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Can there be A Liberal Multiculturalism?
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I. Multiculturalism and Liberalism 


Multiculturalism is one of the most controversial issues of the day. In many liberal democracies, ethnic and religious minorities increasingly seek recognition and protection of their distinctness.1 At the same time, policies designed to enable minorities to sustain their cultures are viewed with increasing suspicion.2 These debates are especially evident in the growing discourse on citizenship. In Britain, for instance, there is increasing debate on the conditions of citizenship. It is argued that those seeking British citizenship should prove their Britishness – whatever that is.3 It is not surprising that some minority groups are highly suspicious of this, and argue that such policies are detrimental to the very processes they are supposed to facilitate. The proponents of multiculturalism argue that the way to ensure the social cohesion necessary for the functioning of liberal democracy is to include minorities on their own terms rather than seek to put them into a singular mold and exclude those who do not fit. 


If there is an increasing rift in the public debate, the divide within liberal political theory is at least as wide. Some liberals claim that "we are all multiculturalists now."4 Will Kymlicka, for instance, has asserted that the debate is largely over, and the supporters of multiculturalism have won the day.5 Others argue that multiculturalism is the enemy of liberalism. Brian Barry argues vehemently against multiculturalism in his Culture and Equality. According to Barry, multicultural policies go against the basic liberal values of liberty and equality. And further, the discourse on multiculturalism draws attention away from the bread and butter of egalitarian liberalism: distributive justice. According to Barry, the real issue that liberals concerned with equality should focus on is the distribution of wealth and income. The often confused calls for cultural equality work to hide the real injustices of contemporary liberal societies.6 This paper considers the difficult relationship of contemporary liberalism with multiculturalism. It starts with the same intuition that Kymlicka does: culture is important, and liberalism should find a way to deal with it. Now this intuition can be interpreted in two distinctly liberal ways. Kymlicka's approach is to argue that culture is important to individual autonomy. Culture provides a context for exercising autonomy. Hence, minority cultures which provide the resources for autonomy for members of those minorities should be protected.7 In section I Kymlicka's grounding for minority rights is discussed and criticized. It seems that it fails in achieving what it sets out to do – providing a specifically liberal account of multiculturalism. Kymlicka's approach lapses into a communitarian position. Furthermore, it is unable to show why specific minority cultures should be protected. The next two sections develop my own argument. This is modest. The aim is simply to show that even though Kymlicka's attempt to develop a specifically liberal account of multiculturalism fails, we need not despair. Liberal political theory does contain some resources which seem potentially helpful in formulating an approach to minority rights. If we are committed to multiculturalism, we can also be committed to liberalism – we do not need to become communitarians or postmodernists. It should be made clear from the outset that I am simply attempting to point out some potential resources for a liberal theory of multiculturalism. The actual development of such a theory is beyond the scope of this paper. 


In sections III and IV I argue that multiculturalism should be based on the other central liberal value, equality. Firstly, I argue against the conventional conception of the neutrality of the liberal state, utilizing arguments from Kymlicka and Iris Marion Young.8 My positive argument draws on John Rawls's political philosophy. I discuss Rawls's substantive conception of equality, and draw an analogy with formal and substantive equality in the economic sphere by looking at Rawls's discussion of different interpretations of the second principle of justice in A Theory of Justice.9 I argue that just as the formal equality of laissez-fair capitalism is inadequate in the economic sphere, so is state neutrality in the cultural one. Finally, I provide a justification for applying the Rawlsian conception of equality to culture by drawing on his argument for the importance of self-respect.10 


I conclude by suggesting that a liberal approach to multiculturalism is preferable to a 'postmodern' one, represented by Iris Marion Young, among others.11 Though liberalism struggles to deal with culture, it still provides a potentially solid basis for minority rights. The proper liberal reaction to the current calls for wider recognition of minority cultures is not the abandonment of basic liberal values. Instead, we should seek resources for dealing with these claims within liberalism itself, and attempt to adjust and refine our conception of justice where that is necessary. 

