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ing even into legal academia, where the communitarian pos1uon usually 
appears under the label of "republicanism" or "civic republicanism."S And it 
has also moved beyond theory. Bell begins his book with a quotation from 
"The Responsive Communitarian Platform," a position statement including 
concrete policy reforms signed by, among others, a former presidential candi-
date (John Anderson), a former mayor and future Clinton administration 
cabinet member (Henry Cisneros), a former FCC chairman (Newton Minow), 
a labor leader (Albert Shanker), and a business executive with experience as a 
high-level federal official (William D. Ruckelshaus). 4 William Galston, an-
other signer and .a coeditor of the communitarian quarterly The Responsive 
Community, is currently on leave from his academic and editorial duties to 
serve as a special adviser to President Clinton. Senators David Durenberger, 
Alan Simpson, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, and Albert Gore spoke in supportive 
terms to the first Communitarian Teach-In in 1991.5 

Communitarianism and Its Critics attempts to help the transition from aca-
demic theory to political reality by providing intellectually coherent and 
psychologically resonant doctrinal principles which might guide real political 
reforms, and then suggesting what some of those reforms might be (1, 13). To 
accomplish this ambitious goal, Bell uses a time-honored format: the Platonic 
dialogue. The body of his book is a conversation in five acts consisting of an 
extended debate in a Paris cafe between Anne De la Patrie, a francophone 
Canadian who has just finished a doctoral thesis entitled "What Commu-
nitarianism Is," and Philip Schwartzberg, her former classmate and a skeptical 
expatriate from Montreal. Anne's arguments derive from Aristotle, Hegel, 
Heidegger, Charles Taylor, Alasdair MacIntyre, Michael Sandel, and Michael 
Walzer (14). Philip articulates the standard "left neo-Kantian liberalism" (2) 
of John Rawls's A Theory of justice, fortified by such other liberal theorists as 
John Stuart Mill, Ronald Dworkin, and Isaiah Berlin. 

The dialogue form is not arbitrarily chosen. It recapitulates the give-and-
take of the communitarian/liberal debate, with each side modifying its posi-
tion in response to the other's more penetrating critiques, moving toward 
convergence, but ultimately defining and identifying bedrock differences. It 
also serves to demonstrate the communitarian tenet that discourse is always 
situated and "meaning" always a function of context: the discussion of cultural 
universals and "deep traditions and un·derstandings," for example, is shaded 
and nuanced by the waiter's refusal to deviate from the French custom of 
serving coffee after, not with, the meal, and the characters' different attempts 

3. Classic legal scholarship on this topic includes Mary Ann Glendon, Rights Talk: The Impov-
erishment of Political Discourse (New York, 1991); Frank I. Michelman, Law's Republic, 97 
Yale LJ. 1493 (1988) ; Frank I. Michelman, The Supreme Court, 1985 Tenn-Foreword: 
Traces of Self-Government, 100 Harv. L. Rev. 4 (1986); Cass R. Sunstein, Interest Groups in 
American Public Law, 38 Stan . L. Rev. 29 (1985). Symposium issues of the Yale Law journal 
and the Fwrida Law Review provide a good introduction and overview. Conceptions of 
Democracy: The Case of Voting Rights, 41 Fla. L. Rev. 409 (1989); The Republican Civic 
Tradition, 97Yale LJ. 1483 (1988). 

