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Contemporary liberalism exhibits a broad
agreement among its proponents as to its
content but widespread disagreement on
what fundamental values justify its princi-
ples. This paper provides a typology of ways
in which liberals approach the task of justify-
ing liberalism. It sets out a four-fold typology
for categorising di�erent liberal theories by
distinguishing between the various reasons
why liberals reject or accept neutrality. Such
a typology is helpful in showing exactly how
and where liberal theories di�er in their
approaches to the issues of justi®cation, neu-
trality and pluralism, and in showing where
their strengths and weaknesses lie.

While contemporary liberalism exhibits a
broad agreement among its proponents as to
what its practices and content are, there is
increasingly widespread disagreement on how
these practices are justi®ed. The values of
freedom and equality underlying liberal prac-
tices are open to an increasing variety of
competing interpretations. Moreover, the cri-
teria of what constitutes a satisfactory inter-
pretation of these principles has changed
over time. The appeal, for example, to natural
law foundations or to some form of anthro-

pologically-based teleology now seems unper-
suasive. This has prompted some, such as
Alasdair Macintyre to argue that liberal beliefs
are no longer coherent outside these tradi-
tional, often theistic frameworks.
The search for foundations constitutes a

signi®cant challenge for liberals in light of the
fact that liberals place great emphasis on
respecting persons' reason and rationality. To
impose principles on people who do not, or
are not capable of understanding or accept-
ing them is a particularly serious breach of
respect. A fundamental problem facing liber-
als is that the attempt to ensure that princi-
ples can be justi®ed to others might con¯ict
with the attempt to preserve the liberal con-
tent of the principles themselves, especially
when we consider the pluralistic and multi-
cultural nature of many societies. The task of
justifying liberalism, especially to non-liberals
has probably never seemed more daunting.
In so far as the project of justifying liberal-

ism is still considered valid, the debate in
modern liberal philosophy tends now to
revolve around what systematic interpreta-
tions of core liberal values best capture our
intuitions about them. This paper addresses
the issue of liberal justi®cation by attempting
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to clarify the di�erent ways in which liberals
try to furnish systematic justi®cations for lib-
eral practices. It identi®es these di�erent
approaches through exploring two kinds of
distinctions commonly found in liberal
theory: the distinction between perfectionist
and anti-perfectionist sources of liberal prin-
ciples, and the distinction between neutrality
and non-neutrality. In exploring the relation-
ships that obtain when liberal theories are
categorised by these two distinctions, the
paper provides a roadmap of several current
liberal theories which highlights the weak-
nesses and shows what directions of argu-
ment proponents of di�erent approaches are
likely to pursue to further their appeal.
The historical challenge to tyranny, patern-

alism and arbitrary rule which liberalism
represented established the liberal doctrines
of limited government, the rule of law and
the protection of certain fundamental free-
doms of the individual. The liberal convic-
tions that underlie our acceptance of these
practices can be thought of as having two
distinct sources of appeal, which are better
thought of as constituting the ends of a spec-
trum rather than as mutually exclusive sour-
ces of justi®cation. One source of liberal
values justify liberal freedoms and practices
primarily in term of an ideal of the autono-
mous and self-determining individual. It is an
instance of perfectionist justi®cations of the
state based upon comprehensive ideals of
individual well-being. From this ideal we can
derive and justify certain political arrange-
ments which secure the conditions such as
basic freedoms and social justice necessary to
the individual's pursuit of a variety of ends.
Liberalism's antecedents in political history

on the other hand, suggest a di�erent method
of derivation for its practices which relies
more closely on political experiences. The
experience of arbitrary and despotic govern-
ment and political oppression appears to be
signi®cant in explaining some of our strongly
felt convictions about liberal political practices
in a manner not wholly reducible to concerns
about individual autonomy. The state, its coer-