II. LIBERTY AS THE BASIS OF MULTICULTURALISM: KYMLICKA ON MINORITY RIGHTS 

Liberalism has two basic values: liberty and equality. Liberals support high levels of negative and positive liberty because they believe in the individual’s right to choose and revise a conception of the good life for himself.12 It is in this idea of autonomy that Kymlicka bases his liberal account of minority rights.13 


Kymlicka's starting point is the concept of a ‘societal culture’. This is “a culture which provides its members with meaningful ways of life across the full range of human activities, including social, educational, religious, recreational, and economic life, encompassing both public and private spheres.”14 The argument is simple. Liberty is about making choices. Possibilities for choice do not come out of thin air; they are provided by our societal culture. Culture is crucial for freedom since culture provides the context within which freedom can be exercised.15 


Furthermore, culture not only provides options for us. It fundamentally shapes how we conceive of those options. Understanding “the value of a practice is, in the first instance, a matter of understanding the meanings attached to it by our culture.”16 Hence, Kymlicka maintains, “Understanding […] cultural narratives is a precondition of making intelligent judgments about how to lead our lives.”17 Thus, the importance of culture from a liberal perspective is that “[…] it is only through having access to a societal culture that people have access to a range of meaningful options.”18 And only by having such options can individuals exercise the central liberal value of autonomy. 


I do not contest this part of Kymlicka’s argument. It seems self-evident that some sort of culture is necessary for individuals to be able to make choices and thus utilize their autonomy. But there is a huge leap from this point to the one Kymlicka wants to make – that secure access to one’s own culture is necessary for autonomy. As Kymlicka admits, the first point in no way provides a grounding for minority rights. If access to some culture is necessary, then “Why not let minority cultures disintegrate, so long as we ensure their members have access to the majority culture […] 19


Kymlicka argues that membership in one’s own culture is very important for individuals.20 He notes that the idea of letting minority cultures disintegrate “treats the loss of one’s culture as similar to the loss of one’s job.”21 Integration into another culture can be extremely difficult.22 Most people are firmly based in their own culture, and the choice to leave it is a grave one.23 He concludes that “in developing a theory of justice, we should treat access to one’s culture as something that people can be expected to want, whatever their more particular conception of the good.”24 


Here the argument has shifted. Note that, crucially, the justification for sustaining cultures is no longer autonomy but rather the importance of culture for individuals. Kymlicka’s general argument about the importance of culture for liberty is based on autonomy, but here where the issue is the specific one of the protection of particular minority cultures, the argument is based on the observation that people value their own culture. Of course, I do not wish to deny this latter claim. I merely wish to point out that this claim does not provide grounding for minority rights based on the liberal value of autonomy. It might provide grounding for such rights on a different basis, namely the supreme value of cultural membership. But such a view seems communitarian rather than liberal. 


Kymlicka makes an unwarranted leap from the general claim about culture and autonomy to the particular one about minority rights. I do not think this is just a fault in his particular argument. Autonomy cannot be used to get minority rights off the ground. The reason is this: From the individual’s perspective, there are a variety of cultural influences from which to formulate one’s particular conception of the good. This is particularly so in a multicultural society. Whilst one’s own culture undoubtedly has a privileged position in this, there is no reason to assume that one only draws on it to conceive of the good. Indeed, in a multicultural society it is probably impossible to accurately pinpoint what exactly has influenced our understanding of the good and of ourselves. It seems that only in an extremely homogenous society does our own culture play such a crucial role in our formulation of our conception of the good or our plan of life. And of course, in such a society, multiculturalism has no relevance. 

Not only does Kymlicka’s specific attempt at grounding a theory of minority rights in the liberal conception of autonomy fail, it seems that any such attempt must fail. Focusing on autonomy also misrepresents the fundamental problem of multiculturalism from a liberal perspective. The focus should be on equality rather than autonomy. Surely the fundamental problem for members of minorities is not that they lack the resources for formulating a conception of the good, but that they are in a disadvantaged position vis-à-vis the majority. Even though supposedly neutral, liberal society treats members of minorities worse than it does those of the majority. In the next section I pursue this line of argument. 

III. EQUALITY AND LIBERAL ‘NEUTRALITY’ 


Liberals should support multiculturalism not because they believe in individual liberty but because they believe in equality. It is because individuals are placed in unequal positions because of their cultural membership that disadvantaged groups need special rights. Central to this claim about inequality is the issue of the supposed neutrality of the liberal state. Some of the opponents of multiculturalism claim that the liberal state should be neutral between different groups, and that giving a minority group special rights means bias towards that group. Refraining from group-based policies is claimed to affirm the equality of all individuals.25 


The logic of neutrality is as follows. Every citizen of a liberal state is equal, and thus the liberal state must treat each citizen in the same way. In economic terms, neutrality seems to imply laissezfaire capitalism. Since citizens are equal, the state should minimize its intervention in their economic dealings. This is, of course, an extremely limited and deeply flawed understanding of equality. But it is worth noting here since the logic of economic neutrality is the same as that of cultural neutrality. And the logic of the Rawlsian argument against economic neutrality can be utilized against cultural neutrality as well. I return to this point in section IV. 


