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The irrationality of totalitarianism, as manifested throughout the 20th century, reinforced an old liberal desideratum. Reason, liberal theorists argue, requires political institutions to affirm what totalitarianism ruthlessly opposed, that is, the freedom of thought, belief and religion. In fact, political institutions should show equal respect towards different world views held by individuals falling under their authority. But the plurality of world views, whose protection is grounded on an appeal to reason, often entails a plurality of opposing views on reason itself. It is this complexity that we find allusively encapsulated in the subtitle of Todd Hedrick’s monograph Reason, Pluralism and the Claims of Political Philosophy. This is a fascinating topic that would probably be discouragingly broad, had it not been narrowed down through Hedrick’s focus on its treatment by Rawls and Habermas, as the book’s main title suggests. 
Hedrick keeps the promise that the title and subtitle, meaningfully coupled as they are, make to the reader. His book comparatively appraises the success of the distinct ways in which Rawls and Habermas – each in his own right – articulate and defend a claim that they both make in the name of political philosophy. Their common claim is that moral pluralism in contemporary societies by no means hinders us from appealing conclusively to reason, when we seek to justify the exercise of political power. The divergence between their two versions of this claim is due to subtle differences between their (otherwise similar) accounts of reason and treatment of pluralism’s intricacies. 
In comparison with other contributions to the relevant literature, Hedrick’s monograph presents a twofold originality. Instead of comparing Rawls and Habermas’s ideas on political legitimacy per se, it concentrates on a contrast between their methodologies. In doing so, Hedrick looks at the distinct conceptualizations of reason on which the two philosophers frame their respective justifications of political legitimacy. This book also owes its distinctness from other academic works on Rawls and Habermas to the fact that it takes sides in the methodological disagreement between them. Hedrick’s argument, as it unfolds in the book’s nine chapters, maintains that Habermas’s discursive proceduralism is superior to Rawls’s free-standing approach to reasonableness. This is because, the argument continues, although both are compatible with a plurality of opposing comprehensive doctrines, in Rawls’s version such a compatibility is earned through a normatively deflated account of reason that eventually undermines reason’s capacity to steer our behaviour authoritatively.
It would require a long essay to properly comment on both the strength and the disputable points of Hedrick’s elaborate critique of Rawls, a critique whose flip side is his defence of the greater satisfaction he finds in Habermas’s alternative. In the rest of this review, I will restrict myself to offering a chapter-by-chapter synopsis of Hedrick’s argument and will refrain from taking a stand on his views on the philosophical controversy he engages in. That being said, it is worth noting that Hedrick’s monograph is characterized by intellectual honesty and provides unbiased insights into the rich potential and the occasional deficiencies of both Rawls’s and Habermas’s erudite endeavours. Through critically engaging with a vast literature on both philosophers, Hedrick is determined to do justice to Rawls’ methodology, before turning to its Habermasian counterpart. He does so in a way that deserves to garner a constructive reaction among theorists who are more sympathetic than him to the Rawlsian perspective. 
The first three chapters, that form the book’s first thematic unit, are concerned with Rawls. Hedrick’s discomfort with the Rawlsian method of justification is expressed, in Chapter 1, through what he calls the descriptivist critique. The target of the descriptivist critique is the free-standing character of Rawls’s theory. Rawls advocates a free-standing theory to the extent that he calls for a reason-based justification of political power that is ‘tied to no particular ‘‘comprehensive’’ rationale’ (p. 76) and is, therefore, compatible with various conceptions of political legitimacy, founded on moral concepts as different as individual freedom, the common good or even godly justice. The descriptivist critique claims that the free-standing theories, thus understood (and Rawls’s justice as fairness is taken as such a theory), fail to account for the prescriptive nature of reason. This is because any such theory refrains from issuing even a minimal comprehensive normative framework to which people with different substantive world views would normally be bound by reason to subscribe. Instead, it aims to be compatible with several different comprehensive doctrines, in order to increase the likelihood that reasonable people would agree upon it, no matter which doctrine they espouse. Yet, the descriptivist critique continues, reason loses any capacity to bind us authoritatively, if rendered a matter of likelihood. 
The next two chapters are devoted to two possible defences of Rawls’s work against the descriptivist critique. After discussing them at length, Hedrick concludes that they are unable to render the descriptivist charge any less damaging to Rawls’s attempt to comprehend political legitimacy through a non-metaphysical conception of reason. More precisely, Chapter 2 examines whether concepts that have a central place in Rawls’s philosophy (such as reflective equilibrium and political constructivism) can be understood as putting together a cohesive apparatus for the justification of the principles of justice that reasonable people are, according to Rawls, likely to accept. Rawls’s account of reason, Hedrick argues, would not be criticized as normatively deflated, if his constructivism had the normative weight needed for a principled account of reasonable people’s intuitions about justice. Chapter 3 explores Dworkin’s and Larmore’s readings of Rawls; two readings that turn to moral foundationalism to substitute for the missing normative weight of Rawls’s constructivism. This manoeuvre would rescue Rawls’s theory from the descriptivist critique, the argument continues, if it did not prove to be at odds with his strictly non-metaphysical commitment.
