. They want to hear an honest and sincere witness rather than a certified author-
ity.” This may be a good book to send to certain institutional religious authorities.

John A. Dick

James O. YOUNG and Conrad G. BRUNK, eds. The Ethics of Cultural Appropriation. 
Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009. 302 pp.

Archaeological debates about cultural appropriation vary widely. Tangible objects – arte-
facts, sites, and human remains among other materials – are the most obvious targets 
of appropriation in Western society. However, as Young and Brunk remind us in this 
book, archeologically derived images and symbols have a remarkably active life in adver-
tising. Upper Palaeolithic art is used to sell house paint. The moai (giant heads) of Easter 
Island are used to sell cold medications; and in Canada images of inukshuk (ancient 
standing stone arrangements) are used to sell male erectile dysfunction drugs. 
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In days when it was not customary to consider the sensitivities of indigenous peoples 
in North America, Africa, Polynesia and other colonial domains, anthropologists and 
archaeologists looked upon human remains from these regions as just another morally 
unproblematic category of fascinating data for research. Indeed, colonization of indigenous 
peoples around the world has involved a massive appropriation of not only human remains 
but land, art objects, ceremonial artefacts, and spiritual beliefs and practices. 

The Ethics of Cultural Appropriation is a welcome and thought-provoking book. Read-
ing these essays is like sitting in on a spirited debate in a room full of experts as they 
argue about the ethical challenges and implications of cultural appropriations. They force 
all of us to sort-out our own thoughts about what is at stake when people copy, collect 
or steal the biological and cultural resources of other peoples. Certainly an important 
and necessary step in an increasingly complex era of intellectual globalization.

John A. Dick
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