In cultural terms, neutrality means that the state refrains from policies, which promote the interests of particular groups. Thus, it would not give special land rights to indigenous populations, for instance. Furthermore, no special exemptions to, for instance, motorcycle crash helmet laws 25 Effectively, this is Barry's argument in his section on 'Equal Treatment' in Culture and Equality. See pp. 32-40. 


would be given to Sikhs in Britain and the Amish in the United States would have to send their children to school just like everyone else. The liberal point is that the liberties of religion and assembly protect cultural practices within the existing framework; anything that goes beyond this is unfair since it places some groups in a better position than others.26 


As Kymlicka points out, this argument in favour of ‘benign neglect’ is deeply flawed: “It ignores the fact that the members of a national minority face a disadvantage which the members of the majority do not face.”27 There is no such thing as full neutrality in cultural issues in modern states. For instance, the use of the majority language in public schools is in itself an endorsement of the majority culture. As Kymlicka points out, it makes a huge difference for the survival of a language whether it is accorded official status in a state.28 And so surely it makes a big difference for the individual – it would be absurd to claim that the member of a minority who has to learn the majority language in order to be able to go to school is not unequal to the member of the majority who gets to be schooled in his native tongue. Likewise, the designation of public holidays, for instance, is not neutral.29 


The foremost liberal opponent of multiculturalism, Brian Barry, defends neutrality against this kind of argument in the following way: "If we consider virtually any law, we shall find that it is much more burdensome to some people than to others."30 So, for instance, restrictions on smoking are more burdensome to smokers than non-smokers, and drunk driving laws do not impinge on the lives of teetotallers. But of course, this does not mean that such laws are unfair. In the same way, Barry maintains, the fact that laws have a different impact on the members of some cultural groups than on others is not a reason to object to them or seek exemptions to them. 


A potential problem with Barry's counterargument is that it treats cultural membership as a matter of choice.31 An argument can surely be made that it is a mistake to equate the burdens incurred because of cultural membership with those incurred by smoking. It could be argued that cultural membership is a constitutive part of personal identity, which one cannot choose in any meaningful sense, whilst smoking is simply a decision made by the individual.32 But again, this would potentially take us into more communitarian ground. 


Barry's objection is answered and the case against neutrality deepened by the arguments of Iris Marion Young. The problem is not simply that the law has a different impact on members of different cultural groups. The problem with neutrality goes deeper – neutrality is not actually neutral, but constructed from the point of view of a certain group or groups. Young writes: 

The traditional public realm of universal citizenship has operated to exclude persons associated with the body and feeling – especially women, Blacks, American Indians, and Jews. Many contemporary theorists of participatory democracy retain the ideal of a civic public in which citizens leave behind their particularity and differences.33 


Liberal theory conventionally assumes a public sphere which is impartial towards individual differences. But in fact, this neutrality is constructed from the point of view of a particular group. In terms of distribution, this is brought out well by Marxist theory. A libertarian state that is ‘neutral’ in economic terms is not actually neutral at all – it furthers the interests of the capitalist class. In some sense, this insight is acknowledged by virtually all liberals. Rawls, for instance, endorses a very substantive view of equality, where the second principle of justice guarantees the economically worst off group in society a maximal share of resources.34 


The same applies to culture. As Young argues, the liberal emphasis on economic distribution is insufficient, since there are other forms of inequality as well: 

The standpoint of the privileged, their particular experience and standards, is constructed as normal and neutral. If some groups’ experience differs from this neutral experience […] their difference is constructed as deviance and inferiority. Not only are the experience and values of the oppressed thereby ignored and silenced, but they become disadvantaged by their situated identities. […] If oppressed groups challenge the alleged neutrality of prevailing assumptions and policies and express their own experience and perspectives, their claims are heard as those of biased, selfish special interests that deviate from the impartial general view.35 


Just as the laissez-faire state is not truly neutral between different social classes, the culturally neutral state is not really neutral between the majority and minorities. Just as the libertarian state is constructed from the partial point of view of the bourgeoisie (to put it rather crudely in Marxist terms), the culturally neutral state is actually constructed from the point of view of, say, white Christian males. 