From Chapters 4 to 6, Hedrick argues that Habermas’s discursive proceduralism enjoys a normative robustness that cannot be found in Rawls’s theory. In explaining how Habermas’s proceduralism achieves this, without making any less room for pluralism, Hedrick, in Chapter 4, juxtaposes Habermas’s post-metaphysical reconstructivism with Rawls’s non-metaphysical constructivism. Habermas’s approach to reason exemplifies post-metaphysical proceduralism, in the sense that it ‘recognizes that modern reason [...] can take no metaphysical authority as given, and that its normativity is located in the procedures of discourse’ (p. 84), rather than in its compatibility with a plurality of comprehensive doctrines, as Rawls would want it. The ability of such proceduralism to make sense of political legitimacy with reference to normative reasons, whilst acknowledging that reason is not directly prescriptive, is due to its adherence to reconstructivism; that is, due to the belief that the prescriptiveness of reason resides in our reconstruction of our mutual understanding, beyond the limitations of the social arena, through rule-governed systems of communication that allow us to ‘raise and redeem validity claims with one another’ (p. 99). 
Chapter 5 connects Habermas’s theory of reasons to his political theory. In doing so, it defends Habermas’s claim that individuals’ understanding of themselves and each other as citizens of a constitutional state that legitimately governs a pluralistic society is rendered possible through normatively vigorous, procedural features of democracy and rights. Hedrick maintains that it is thanks to the placement of reason within intersubjective communication that Habermas’s theory – contrary to that of Rawls – succeeds in offering a normatively binding account of political legitimacy without resorting either to moral foundationalism or to any substantive world view. Finally, Chapter 6 defends Habermas’s discursive justification of democracy and rights against the charge that it focuses too much on the procedural side of legitimate lawmaking to be able to capture citizens’ treatment of political legitimacy as a substantive matter. Hedrick concedes that what might keep proceduralism apart from the citizens’ perspective on politics is its affinity with functionalism. Yet he demonstrates that the functionalist nature of the Habermasian reconstruction of the democratic legal order has been overemphasized by its critics. His argument considers Habermas’s proceduralism more as a follow-up to his theory of communicative rationality rather than as stemming from any deep functionalist conviction and, thus, invites us to acknowledge that a post-metaphysical viewing of democratic legal order ‘as having a [communicatively] rational, but not a specifically moral or ethical, foundation’ (p. 145) is normatively plausible. 
A last subpart of the argument covers Chapters 7 and 8. Hedrick goes back to his descriptivist critique of Rawls to further solidify his convergence with Habermas, this time, with special reference to constitutional theory. The dissimilarity between the two philosophers is here discussed against the background of a criticism raised by Michelman against constitutional contractarianism – a label for ‘the view that legitimacy is secured by a background agreement on moral principles that are then embedded in a constitution’ (p. 161). Hedrick restates Michelman’s criticism through placing particular emphasis on the idea that a reason-based hypothetical consensus cannot adequately explain constitutional legitimacy. He, then, suggests that Rawls’s theory falls prey to this criticism, in that it restricts itself to anticipating a mere likelihood of such a consensus among reasonable persons. By way of contrast, the author continues,Habermas’s proceduralism, which falls under the label of constitutional contractarianism only in part, is safe from such criticism. This is because Habermas grants that, although the normative credibility of a background consensus over moral principles might indeed be limited, this is nothing to lament, given that once we subscribe to communicatively reasonable pluralism, we do not anymore conceive constitutionalism as ‘bound to exogenously determined moral norms’ (p. 183). 
The conclusory chapter (Chapter 9), without underplaying the divergence between Rawls’s and Habermas’s philosophical projects, sheds light on some of their common aspects (notably, on their attraction to theoretical representations not of political reality but of political ideals). In effect, the book’s final pages echo Habermas’s characterization of his disagreement with Rawls as a family quarrel. This evidences that Hedrick’s siding with Habermas is not driven by a polemical attitude against the Rawlsian theory but by his belief that Rawls’s aims might be better served through a Habermasian perspective. In that respect, Hedrick’s monograph is neither just a reassuring read for the followers of Habermas nor just an invitation to supporters of Rawls for a response but also – and primarily so – a contribution to our understanding of the two philosophers’ shared aspiration to critically reinvigorate, in the late 20th century, the trust of political philosophy in universal reason.
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