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SUMMARY Y 

Thee two pillars of multiculturalism 
Mostt prescriptive political theories of multiculturalism are buttressed by two types of 

claim.. The first type, which I call the culture-claim, establishes some important 

connectionn between culture and human well-being. For example: 'for leading 

autonomouss lives, individuals need membership of a secure culture'; or: 'cultural 

characteristicss are so essential to individuals' constitution that they should be 

consideredd on a par with characteristics like skin colour, gender, and sexual 

orientation';; or: 'withholding people public recognition of their culture wil l damage 

themm psychologically'. According to multiculturalists, the interests involved in claims 

likee these have traditionally been neglected by liberal theory. The conclusion they 

draww from these claims is that respect for individuals implies respect for their cultures 

andd in the context of multicultural societies, this requires special rights for cultural 

minorities,, rights that have not been put forward by traditional liberalism. One of the 

reasonss why these special rights are required is that western democracies that purport 

too be liberal are actually skewed toward mainstream culture in their laws, public 

symbols,, and rituals. This is where the second type of claim comes in. This type, 

whichh I call the bias-claim, points to things like official languages, official state 

religions,, certain dress codes, Christian holidays, references to the Christian God in 

publicc oaths and on coins, and so on. The upshot of the bias-claim is that although 

liberall  theory adheres to the principle of neutrality between conceptions of the good 

life,, liberal practice does so less than fully and in some case far less so. As a result, 

culturall  minorities suffer from unfair competition in the cultural marketplace, so to 

speak. . 

Thee holistic model of culture 
Fromm a liberal perspective, both the culture-claim and the bias-claim involve 

sufficientlyy serious attacks to merit further investigation of the multiculturalist 

theoriess that espouse them. For examination of the culture-claim, a proper point of 

departuree might be to look at the common ground that exists between prominent 

instancess of it in the multiculturalist literature. Wil l Kymlicka, Joseph Raz, Bhikhu 

Parekh,, and Charles Taylor incorporate very different versions of the culture-claim in 

theirr political theories, but they converge on being contingent on a holistic view of 

culture,, a view in which cultures are neatly delineated social worlds. For instance, 
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whenn Kymlicka writes that full membership of a culture is a primary good, he has to 

assumee that there cultures are separate wholes and that a given individual is a member 

off  one culture and not another. Parekh's frequent references to coherent systems of 

meaningg and ethnic groups as creators and bearers of separate cultures also point to a 

particularlyy holistic view of culture. Similarly, Taylor's defence of recognition of 

culturess presupposes a conception of cultures as distinct social entities, one 

demarcatedd from the other. Seen in this light, it is no coincidence that these theorists 

writee under the banner of 'multiculturalism', a term that literally refers to multiple 

culturess existing separately alongside each other. 

II  believe this holistic model of culture suffers from several serious defects. First, 

iff  one wants to maintain that the world is made up of separate cultures without 

overlap,, one must have substantive criteria to distinguish one culture from the other. 

Thee standard criteria that multiculturalists use are nationality, ethnicity, or both. The 

problemm is, many values, ideas, and practices that can be found in one 'culture' thus 

delineated,, can be found in many other 'cultures' as well. Multiculturalists tend to 

emphasizee differences but they often ignore similarities. Secondly, within 'cultures' 

thuss delineated there is much diversity in terms of subgroups and individuals. The 

holisticc view sweeps this diversity under the rug. It puts, say, rural religious people on 

thee same cultural plane as, say, urban secular professionals that have the same 

nationalityy or ethnicity. In other words, the holistic or essentialist model fails to take 

intoo account the fact that there are many cross-cutting, fluid, and transnational 

culturall  categories and subgroups that defy crude classifications along the lines of 

ethnicityy of nationality. 

Still ,, it does not sound like utter nonsense when someone says that Dutch culture 

differss markedly from, say, Greek culture. This partly explains the intuitive 

attractivenesss of the holistic view. But such a statement, I think, is surely compatible 

withh a more hybrid conception of culture. This is because the word 'culture' is not 

usedd here in the sense of a cultural billiard ball. Rather, it refers to what Kwame 

Appiahh has called large-scale tendencies. That is, patterns of thinking, feeling, and 

doingg that are relatively widespread among a certain (national, ethnic) group of 

people.. But as the preceding paragraph suggested, culture is culture in the holistic 

sensee if, and only if, such patterns, and a large proportion of other patterns that are 

ascribedd to that culture, are widespread among the relevant group of people, and if 

similarr patterns are not found in other groups. From the fact that certain tendencies 

aree common in a group of people it does not follow that there is a fenced off 

monolithicc culture. True statements about large-scale tendencies, which at first glance 

suggestt a holistic view, are in fact perfectly compatible with a hybrid reality of cross-

cuttingg pluralistic subcultures, beliefs, patterns of behaviour, social contexts, and the 

like. . 