It is not only that neutrality cannot live up to its name. It is problematic in a more sinister sense. The libertarian conception of equality perpetuates the myth that everyone’s starting point really is the same, that everyone has the same chance to succeed in the capitalist market-place. But this is patently false. Virtually every liberal would accept a version of Rawls’s argument as to the importance of starting places in society. We are born into unequal positions; hence we do not compete on equal terms in life.36 Likewise, the formal notion of cultural equality on which the ideal of state neutrality is based on perpetuates the myth that in cultural terms, everyone is really equal after all. It ignores the deep disadvantage at which members of minorities are placed. For liberals, this is a dangerous myth since it makes us blind to significant inequalities. To deal with the inequalities, the substantive, Rawlsian, conception of equality must be extended to culture. I attempt this in the next section. 

IV. SUBSTANTIVE EQUALITY 

I have argued that a liberal approach to multiculturalism should be based on the value of equality. Despite the seeming neutrality of the liberal state, culture constitutes a significant source of inequality. Thus, the substantive liberal conception of equality developed by Rawls should be applied to culture. That is the aim of this section. 


Rawls's understanding of equality is best illustrated by examining his discussion of the different interpretations of the second principle of justice in sections 12 and 13 of A Theory of Justice.37 For our purposes, it is only necessary to contrast the two extremes, ‘natural liberty’ and ‘democratic equality’. Natural liberty means a system of formal equality. Economic distribution is to be regulated by “the arrangements implicit in the conception of careers open to talents.”38 In other words, there is to be no formal discrimination. Economic opportunities are not to be formally assigned based on social class as in an aristocratic society. Rather, access to opportunity and wealth is to be based only on individual ability. No compensation is to be made for those who are less successful since, at least in a formal sense, they are given the same opportunities as everyone else. As I have already noted, this notion of equality is deeply flawed. In Rawls’s words, 

[…] since there is no effort to preserve an equality […] of social conditions […], the initial distribution of assets […] is strongly influenced by natural and social contingencies. […] Intuitively, the most obvious injustice of the system of natural liberty is that it permits distributive shares to be improperly influenced by these factors so arbitrary from a moral point of view.39 

 
Instead of formal or ‘natural’ liberty, Rawls proposes ‘democratic equality’. Here, fair equality of opportunity is combined with the difference principle.40 Firstly, social positions should be open to all in a more substantive sense.41 Fair equality of opportunity has to be guaranteed – “those with similar abilities and skills should have familiar life chances.”42 But even this is not enough, since people are still at the mercy of the lottery of natural abilities.43 This has to be compensated for by the difference principle. The difference principle states that economic inequalities are to be arranged so as to give the worst-off group in society the best possible position.44 Thus, Rawls’s conception of equality is very substantive. State neutrality in the form of ‘natural liberty’ perpetuates injustices and must be rejected. 


Rawls himself does not deal with minority rights. But as I have suggested, the logic of his argument against economic neutrality applies to cultural neutrality as well. As I have argued in section III, cultural neutrality cannot live up to its name. Individuals are placed in unequal positions because they are born into either the majority or a minority. This is, of course, totally random. From a Rawlsian perspective, being born into a particular group is "arbitrary from a moral point of view."45 Hence, a substantive view of equality demands that compensation is given to those who are born into a disadvantaged position. 


But why is cultural equality important from a Rawlsian perspective? The case for economic equality has a great deal of intuitive appeal – it is easy to grasp the unfairness of the natural distribution of starting places in society and the effect this has on the life-chances of individuals. But even if one grants that the logic of the critique of neutrality can be utilized in both the economic and the cultural sphere, it might be difficult to see the importance of culture from a Rawlsian, normatively individualist point of view. Do we, in the end, have to retreat to a communitarian position which stresses the value of cultural membership for individuals? 

V. THE CENTRALITY OF SELF-RESPECT 


As I have argued, Kymlicka's approach collapses into a communitarian position which bases minority rights on the importance of culture for individuals. I think that the Rawlsian approach I have developed may be able to escape this conclusion. I think that a liberal approach to multiculturalism can appreciate the relevance of culture for individuals without affirming the communitarian premise. The answer is provided, I believe, by Rawls’s account of the importance of self-respect. Rawls writes: 

[…] perhaps the most important primary good is that of self-respect. […] it includes a person’s sense of his own value, his secure conviction that his conception of his good, his plan of life, is worth carrying out. And second, self-respect implies a confidence in one’s ability, so far as it is within one’s power, to fulfil one’s intentions.46 

Self-respect is a basic good since it is necessary to realize other goods: 

It is clear then why self-respect is a primary good. Without it nothing may seem worth doing, or if some things have value for us, we lack the will to strive for them. All desire and activity becomes empty and vain, and we sink into apathy and cynicism.47 


Self-respect is relevant as regards economic distribution since an excessive concentration of wealth in the hands of one class is likely to undermine the self-respect of others. Furthermore, the fair value of the equal liberties of the first principle of justice, which is guaranteed by a relatively equitable distribution of resources, supports every citizen’s self-respect. 