4. The Responsive Communitarian Platform: Rights and Responsibilities, Responsive Commu• 
nity, Winter 1991-92, at 4. 

5. The First Communitarian Teach-In, Responsive Community, Winter 1991-92, at 21, 22-26. 
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to cope with the cheese on Philip's soupe a l'oignon gratinee (35). Likewise, the 
characters' traits and ideas reflect an attentive authorial consciousness. Anne, 
the communitarian, is embedded in homeland (her last name is "De la 
Patrie"), religion (she is a practicing Catholic), culture (French-Canadian), 
and family (she spots Philip from the table she shares with her vacationing 
parents and sister). Philip, the disembodied liberal, is that stereotypically 
rootless individual, the secular wandering Jew, cosmopolitan and adrift, cut 
off from family (he is long overdue to telephone his smothering mother), 
religion (he never attends synagogue), and every other meaningful associa-
tion. 6 The first acts set out the familiar communitarian attack on two founda-
tions. of modem liberal thought the autonomous individual and transcultural 
universalism·. "We are," Anne announces, echoing the ontology and teleology 
of Aristotle, "first and mostly, social beings, embodied agents 'in the world' 
engaged in realizing a certain form of life[,] deeply bound up in the social 
world in which we happen to find ourselves" (31). Unlike the autonomous, 
unencumbered_ individual of liberal mythology, real people usually act 
unreflectively, following the social practices of their communities . 
. "[T]raditional intentionality is introduced at the point where there's a break-
down, where our ordinary way ·of coping with things is insufficient"; liberals 
have made the mistake of generalizing from those rare situations (33). Fur-
ther, even when we self-consciously engage in "free" moral choice, the range 
of our choices occurs within our community's traditional "moral space" (36), 
and there is no way to evaluate these choices except by reference to the "moral 
orientation" of that or some other community, "learned by virtue of having 
been socialized in a particular time ~d place" (38). 

Although each of these communities in which an individual's socialization 
occurs differs from every other, all of them enjoy substantial internal consen-
sus not only about trivial pra_ctices but also about deeper understandings or 
authoritative interpretations of the good life (57). Thus there is no justifica-
tion for the liberal doctrine that the political community must refrain from 
endorsing or privileging any particular conception of the good life; that 
principle derives from the erroneous belief that most societies contain irrec-
oncilably discordant factions. Even in the United States, Anne argues (after 
Walzer'), there is a shared understanding of (for example) the ethics of 
health care: it should be distributed "according to need; rather than the ability 
of patients to pay" (58). 

As this example demonstrates, Anne explains, communitarian theory does 
not automatically perpetuate the status quo: the United States fails to live up 
to its ideal, and communitarians can suggest reform. Communitarian social 
criticism generally expresses the critic's belief that the majority of citizens 
have lost sight of the community's deeper aspirations. The critic protests "in 

6. Neither the offensiveness nor the inaccuracy of this stereotype is diminished by its long 
pedigree. Sec, e.g., Karl Marx, On the Jewish Question, in The Marx-Engels Reader, 2d ed., 

· ed. Robert C. Tucker, 26 (New York, 1978)'. 
7. Michael Walzer, Spl!eres of Justice: A Defense of Pluralism and Equality 86-9i (New York, 

198!1), . 
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the name of the community itself against those aspects of the community 
which are unfaithful to its own self-image" (64). The only kind of social 
criticism that is not possible, Anne says, is criticism based on some universal, 
"tranS<omm unal reality" ( 64) . 

When pressed, however, she admits that there are some social practices that 
may enjoy unanimous acceptance within a given community, but are still 
undeserving ofrespect-"repugnant," in fact (71). How can she reconcile this 
belief with the strong communitarian commitment to nonuniversalism? She 
offers two explanations, neither perfectly satisfactory. The first backs off from 
nonuniversalism by acknowledging a core of universally accepted prohibi-
tions-"murder, deception, betrayal, and gross cruelty"-that amount to a 
transcommunal moral code (76). The second, and more interesting, explana-
tion involves what Bell has her call a "transition argument," allowing even the 
communitarian to choose the better of two moral positions: "[T] here can be 
progress from position X to position Y if the transition from X to Y can be 
shown to represent a gain in understanding, whereas a similarly plausible 
narrative of a possible transition from Y to X couldn't be constructed" (76). 
This argument would demonstrate, for example, the inferiority of Nazi moral-
ity to a morality that prohibits gross cruelty (77), or the inferiority of patriar-
chy to a system that allows women to flourish (228). 

The problem with this explanation lies in the phrases "gain in understand-
ing" and "plausible," which beg the issue: from whose standpoint is the change 
a "gain"? From whose standpoint is the narrative moving from Y to X not 
"plausible"? If Anne means to indicate a standpoint not embedded within any 
culture, then she has given away the game by admitting to universalism. If she 
means to indicate a culturally situated standpoint, then her explanation does 
nothing to resolve the problem of relativism: from some other vantage, the 
transition from Y to X will be regarded as a "gain," the X to Y narrative as 
"implausible." As Anne herself admits, "More thought ... has to be given to 
this matter" (71) . 