Iff  this is true for geographically concentrated groups like the Dutch and the 

Greek,, then it must surely be true for immigrant groups that are scattered across a host 

state,, like for instance Moroccan, Surinamese and Turkish immigrants in the 
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Netherlands.. The two main objections against the monolithic picture apply here as 

well.. One, a host of values, ideas, and practices that can be found in, say, Turkish 

immigrantss in the Netherlands can also be found in other immigrant groups, as well as 

inn the group of so-called autochthonous people. Second, internally, a given immigrant 

groupp is characterized by diversity in terms of subgroups and individuals. 

Furthermore,, it would be peculiar to pretend that living in another country has no 

culturall  consequences. Immigrants and especially their offspring arc exposed to 

socializationn in terms of ideas, forms, and practices from various spheres in the wider 

society.. This should not just be seen as erosion or withering of 'old' cultural traits, 

butt also as adaptation to new circumstances. Cultural patterns are in part answers to 

socio-economicc challenges; therefore it would be strange to assume that changing 

socio-economicc surroundings won't induce adaptive changes in immigrant groups. 

Still ,, if one looks at the situation in the Netherlands, there is no denying the 

phenomenonn of social, if not legal, ethnic segregation of some immigrant groups. 

Moreover,, many immigrants profess to 'feel' Turkish or Moroccan first and Dutch 

second,, if at all. This might appear to lend renewed credibility to the holistic model. 

Butt a subtle confusion of two different things is at play here. It is a confusion that 

plaguess many theories of multiculturalism. The phenomenon of people 'feeling' 

Turkishh or Moroccan while living in the Netherlands is not necessarily indicative of a 

pluralityy of substantive holistic immigrant cultures. A cool and detached 'inventory' 

off  cultural contents would not justify such a picture. Rather, it suggests a plurality of 

ethnicc identities or identifications, and that is a different thing altogether. As Fredrick 

Barthh has famously remarked, what matters is the ethnic boundary that defines the 

group,, not the cultural stuff it encloses. The object of analysis should not just be 

culturall  contents of ethnic groups, but also, and especially, the question why and how 

boundariess between them are generated, given shape, and maintained. An ethnic 

groupp comes to be and is sustained through the drawing of lines between insiders and 

outsiders.. Ethnic identification is constitutive, not declaratory of ethnicity. Some 

circumstancess lead to drawing the lines with a thicker brush than others. 

Whatt circumstances might there be? Some social scientists contend that strong 

ethnicc identification should be seen as a reaction to the fragmentation of social roles 

thatt people experience in modernity. Others view it as a sort of resistance by second 

generationn immigrants to the withering away of the proud culture of their parents and 

grandparents.. Still others argue that the ideology of multiculturalism itself has 

resultedd in a mindset in which ethnic compartmentalization plays a central role. On 

thiss view, multiculturalist policy is not so much a reaction to a social reality of 

multiculturality,, but itself a major factor in creating attitudes consistent with such a 

putativee reality. A fourth explanation for ethnic mobilisation is the atmosphere of 

distrustt and animosity that has engulfed many western democracies in the wake of 

9/111 and other terrorist attacks. In the Netherlands, the rise of right-wing politician 

Pirnn Fortuyn, his subsequent assassination, the killin g of Theo van Gogh, and several 

connectedd events have brought about a climate of fear, resentment, and a sharpened 
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tonee in public debate. Islamic citizens in particular have borne the brunt of criticism, 

accusations,, and name-calling in politics and in the media over the past five years or 

so.. Politically, this climate has translated into (proposed) policies pressuring 

immigrantss toward so-called assimilation. It should not come as much of a surprise 

thatt this has led to defensive reactions of ethnic mobilisation, including increased use 

off  ethnic markers like headscarves, beards, and djellabas. 

Thee latter two explanations, if true, provide strong reasons against both the 

politicss of multiculturalism and the politics of assimilation. Both of them influence 

thee object of their policies in unexpected and unintended ways, ways that a liberal 

statee should not want. The sometimes pernicious effects of tribalization are a strong 

reasonn against them, and a strong but perhaps not necessary or sufficient - reason in 

favourr of a politics of cultural laissez-faire. Such a policy would not be about trying 

too conserve perceived monolithic immigrant cultures, nor would it try to erase cultural 

traitss of immigrants. It would simply approach all citizens as individuals and provide 

themm with equal sets of rights and freedoms, irrespective of real or perceived cultural 

characteristics. . 

However,, philosophers like Kymlicka, Raz, Parekh, and Taylor offer compelling 

argumentss that might trump this prima facie case against multiculturalism. Even 

thoughh they all work with the holistic view of culture, their respective theories might 

bee modified so as to accommodate the objections against that view. To be able to say 

moree on this it is necessary to examine their theories in some more detail. 