Now the link between self-respect and cultural equality is based on the fact that our self-respect is dependent on the respect we get from others. In Rawls’s words, “[…] our self-respect normally depends upon the respect of others. Unless we feel that our endeavors are honored by them, it is difficult if not impossible for us to maintain the conviction that our ends are worth advancing.”48 

This point is well made by Young: 

People have or lack self-respect because of how they define themselves and how others regard them, because of how they spend their time, because of the amount of autonomy and decisionmaking power they have in their activities and so on. […] Self respect is at least as much a function of culture as it is of goods […] cultural imperialism […] undermine[s] the self-respect of many persons in our society.49 


This is the deeper reason why special minority rights are required to ensure substantive cultural equality. In perpetuating cultural inequalities, the supposedly neutral liberal state undermines the self-respect of many of its citizens. Thus, the emphasis on self-respect can appreciate the relevance of culture for individuals without taking a normatively communitarian stance. Individuals, as a matter of fact, are members of cultural groups. If one's particular culture is not given due respect in a society, this is likely to undermine one's own sense of self-respect. One does not need to make any deeper assumptions about the priority of the group over the individual, of culture over individual preference, or of the normative validity of tradition, for instance, in order to sustain this point.50 The Rawlsian emphasis on the importance of self-respect, combined with the substantive conception of equality outlined in the previous section, then, provides a liberal, normatively individualist, justification of multiculturalism and minority rights. 


My argument, of course, gives only the barest outline of a possible basis for a liberal theory of multiculturalism. It may also be that the inclusion of culture within the Rawlsian scheme of democratic equality is incompatible with Rawls's theory as a whole. Whilst the centrality of self-respect perhaps points toward the importance of culture from an individualist perspective, there may well be other elements in Rawls's philosophy which undermine the possibility of a Rawlsian multiculturalism.51 It is not possible to consider Rawls's theory in any detail here; and these wider questions are left for the discussion. But I should reiterate my claim of modesty from the first section. My aim in the paper was simply to sketch a possible alternative to Kymlicka's attempt to provide a distinctly liberal conception of minority rights. If my argument works as such a bare sketch, then it has succeeded. 

VI. CONCLUSION 


I have argued that a liberal approach to multiculturalism needs to be grounded in the fundamental liberal value of equality. In section II I showed that Kymlicka goes astray in trying to found minority rights on autonomy. Then, in section III, I argued against the supposed cultural neutrality of the liberal state, drawing an analogy with the economic neutrality of laissez-faire capitalism. I maintained that cultural neutrality is not only incoherent – it is unjust. In section IV, I drew on Rawls’s substantive conception of equality for a solution to the injustice of cultural neutrality. I argued that the logic of Rawls’s argument can be used to ground an account of minority rights. Thus, the liberal approach to multiculturalism should be based on a substantive conception of equality. 


I have argued throughout that liberalism should be concerned with multiculturalism – that the liberal conception of equality needs to include culture as well. In conclusion, I wish to suggest that perhaps multiculturalism needs liberalism. Whilst I have used some of Young’s arguments against liberal neutrality, I think she is mistaken in rejecting liberalism altogether. Consider the following statement by Young: 

If we give up the [liberal] ideal of impartiality, there remains no moral justification for undemocratic processes of decisionmaking [my italics] concerning collective action. Instead of a fictional contract, we require real participatory structures in which actual people, with their geographical, ethnic, gender, and occupational differences, asserts their perspectives on social issues within institutions that encourage the representation of 

their distinctive voices.52 


But what, then, is the justification for democratic processes of decisionmaking? What gives all these individuals the right to participate? Why should the representation of people’s distinctive voices be encouraged? Surely the answer is: basic liberal values. It is because each individual has a right to equality and liberty that the failure of impartiality needs to be criticized in the first place. Young confuses the issue. The problem is that impartiality and other liberal values have not been interpreted and implemented adequately, and thus they have led to inequality rather than equality. The solution is not to abandon liberalism, but to renew and refine it. In this effort, it might be fruitful to combine the insights of multicultural theorists with the resources of Rawlsian political philosophy. Indeed, Rawls's method of reflective equilibrium gives us one potential tool for attempting this. But that is the subject of another paper. 
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