The more original and provocative portion of the dialogue occurs in the 
final chapters, where the strategy is to suggest a politics which encourages 
"people to experience their life as bound up with the good of the communi-
ties which constitute their identity, as opposed to a liberal politics concerned 

~

• ·primarily with securing the conditions for individuals to lead autonomous 
~• lives" (93). The key move.in this strategy is to describe and identify "constitu-

0A live communities." These are associations that a person will identify in re-
l'. J { 'r sponse to the question Who are you 1 and that "provide a largely background 

way of meaningful thinking, acting, and judging, a way of being in the world , 
JJ which is much deeper and more many-sided than any possible articulation of / hJv. -
7 it" (94-95). They are immutable, in the sense that members who try to shed Nl,,II,~ IL-.,.,. .i.,1 •• _ 

their membership experience "damaged human personhood" (100) . Roughly r-· "(' v • l~ 
J~-{ M ~pea~ng, they are g~oups whose defining traits would be rendered, in Span- c?~~-
"f~ 1sh, with the verb sermstead of estar (156). · · ,- 1 · Ii ) 

... I .. .al~ Bell, always through Anne, identifies three kinds of constitutive communi- 4,A J Ji~ ' 
vr-- ~v---~ ties, and suggests public policies that would promote each. Communities of 
~vk, ~d I•. 1, . 
~d.o,~. 
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place revolve around small geographical areas "where we're born and bred 
and often the place where we'd like to end our days" (104): neighborhoods, 
perhaps cities, sometimes even whole regions. Government should protect 
these and keep their characters intact: "community councils [should have] 
veto power over building projects that fail to respect existent architectural 
styles" (110), and "the state can implement laws regulating plant closures so as 
to protect local communities from the disruptive effects of capital mobility 
and sudden industrial change" (112). ' 

The second category of constitutive communities, "communities of memory" 
· (after Robert Bellah et al. 8), consists of groups sharing a history or traditions 
which provide moral lessons, exemplars, and other material from which the 
present generation can derive guidance and sustenance (125). This category 
contains two subcatego.ries: national communities and linguistic communi-
ties. To promote a constructive nationalism, governments should decentralize 
as much as possible to "increase identification with the political process 
without undermining the necessary functions of the [central] state" (137); 
distribute revenue "in accordance with socially recognized needs~ (137); and 
create institutions like national service that"cultivate respect for the common 
good and tum young citizens away from pure self-interest (141). Linguistic 
communities-"speakers of a particular language [who] think of themselves 
as sharing a distinct history that matters a lot to them" (165)-frequently 
coincide with national communities. Where they do not, for example in 
Anne's French Canada or in Basque country, the state should enact laws to 
preserve them. 
. _Finally, "psychological communities" comprise "persons who participate in 
common acti~ty- ~d- ex erien~~ a psy_rj!9lo_gical sense of 'togetherness as 
s ared ends are sought. Such communities, based on face-terface interaction] 
are governed by sentiments of trust, c<r0peration, and altruism ... " (170). 
The archetypal psychological community is the family, but church groups, 
work units, and other Tocquevillian "intermediate structures" or voluntary 
associations can also qualify. These communities stand as the principal bul-
wark against the depersonalized bureaucratic state. They also serve as the 
arena for meaningful political participation, and provide the psychological 
support and companionship necessary for mental health; those who lack 
membership in such groups are psychologically damaged persons (173-76). 
Governments could promote psychological community by, for example, re-
structuring educatfon to emphasize cooperation and mutuality (174) or legis-
lating "to promote the institution of the family" (182). 

This last suggestion leads into a protracted discussion, extending into two 
appendkes also cast in dialogue form, centering on a feminist critique of 
communitarianism. The first appendix, by the liberal political philosopher 
Will Kymlicka, .originated as his evaluation of Bell's manuscript for Oxford 
University Press; Bell incorporates the critique verbatim in the published 

8. Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life (Berkeley, 1985). 
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version. Kymlicka argues that communitarians embrace an essentialist theory 
of gender, thereby denying women the ability to step back from, evaluate, and 
reject their socially constructed "femininity" in order to assume more power-
ful roles. This theory, combined with communitarians ' apparent unwilling-
ness to pass judgment on community practices, results in the perpetuation of 
patriarchy. 

The second appendix is Professor Bell's response. Admitting to a certain 
degree of essentialism, he argues that those socially defined "feminine" traits 
that result in the disempowerment of women reflect nonessential and thus 
inauthentic, rejectable social practices. Women can c'riticize patriarchy. From 
within the culture they can argue that equal empowerment reflects the 
community's truest and deepest identity; more universally, they could use the 
"transition argument" to construct an objective critique, explaining "how 
women gain by moving from a patriarchal system to one that provides women 
with equal power[,] whereas one would be hard pressed to construct a plau-
sible narrative of progress the ·other way around" (228) . 