Kymlickaa and Raz - Culture as context for autonomy 
Let'ss begin with Kymlicka and Raz. These two theorists propound basically the same 

argument.. The only difference is that with Kymlicka, the argument is meant to apply 

too so-called national minorities (Quebec, Basque) and with Raz, the argument is 

meantt to apply to ethnic immigrant groups. It involves three steps: 

1.. A person exercises autonomy, determines his path in life, not like an 

unencumberedd atom, but always by moving in social contexts and roles, 

choosingg between options that have shared meanings. 

2.. A person's own culture provides these options and renders them meaningful. 

Everyy individual is a member of one culture and not of all other cultures. 

3.. When such a culture is threatened, it ought to be protected through 

multiculturall  policies. 

Thee value of cultures and the rationale for protecting them, then, is derivative of the 

valuee of autonomy. Indeed, Kymlicka and Raz emphasize the liberal pedigree of their 

theoriess and maintain that their multiculturalisms are merely necessary modifications 

too traditional liberal theory. 

Stepp 1 seems incontrovertible. People arc not atoms, they are social beings and 

exercisee their capacity for autonomy rooted in social contexts. Although no cultural 
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orientationn or social role is immune to re-examination and revision, those orientations 

andd roles are always constituted by shared meanings, beliefs and practices. 

Stepp 2 presents more of a problem, in my view. It applies the holistic model of 

culturee to, in Kymlicka's case, national minorities and, in Raz's case, immigrant 

groups.. A few moments ago we saw the dubious premises on which that model is 

based.. The fact that it is now used to conceptualize autonomy does not make it fare 

anyy better. It is not one's national or ethnic culture, whatever that may be, that 

providess one's life-options with meaning. Rather, this is accomplished by the various 

culturall  contexts in which those options figure. Membership of a subculture, political 

movement,, professional group, or lifestyle group, with all the implicit and explicit 

norms,, values, and ways of composing oneself that such memberships entail, is not 

infusedd with meaning by ' the' national culture of a given individual, but by the 

internall  dynamics and habits of those contexts. That does not mean that they are 

isolatedd social worlds. The countless sub-contexts interact and influence each other, 

bothh on the level of the individual and on the level of the wider society. 

Countriess and ethnic groups of course contain large-scale tendencies, so there is 

somesome truth in the holistic picture. But then again, the world as a whole also contains 

large-scalee tendencies, which in turn goes against the idea of the world as a neat 

culturall  mosaic. Global mass media and communication are powerful institutions that 

socializee people across countries and continents. Immigrant youngsters in West-

Amsterdamm look up to American hip-hop icons and partly fashion their lives in their 

image.. The fact that people come into contact with these cultural contents while they 

aree on, say, Dutch soil does not make Dutch society a culture in the holistic sense, a 

self-sufficientt system of meaning. As Waldron aptly writes, from the fact that every 

optionn must have a cultural meaning, it does not follow that there has to be one 

culturall  framework in which every available option is ascribed meaning. 

Thesee arguments can be applied to both Kymlicka's national minorities and 

Raz'ss immigrant groups. If, as Kymlicka repeatedly states, so-called societal cultures 

off  national minorities are characterized by diversity in religious beliefs, lifestyles and 

thee like, and if, furthermore, there is nothing wrong even with radical changes in 

beliefss and practices, then it is unclear what it is that needs to be protected and what it 

needss to be protected from. Similarly, if, as Raz maintains, the cultures of immigrant 

groupss are diverse and members may freely question received beliefs and mingle with 

thee wider society, then it remains unclear what it is that needs to be protected and 

whatt it needs to be protected from. According to Kymlicka and Raz, everyone should 

bee free to re-evaluate inherited traditions and adopt new ones. If they are right about 

this,, there is good reason for the state to adopt the politics of cultural laissez-faire, as 

opposedd to multicultural rights aimed at conserving imagined communities. 

Parekhh - Culture as handicap 

Bhikhuu Parekh would probably disagree, but not because he endorses the autonomy-

basedd multiculturalisms of Kymlicka or Raz. In a way, his defence of cultural rights is 
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moree direct. He argues that culturally determined dispositions are like physical 

handicapss you cannot shake them off and therefore any disadvantages that might 

resultt from having them are undeserved, morally speaking, and should be 

compensated.. Examples are Sikh who should be exempted from the legal obligation to 

wearr helmets while riding a motorcycle, in light of their cultural-religious duty to 

wearr turbans; or Islamic immigrants who should be compensated for the costs of the 

pilgrimagee to the holy city of Mecca. 

