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Legitimate Differences challenges the usual portrayal of current
debates over thorny social issues including abortion, pornography,
affirmative action, and surrogate mothering as moral debates. How can
it be said that our debates oppose principles of life to those of liberty,
principles of liberty to those of equality, principles of equality to those
of fairness, and principles of fairness to those of integrity, when we as
Americans share all these principles? Debates over such issues are
not, Georgia Warnke argues, moral debates over which principles we
should adopt. Rather, they are interpretive debates over the meanings
of principles we already possess. Warnke traces the structure of these



debates with reference to the work of Jane Austen, Hans-Georg
Gadamer, Jirgen Habermas, and Bernard Williams. In separate chapters
on surrogate mothering, affirmative action, abortion, and pornography
she articulates new understandings of the meanings of some of our
principles and shows the equal legitimacy of some different
interpretations of the meanings of others. Finally, she suggests that the
orientation of American public policy ought to be directed less at
finding single canonical interpretations of our principles than at
accommodating different legitimate understandings of them. The
perspective offered by Legitimate Differences should have a
significantly beneficial effect on public discussions.