This tacked-on debate would certainly have served Bell 's purposes more 
effectively if he had incorporated it into the body of the book. The flow of 
discussion is interrupted for several other debates-the value of choice ( 40-
43), independence for French Canada (166), the expressive theory of lan-
guage (157-64), Rawls 's concept of the "original position" (18~9)-without 
spoiling the momentum of the dialogue. What does spoil some of the dialogue 
are the frequent sophomoric attempts at repartee and conversational verisi-
militude; like those legal academics who have adopted "narrative" as an 
alternative form of scholarship, Bell succeeds in exploiting some of the 
rhetorical strategies of an artistic form, but only at the cost of art. 

Other quibbles include the choices reflected in Bell's bibliography: such 
familiar participants in the liberal/communitarian debate as Hannah Arendt 
and Ronald Dworkin receive only passing mention, while references to and 
discussions of Will Kymlicka and Charles Taylor recur frequently. Too, the 
postmodern trappings (a book that is a doctoral thesis explaining commu-
nitarianism, in the form of a dialogue, one of whose participants is a recent 
graduate who has just written a thesis, in dialogue form, explaining 
communitarianism, etc.) are cumbersome: Bell is no Borges. 

Still, Communitarianism and Its Critics succeeds, often because of the same 
features that cause its problems. The dialogue form makes the discussion 
accessible to nonspecialists by avoiding jargon and imposing a pace that is 
responsive to alterations in the material's complexity: when one of the charac-
ters introduces a difficult concept, the other, like a Greek chorus, can speak 
for the reader by interrupting with a request for clarification. Those who want 
even more depth or technical references can avail themselves of the helpful 
footnotes; like a law review article, the discourse proceeds simultaneously on 
two tracks, a relatively direct one in text and another, more erudite and 
eclectic one below. More important, the book does not disserve the com-
munitarian position by pitting it against its weakest opponents. While Philip, 
the voice of liberalism, is frequently petulant, he is not a straw man. To the 



Book Reviews 303 

extent possible in a short book, he makes the liberal's best and most sophisti-
cated arguments and attacks communitarian's most vulnerable positions: its 
relativism,_ conservatism, and anachronism. · 

For the American legal academic, Communitarianism and Its Critics offers not 
only a convenient recapitulation of basic communitarian political theory, but 
also some provocative insights. Its emphasis on sources more familiar to 
Canadian and English political theorists than to American legal academics is, 
after a few disconcerting moments, refreshing. The treatment of social criti-
cism is a good example. Bell's description of the communitarian reformer-
one who takes the majority to task for failing to live up to the community's 
deepest aspirations-has obvious implications for the problem of judicial 
review/ and the American law professor's first reaction is to fault Bell for not 
exploring µtern. But. the fact is, that topic has already been the subject of 
examination far beyond its relative importance. 10 Bell, who is neither Ameri-
can nor J.D.-impaired, does not suffer from our obsession with the Supreme 
Court. This serves to remind us that law professors should occasionally tum 
their attention to laws-as that word is used by normal people. His example 
demonstrates that legislation in such fields as family law, local government, 
property, and corporate governance reflects and perpetuates deep political 
and ontological presumptions. Even if it did nothing else, Communitarianism 
and Its Critics would be worth a careful read for demonstrating how ordinary 
policy determinations made by ordinary legislative institutions can have theo-
retical significance and utility. 

9. Sec, e.g., Michael J . Pcny, Nonintcrprctivc Review in Human Rights Cases: A Functional 
Justification, 56 N.Y.U. L. Rev. 278 (1981) (judicial review as prophesy holding majority to its 
self-image). · 

10. This tendency has been noted before. E.g., Paul Brest, Further Beyond the Republican 
Revival: Toward Radical Republicanism, 97Yalc LJ. 1623, 1625 (1988); Paul Brest, Constitu-
.tional Citizenship, 34 Clcv. SL L Rev. 175, 180 (1986); Terrance Sandalow, A Skeptical Look 

· at Contemporary Republicanism, 41 Fla. L Rev. 523,544 n.56 (1989). 