Inn short, certain cultural desires or preferences should be accommodated when 

illegal,, expensive, or otherwise difficult to fulfil . But which ones? Surely not every 

kindd of preference? Parekh is not very clear on this. To answer this question, he could 

takee a cue from the Dutch multiculturalist Roland Pierik, Pierik's theory is similar to 

Parekh's,, but somewhat more sophisticated in a certain respect. He utilizes Dworkin's 

choices/circumstances-dichotomyy that says people deserve the consequences of their 

autonomouss choices, but not of their unchosen circumstances. As it happens, it is 

preciselyy e//?m'c-cultural preferences that should be considered as circumstances, since 

theyy are much deeper and fundamental than preferences of the non-ethnic variety, 

which,, consequently, should be considered as choices. So this means that 

compensationn is due for expensive preferences that are associated with groups that are 

centredd around shared ancestry, shared historical memories and a bond with a 

motherland;; for example, specifically Moroccan preferences of immigrants. 

Butt this cannot be right. Ethnic beliefs and preferences do not have a monopoly 

onn 'deepness'. Non-ethnic beliefs about what is to be preferred can be as deeply 

entrenchedd by parental or cultural socialization as ethnic ones. No one chooses to be 

bornn as a member of an ethnic minority, writes Pierik, but that is a truism. No one 

choosess to be born into any kind of background. A person who is socialized to have 

expensivee penchants for luxurious food and housing is no different in that respect 

fromm a person who is socialized into craving to visit Mecca. If the latter is to be 

compensated,, then so is the former. 

"Well,""  culture-as-handicap theorists might reply, "perhaps that is indeed the 

case.. We wil l change our position and maintain that all unchosen expensive 

preferencess ought to be compensated, be they ethnic or non-ethnic." Such a move 

wouldd merge Parekh's multiculturalism into the kind of welfare egalitariamsm that is 

defendedd by Richard Arneson and G.A. Cohen. They too argue for compensation of 

unchosenn preferences on the one hand, and for personal responsibility for chosen 

preferencess on the other. My first objection to this doctrine would be that all 

preferencess are unchosen. Preferences correspond to beliefs about value. We want 

thingss we think are of value. Being able to choose your preference would thus mean 

beingg able to choose to believe something. But that would be odd. It is strange to say 

thatt you decide to have the belief that, say, travelling to Mecca, or having a chocolate, 

iss valuable. If you believe something, you think it is true. You cannot decide to 

believee something and simultaneously think that it is not true. In that case you just 

don'tt believe it. 
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Furthermore,, welfare egalitarianism is like utilitarianism in that it takes the 

preferencess it 'finds' in people, and bases its distribution of resources on that pattern. 

Butt this ignores the fact that preferences are adaptive, and should be adaptive. Given 

aa limited amount of wealth in a society, and given the equal rights of other citizens, 

peoplee are expected to prioritize their preferences in light of what they can reasonably 

expectt in the way of resources. 'Which ends are so important to me that I am willin g 

too sacrifice the realization of others?' 'Which preferences entail infringements of 

otherr people's rights, so that I cannot reasonably act on them?' These are the types of 

questionss people have to ask themselves in a world of finite resources and equal 

rights.. A distribution in terms of Rawlsian primary goods could provide a just 

frameworkk for preference-formation in light of objective legitimate expectations. 

Suchh a Rawlsian perspective does not entail or require that there are no inherited or 

inculcatedd preferences, nor does it imply that one can just discard a preference 

throughh an act of will . Rather, it means that one has to deliberate about one's 

hierarchyy of ends. But that is a normal, and reasonable, part of life, I would say. 

Taylorr and Honneth - Recognizing culture 
Besidess viewing cultural traits as handicaps, and besides construing holistic cultures 

ass preconditions for autonomy, a third major approach for cultural protection is 

availablee in the multiculturalist literature. This argument uses the language of 

recognition.recognition. The undisputed champion of recognition is Charles Taylor, mainly 

throughh his famous essay 'The Politics of Recognition'. In it, Taylor devises a moral 

argumentt for the protective laws that shield French-Canadian Quebec from cultural 

erosionn at the hands of larger English-Canada. Unlike Kymlicka, he has no qualms 

aboutt violating liberal neutrality or curtailing autonomous choices of individual 

Quebeckers.. He wants to put the legal weight of the state behind promoting a specific 

conceptionn of the good lif e that is inherent in Quebec 'culture'. Taylor wants that 

culturee to survive. Anything less would make second class Canadian citizens out of 

Quebeckers,, because it would deprive them of recognition of their collective cultural 

difference. . 

Fromm a liberal point of view the obvious question is, wouldn't promoting the 

putativee Quebec conception of the good make second class citizens out of Quebeckers 

whoo do not share that particular conception? There wil l be plenty of those, after all, in 

aa modern, diverse and religiously plural society like Quebec. More generally 

speaking,, isn't it counterproductive to protect and recognize individuals' 

'particularity',, as Taylor puts it, by legally conserving some designated cultural 

integrityy they do not necessarily, or even probably, subscribe to themselves? 