cive force and our relationship to it constitutes
a set of considerations which must be taken
into account when we deliberate on what the
role of the state is. As a result, anti-perfec-
tionists tend to restrict the way that we appeal
to ideals of well-being in politics. They typi-
cally utilise a distinct and more narrow
account of persons' basic interests, such as
that o�ered by Judith Shklar, in which the
importance of some `political' goods or values
such as the legitimacy or accountability of the
state outweighs the political pursuit of other,
non-political goods. (Shklar, 1989) This gives
rise to a distinct `political' morality for the
state in which a more stringent standard of
justi®cation for the state's actions than that we
would expect from a human moral agent is
required.
Clearly, what the two sources of values

have in common is a respect for individual
freedom which rules out the imposition by
the state of a particular religion or way of life.
However, those who view liberal practices as
deriving from the ®rst source endorse a justi-
®cation which appears to be at odds with
those who see the same practices as stem-
ming from more political sources of value.
Some liberal theories which make a strong
appeal to the value of legitimacy, such as
Rawls' political liberalism, explicitly rule out
any appeal to comprehensive values of the
good. Anti-perfectionists might therefore
di�er in their policy recommendations with
liberals who want, for example, to implement
an education system which encourages the
development of individual autonomy and
social experimentation, or those think that
the arts should be publicly funded because
exposure to them makes peoples' lives better
or more worthwhile.

Liberal neutrality

Another debate which frequently occurs
within liberalism is often posed in terms of
whether liberalism should endorse the doc-
trine of neutrality. The doctrine of neutrality

Liberal Justi®cation . Chen Politics (1998) 18(3) pp. 189±196

# Political Studies Association 1998190



holds that the state should refrain from pro-
moting or discouraging certain ways on life or
conceptions of the good on the basis of their
intrinsic worth. While the stance of neutrality
appears to encapsulate the liberal attitude that
the state should leave individuals to choose
their own life-plans and to decide on what a
good life is, it is a strictly political doctrine in
that it applies only to the state and not to
individuals. For this reason, neutrality is often
associated with anti-perfectionist view that the
state should be regulated by a distinct poli-
tical morality.
Neutrality is often thought to embody a self-

evident conception of fairness or equal treat-
ment.(Ackerman, 1980) This view is mistaken
for two reasons. First, neutral policies could
not be considered fair to those conceptions of
the good which are adversely a�ected by them
and secondly, state actions invariably have dif-
ferential e�ects on di�erent groups in society.
To attempt to equalise the e�ects of any state
action would be overly-demanding and unde-
sirable, if not impossible. This gives substance
to the familiar charge that liberalism cannot be
neutral between persons or conceptions of
the good because some will inevitably be
helped and others hindered by a policy of
neutrality. One way of salvaging this fairness-
based conception of neutrality is to say that
unequal treatment does not violate neutrality,
since it is not neutrality of consequence or
e�ect, but rather neutrality of aim or justi®ca-
tion for an action which liberals espouse.
However, this quali®cation gives us even less
reason to think that being neutral is being, in
some self-evident way, fair. Certain forms of
non-neutrality, such as the proceduralist the-
ories examined below, can make an equally
compelling appeal to fairness.
Neutrality is therefore not a self-justifying

doctrine on the grounds that it constitutes
fairness. However, fairness is not the only
grounds on which neutrality is justi®ed. There
is no unanimous agreement on what justi®es
neutrality, and adherents can be found among
both liberals who endorse justi®cations
grounded in comprehensive ideals as well as

liberals who support a more politically-groun-
ded morality for the state.