Undisputedd champion or not, Taylor's enterprise seems incoherent and even 

opportunistic.. It appears to be more of an apology for certain favoured political 

measuress than a serious philosophical underpinning of cultural protection. 

However,, the notion of recognition is not in itself uninteresting or trivial. 

Someonee who has written about it with more acumen than Taylor has is German 
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philosopherr Axel Honneth. Central to his approach is an almost phenomenological 

realizationn about wrongs like violations of physical integrity, or denial of equal rights. 

Thee grievances people feel in such cases are not (just) about physical pain or an unfair 

lackk of resources, but about the humiliating experience of being at the mercy of 

anotherr person, or about the painful feeling of not being taken seriously as a person 

withh equal moral responsibility. According to Honneth, these grievances are a result 

off  a lack of due recognition. That recognition is due means that there are moral duties 

too extend it to people. This is because recognition is a necessary condition for the 

formationn of a sound, healthy personality and self-image. Withholding people 

recognitionn wil l seriously damage them psychologically. 

Inn terms of recognition, a secure sense of personal identity has three dimensions, 

accordingg to Honneth: 

1.. Self-confidence is attained by receiving recognition in intimate 

relationshipss like the family and marriage. 

2.. Self-respect - is attained by receiving legal recognition as a morally equal 

citizenn with equal rights and freedoms. 

3.. Self-esteem - is attained by receiving recognition for one's particularity, 

appreciationn for one's talents, accomplishments and way of life. 

Forr the debate on multiculturalism, the third dimension is especially relevant. It deals 

withh appreciation of specific characteristics and abilities. This should not be taken to 

meann respect for 'cultures' but, as Honneth expressly argues, for ways of lif e that 

individualss endorse as autonomous individuals. People can attain self-esteem when 

theyy have the feeling that the way they have shaped their lives is worthwhile. 

Thee difficulty with this is that you cannot force people to esteem each other's 

wayss of life. This becomes painfully clear in, for example, the current social climate 

off  the Netherlands. People who endorse an Islamic way of lif e are incessantly battered 

verballyy by pundits and politicians. The steadily repeating message they have been 

sentt for the last five years or so, is that their way of lif e is seen mainly as a nuisance 

andd a problem. If such social contempt can in fact lead to serious psychological 

damage,, as Honneth suggests - and studies on 'social defeat' and similar phenomena 

seemm to confirm that it can , then it presents a serious societal problem. 

Moreover,, it is a problem without an apparent solution. Recognition in the 

secondd sphere can be legally enforced by policies and legal measures. To the extent 

thatt the anti-Islam atmosphere takes the form of job-discrimination or unfair 

distributionn of resources, it can be fought with laws and policies. But when it comes 

too the negative portrayal of Islam and Muslims, things are not that straightforward. As 

longg as the portrayal takes the form of criticism of beliefs and convictions, there is no 

wayy to proscribe it in a way that is consistent with liberal principles. Al l I can come 

upp with is a rather impotent plea to opinion leaders and politicians to practice some 

decencyy and fairness when talking about immigrant groups and when deciding on 
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issuess that pertain to them. The very least that can be expected is that they judge and 

actt on rational grounds and relevant information, not on irrational fears, resentments 

andd so-called 'onderbuikgevoelens'. 

Thee bias-ctaim 

Thatt concludes our discussion of the first pillar of mainstream multiculturalism - the 

culture-claimm and its various guises - and brings us to the second pillar: the so-called 

bias-claim.. The two pillars are, of course, connected. Multiculturalists demand special 

rightss and recognition for minorities to accommodate cultural needs as specified in 

thee different versions of the culture-claim. But an important reason why these special 

accommodationss are needed in the first place is that actual societies, even ones that 

cann be called liberal, are always skewed towards the perspectives, experiences and 

preferencess of the mainstream culture. In others words, they are biased. 

Multiculturalistt theories are typically supported by both pillars. Raz proposes special 

measuress to protect autonomy-facilitating immigrant cultures because, given the way 

receivingg societies are organized, these immigrant cultures wil l have a relatively 

harderr time maintaining themselves. In the same vein, Parekh partly defends 

compensatingg expensive cultural preferences on the grounds that many mainstream 

preferencess are catered to free of charge, so to speak. An analogous argument goes for 

Taylor,, who wants the kind of recognition for minorities that majorities take for 

granted. . 

Ass the attentive reader wil l notice, these arguments again presuppose the holistic 

conceptionn of culture, for they assume that there is such a thing as a more or less 

homogeneouss 'mainstream culture', and that autochthonous people wil l by and large 

sharee the perspectives, experiences and preferences associated with that culture, and, 

furthermore,, that immigrants wil l not. A more hybrid view of culture would hesitate 

too make such sweeping generalizations, so in that sense the argument of the bias-

claimm is flawed. Nevertheless, if it is true that self-declared liberal societies are 

biased,, no matter in which groups' favour they are biased, that poses a serious 

problemm for liberals who wish to maintain that liberalism is neutral between 

conceptionss of the good. The bias-claim unequivocally states that no such neutrality 

exists. . 

Illiberall practices 

Whatt to make of all this? I believe some clarity can be gained by carefully 

distinguishingg different versions of the bias-claim, as they have been put forward by 

multiculturalistt critics of liberalism. One straightforward version, sometimes asserted 

byy Parekh and Taylor, goes something like this. Liberalism as a political theory 

cannott claim to be neutral when it has no room for illiberal practices, like forced 

arrangedd marriages and involuntary circumcision. Shutting these out is not neutral; it 
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iss an expression of partiality. Liberal pretences of neutrality should therefore be 

abandoned. . 

Theree is no denying that liberalism is hostile to illiberal things. It is no revelation 

thatt liberalism is not, and does not want to be, completely culturally neutral in that 

sense.. Liberalism is itself a cultural product; how could a cultural product be neutral 

betweenn cultural products? Such a claim would border on gibberish. Liberalism's 

claimm to neutrality is much more modest. It claims to be neutral between conceptions 

off  the good that fall within a more or less sharply delineated bandwidth. Conversely, 

itt is biased against conceptions that fall outside of that bandwidth. The range of this 

bandwidthh is determined by the value of equality, and by the belief that the shaping of 

individuall  lives is best left to the individuals living those lives, as opposed to some 

governmentt agency. Simply put, the bandwidth expresses the idea of equal freedom. 

AA theory that is based on equality between individuals wil l not tolerate inequality, 

thereforee it will , in principle, not tolerate illiberal practices like forced arranged 

marriagess or involuntary circumcision. Faced with this version of the bias-claim, 

liberalism,, as I understand it, is guilty as charged. But it does not consider the charge 

aa crime. 

Autonomy-perfectionism? ? 
Thee second version of the bias-claim cannot be dismissed as quickly. In the context of 

multiculturalism,, it is most eloquently put forward by William Galston in his 

importantt essay 'Two Concepts of Liberalism'. Galston rightly emphasizes that a 

corollaryy of liberal neutrality is antiperfectionism. That is, the rejection of state-

sanctionedd notions of excellence in character, religion, art, sexuality, leisure, and so 

on.. This rejection notwithstanding, most liberals affirm that for autonomy-as-a-right 

too have any meaning, people must to some extent be in the possession of autonomy-

as-capacity.. That entails that a liberal state should promote a specific type of 

character:: an autonomous character. But that is nothing less than a form of 

perfectionism.. Once again, liberals' adherence to neutrality seems, at best, dubious. 

Galstonn considers himself to be a liberal, but of a specific brand. As the title of 

hiss essay suggests, two concepts of liberalism are at odds with each other. Galston's 

ideaa of liberalism puts the emphasis on diversity, whereas the type of liberalism he 

criticizess attaches more weight to the ideal of individual autonomy. Galston wants to 

protectt diversity by accommodating different cultural groups, while the so-called 

autonomy-liberalismm he rejects tries to inculcate a substantive conception of 

individualindividual autonomy, thereby in effect becoming a form of perfectionism. 

Butt is this picture really fair? One could argue that promoting autonomy-as-

capacityy to some extent does not necessarily make one into a hard-core perfectionist. 

Mostt liberals Rawls, Barry and Kymlicka, for instance defend a very modest 

conceptionn of autonomy, that doesn't entail constant and rigorous examination and 

revisionn of one's commitments, beliefs and way of life. Rather, they assert the notion 

that,, although people are deeply social beings, although meanings are always shared 
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meanings,, and although individuals cannot question all their beliefs and commitments 

att once, most beliefs and commitments are not immune to some re-examination and -

iff  the individuals concerned think it is due - revision. So these liberals are not as 

perfectionistt as Galston makes them out to be. 

Onn the other hand, a closer look at Galston's 'diversity-liberalism' shows that he 

iss not as non-perfectionist as he makes himself out to be. He adds various 

qualificationss to his model of the 'diversity-state', to protect individuals against 

group-pressure.. To name but one example, he defends the promotion of tolerance, 

education,, and skills needed to participate in the wider society. The effect of these 

moderations,, in both camps, is that the gap between autonomy-liberalism and 

diversity-liberalismm becomes smaller and smaller, to the point of vanishing. 