A typology of liberal theories

The distinction between pro-neutrality and
anti-neutrality liberal theories does not corre-
spond to the above distinction between those
who believe that liberals should appeal to
comprehensive values of the good and those
who think liberalism should abstain from
invoking any such values. The divide between
advocates and opponents of neutrality cuts
across the above distinction between what I
called perfectionist and anti-perfectionist ver-
sions of liberalism. Although the term `anti-
perfectionism' is often identi®ed with neu-
trality, I believe that they can be usefully dis-
tinguished from each other. Neutrality is best
thought of as a stance or an attitude which
the state takes up towards the conceptions of
the good in society. This attitude is re¯ected
in the reasons that the state gives for its
actions. Anti-perfectionism, however, applies
to a deeper level of justi®cation for it refers
to the justi®cation for or against the stance of
neutrality itself.
We can obtain a better typology for cate-

gorising di�erent liberal theories when we
take into consideration the various reasons
why liberals reject or accept neutrality. Such a
typology will be helpful in seeing exactly how
and where liberal theories di�er on the issue
of justi®cation. The scheme below proposes

Perfectionism Anti-perfectionism

Raz's Proceduralism:
Non-neutral perfectionist (Gutmann, Barry,

liberalism Larmore)1

Dworkin's Rawls' political
ethical liberalism

Neutral liberalism
Kymlicka's
defence of
neutrality2
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that modern liberal theories be categorised
along two axes, and provides in each box
examples of certain well-known liberal the-
ories.
The two axes or distinctions which liberal

theories can be categorised along are: whe-
ther the principles which a theory espouses
are neutral between di�erent conceptions of
the good and whether the justi®cation for
those principles draws upon any conception
of the good.

Autonomy

An in¯uential kind of liberalism represented
by theories in the bottom left-hand box views
neutrality to be a doctrine entailed by com-
prehensive liberal ideals; most commonly and
prominently, by the ideal of individual auton-
omy. Its concern is with how individuals
come to choose and pursue their conception
of the good, and it holds that neutrality is
necessary for the protection of autonomous
choice. The state should be neutral between
conceptions of the good because people are
better able to pursue their conception of the
good in the right way without state inter-
ference.
This attractive way of defending liberalism

is sometimes described as a consequentialist
defence of neutrality, in which a means-based
strategy of argument is used to support neu-
trality. The arguments for neutrality are gen-
erally grounded in the unsuitability of political
power or force as a means of promoting the
good of autonomy. One kind of argument to
this e�ect says that the state's coercive char-
acter is unsuited to furthering individuals'
interests in autonomy because foisting a way
of life on individuals will not elicit the kind of
authentic and re¯ective endorsement that
autonomy requires. This line of argument is
traceable to the Lockean idea that toleration
is justi®ed because religious belief is involun-
tary and cannot be generated by force.
Another kind of argument says that if the
state favours one conception of the good

over another, it undermines and distorts the
process of re¯ection and evaluation by
attempting to guide choice on what should
be non-relevant grounds from the viewpoint
of autonomy, i.e. what the state believes to be
good. The state should not further its own
assessment of what the best way of life is, but
should instead secure the conditions neces-
sary for the exercise of re¯ective choice.

Razian perfectionism

Consequentialist defences of neutrality have,
however, been subjected to decisive objec-
tions. (Caney, 1991, Hurka, 1995, Raz, 1988)
Not only is the neutrality that it professes
limited to neutrality among conceptions of
the good which endorse the value of auton-
omy, but as Raz has argued, it is unclear why
valuing autonomy should lead to neutrality.
Raz thinks that it is relatively uncontroversial
that we regard autonomy to be valuable only
if it is exercised in pursuit of good ways of
life. Critical re¯ective endorsement of one's
ends is a necessary, but not su�cient condi-
tion of leading a good life, and therefore
there seems to be no principled reason why
the state should limit itself to protecting indi-
viduals' interest in autonomy, with no regard
for their wider well-being. While perfectionist
neutralists above say that the state's attempt
directly to impose belief through coercion is
self-defeating and may contribute to under-
mining individual autonomy, Razian perfec-
tionists point out that some non-coercive
methods of promoting and discouraging cer-
tain conceptions of the good can be success-
ful and e�ective in furthering individuals'
well-being without signi®cantly a�ecting their
autonomy. If this is true, then the state may
actively seek to preserve good options, and,
perhaps more ominously, to limit or mini-
mise bad ones; it need not be neutral
between them. It is thus di�cult to see why
the state should be neutral if it can, as Razian
non-neutral perfectionists think, act to guide
people towards good ways of life. Perfec-
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tionist neutralists must ®nd some way to
counter this by either persisting with the
argument for a blanket ban on non-neutral
measures on a case by case basis or by
dropping neutrality as a stringent require-
ment of state action.
Raz's liberal perfectionism is not, however,