Promotingg autonomy to some extent does not mean to the fullest extent, nor does it 

meann to a tiny extent. It means, or should mean, promoting it to the extent necessary 

forr people to be able to lead good lives lives that can be said to be their own. It 

seemss that at the end of the day, Galston, Rawls, Barry and Kymlicka are on common 

groundd on this issue, as am I. 

Marginall ways of life 

Thee third version of the bias-claim deals with ways of lif e that respect equal 

individuall  freedom (distinguishing it from the first bias-claim) and that accept that a 

modicumm of individual autonomy-as-capacity is required (marking it off from the 

secondd bias-claim), but which are still at a disadvantage under liberal principles. This 

argumentt says that certain ways of lif e have no chance of surviving in a society that is 

regulatedd by liberal principles. For example, collectivist or non-materialistic ways of 

lif ee do not have the same shot at flourishing as individualist or materialistic ones do. 

Now,, it is undoubtedly true that some ways of lif e fare better than others under 

liberall  conditions. The question is, are the conditions that lead to those outcomes 

unfair?? The answer is not evidently 'yes'. In a liberal framework, the conditions that 

leadd to a given outcome are the conditions of individual freedom and a fair 

distributionn of primary goods. Primary goods are also known as 'all-purpose means' 

becausee they are useful no matter what more specific conception of the good one has. 

Iff  they really are useful for all purposes, which I think they are, then they are also 

usefull  for collectivist or non-materialistic ways of life. So there is no bias there. 

Whatt else determines the outcome of the 'marketplace of ideas'? I would say the 

exercisee of autonomy by all individuals who make up society. If a way of lif e cannot 

gett many people to join, that is just the result of the combined decisions of the 

memberss of society. Some (elements of) ways of lif e wil l be more marginal than 

others.. That is not inherently unfair, that is just the way it is. No one stops people 

fromm forming communes and pursuing spiritualistic ends, but if forming communes is 

hardd because finding members proves difficult , there is no claim on the state for extra 

resourcess to get the job done. No way of lif e gets any guarantees up front. I would not 

labell  such an arrangement as biased; I would rather call it fair. 
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Societall bias 
Whatt the three versions discussed so far have in common is the suggestion that 

liberalismm is inherently biased. They all hold that the presence of certain biases is an 

inevitablee consequence of the nature of liberal principles. The fourth version is 

differentt from the other three in this respect. Its criticism is not so much directed at 

liberall  theory, but instead at liberal practice. Proponents of this version point to the 

kindss of issues I mentioned earlier: Christian holidays, official languages, dress 

codes,, state symbols with Christian overtones, and so on. Any liberal who takes his 

dedicationn to neutrality seriously should be worried by these issues. To the extent that 

theyy are indeed the result of perfectionist or otherwise non-neutral legislative 

considerations,, liberals should join multiculturalists in criticizing them. But they 

shouldd not join in the multiculturalist solution, which is compensating cultural 

minoritiess by granting them exemptions from coercive legislation, recognition of their 

ownn symbols and ceremonies, and special legal group-status. From a liberal 

perspective,, the solution should be the opposite: not compensating for consequences 

off  non-neutral policies, but fixing those policies - by amending them or getting rid of 

themm altogether - , because their non-neutrality makes them indefensible to begin 

with.. The problem of biased state action, rightly identified by multiculturalists, 

requiress more liberalism, not less. 

Too be able to do this, one needs a workable yardstick, a criterion for deciding 

whenn a particular law or policy can be said to be neutral. One could arrive at such a 

criterionn by reasoning as follows. To call a piece of policy neutral is to call the 

reasonss that support it neutral. So the focus should be on the reasons; more 

specifically,, on the interests that figure in those reasons. One could say that a policy 

iss neutral if it is designed to promote interests that favour no particular conception of 

thee good. In other words, if it protects and promotes the kind of primary goods 

alreadyy mentioned above. That is, goods that are useful for any individual, 

irrespectivee of his more particular beliefs about what things in lif e are good. Goods 

likee individual freedom, equal opportunities, income, (public) health and safety. If the 

interestss that are served by a policy can be construed in those terms, and furthermore, 

iff  the policy is a suitable and proportional means to achieve its goal, then it can be 

saidd to be neutral. 

Thiss all sounds reasonable enough, but unfortunately, things are more 

complicatedd than they might appear. Everyone wil l agree that public health is a 

neutrall  good and should be protected and promoted. So regulations on the production 

andd handling of food, for example, wil l be widely supported. But just how strict those 

regulationss should be, what form they should have, how much their enforcement 

shouldd cost, and at the expense of which other good they should come, wil l normally 

bee a much more controversial affair. Given finite means and resources, the promotion 

andd protection of (collective) primary goods requires specification and prioritizing. 

Liberalismm is not an all-encompassing blueprint that dictates the form and shape of 
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everyy issue in day-to-day politics. More concrete decision-making should be done 

throughh democratic procedures. Liberalism, as I understand it, cannot do much more 

inn this respect than circumscribe the bandwidth policy-makers (should) have to 

manoeuvre.. Hence, liberal neutrality could be characterized as restricting the class of 

legitimatee reasons to certain types of reason (promoting and protecting primary 

goods),, and conversely, excluding reasons of other types (e.g. substantive 

perfectionistt considerations, or some appeal to majority opinion on the intrinsic, non-

instrumentall  value of certain goods). 

Practicall implications 
Whatt does this mean for so-called multicultural issues? Well, it means they should be 

decidedd like any other issue. If, for example, some state policy frustrates an ethnic-

culturall  preference, the policy should be put to the test of neutrality in terms of 

primaryy goods. The exotic origin of the preference has no special bearing on the 

questionn whether or not the policy is defensible. As we have seen, none of the 

versionss of the culture-claim discussed above warrant such a privileged status for 

orientationss of cultural minorities over orientations of other types. Take the Dutch 

casee of the members of the Santo Daime Church, a religion of Brazilian origin, who 

aree known for the religious use of the hallucinogen DMT (dimethyltryptamine). This 

drugg is illegal under Dutch criminal law, and some members who took it anyway were 

prosecuted.. The judge ruled that the religious use of DMT falls under the 

constitutionallyy protected freedom of religion, and that the Church members should 

thereforee be exempted from the law prohibiting its use. 

Thee court's solution is the same route multiculturalists would take: compensate 

culturall  minorities for certain disadvantages resulting from general laws. But I believe 

thee issue should be approached in a more straightforward manner. The central 

questionn should be, does the law under consideration have a neutral justification, or is 

itt supported by reasons that liberal neutrality cannot accept? If it does have a neutral 

justification,, then the law should be applied to Church members as it is applied to all 

otherr citizens. If it does not, then it should be applied to no one, because it was a 

mistakee to make that law in the first place. In that case, it is just a bad law that cannot 

passs liberal scrutiny. 

Thiss seems to be the case in the Santo Daime case. The professed rationale for 

thee law prohibiting DMT is the protection of public health. Health is of course a 

primaryy good, so the interest the law is meant to serve is neutral. But there are two 

problemss with this. First, it is a paternalistic law. The decision whether or not to do 

thingss that potentially threaten one's own health is one that should not in principle be 

madee by the government, but by the people concerned. Second, all the available 

scientificc evidence shows that DMT is not hazardous to human health at all. One 

couldd suspect that the real justification for the law is not the professed one of 

protectingg public health, but a moralistic rejection of purposely induced hallucinatory 
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experiences.. But such reasons hold no water, from a liberal point of view. The law 

prohibitingg DMT should be retracted. 

Thee same line of reasoning can be applied to a host of other so-called 

multiculturall  issues, like the problem of official languages, judges with head scarves, 

Christiann holidays, circumcision and so on. First establish the reasons behind the 

policy,, then examine if they fall into the category of neutral reasons or into the 

categoryy of perfectionist or otherwise non-neutral reasons. In the latter case, the 

policyy should be rejected. In the former, it is in principle acceptable. I say in 

principle,, because not only do the goals of the policy have to be neutral, the manner in 

whichh those goals are achieved should be effective and proportionate. The policy 

shouldd also be prudent. For instance, even though a sound case can be made against 

allowingg people to circumcise baby boys, it would not be wise to ban the practice in 

orderr to reign in the recently arrived Islamic part of the citizenry, when it has been 

acceptedd from Jewish citizens for centuries. Principled and prudential considerations 

bothh have parts to play. 

Inn conclusion 

So,, different from what one might expect from my sceptical view of multiculturalism, 

thee concrete implications of my conception of neutrality are actually quite permissive 

off  cultural practices, be they of exotic ethnic origin, or otherwise. When prohibitions, 

impediments,, or subsidies are not supported by legitimate reasons, citizens should not 

bee bothered by them. If there are good reasons, then they should apply to everyone, 

regardlesss of ethnic affiliation. The exemptions, legal privileges and special statuses 

multiculturalistss espouse, ought to be rejected. The eye of the state should be directed 

towardss the actions of individuals, not the character of the cultural group into which 

theyy are classified. 

Inn light of this colour-blind thrust of my approach, one could interpret the 

neutrality-testt I have sketched as a political expression - perhaps a bit too technical -

off  a simple moral imperative. Namely to treat people as persons, as opposed to 

'culturee bearers' or objects of cultural generalizations. To view them as persons who 

participatee in society, who work, study, debate, who have ambitions and quirks, who 

aree colleagues, friends, and adversaries. Persons who are shaped by upbringing and 

environment,, to be sure, but who are also capable of doubt, of deviating, of being 

creative,, and above all, who should be taken seriously as you yourself would like to 

bee taken seriously. 