a problem-free alternative. Apart from con-
cerns about the practical consequences of
implementing a perfectionist state, there is
also the issue of how closely Raz's liberalism
corresponds to traditional views of what lib-
eralism is about. Under Razian liberal perfec-
tionism, toleration would more limited than
many liberals have generally argued for. There
may not always be a case for allowing bad or
mistaken ways of life to exist, thereby limiting
the scope of individual choice. This in turn
raises the issue of whether such practices can
be regarded as liberal. Razian perfectionists
must address liberal concerns about the
potentially paternalistic nature of their mea-
sures if they are to succeed in presenting
their conception of liberalism as an appealing
one.

Proceduralism

Both Razian perfectionists and neutralist liber-
als concerned about autonomy share the view
that the state should promote comprehensive
liberal ideals but di�er on the best means of
doing so.3 They are both perfectionist as they
believe that the justi®cation for liberal prac-
tices is grounded in comprehensive ideals
grounded in individuals' moral well-being. In
contrast, anti-perfectionist liberal theories
make no reference in their justi®cation of lib-
eralism to comprehensive moral ideals. They
do not base liberalism on any pre-political
view of ultimate human good because of the
fact that we cannot foresee or expect agree-
ment in society on what human good consists
in. This is because they endorse a view of
justi®cation characterised by the idea that
whatever cannot be acceptable to all cannot
be a legitimate reason for political authority

to act upon. The idea of legitimacy central to
this view of justi®cation may be seen as stem-
ming from respect for individuals' reason and
agency, or from democratic fairness. Anti-per-
fectionism thus demands what Thomas Nagel
calls a `higher-order impartiality' requiring
individuals to abstract from their views of
what makes a person's life good. (Nagel,
1990)
Anti-perfectionists, however, need not hold

that the state should be neutral in its actions
between di�erent conceptions of the good,
and certain kinds of procedural theories can
be thought of as non-neutral, anti-perfec-
tionist theories. Many theories of deliberative
democracy and dialogue-based theories of
liberalism are examples of procedural the-
ories which belong to the upper right-hand
box in the ®gure above. Brian Barry's theory
of justice as impartiality may also be put in
this category. Although some deliberative
democrats see themselves as o�ering an alter-
native to liberalism, others see themselves as
working within the liberal tradition. Most of
these theorists would consider a theory which
cannot account for many liberal practices and
for the usual scheme of liberal freedoms
defective.
These theories are anti-perfectionist for

they hold that the fact of pluralism imposes
constraints upon political justi®cation in such
a way that prevents people from imposing
their conceptions of the good on others who
do not share them. However, none of these
theorists believe that this commits them to
the doctrine of neutrality. Indeed, they claim
that the principle of legitimacy is ful®lled
when persons' conceptions of the good, or if
their concrete and particular interests are
re¯ected in public justi®cation. What these
theories seek are justi®cations and political
principles produced by interaction between
existing conceptions of the good. This does
not, however lead to perfectionism because
what fundamentally validates the principles is
the procedure, rather than the independently
good reasons for those principles.
Dialogical and deliberative theories hold
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that the state's actions should proceed on the
basis of reasons which all can accept, and
prescind from reasons which do not com-
mand consensus. As a consequence, however,
the content of political principles is largely
determined by whatever holders of speci®c
conceptions of the good currently existent in
society can agree upon, or in Barry, cannot
reasonably reject. This is a source of concern
for the following reasons: apart from the
minimal freedoms necessary for deliberation
to take place, there is no guarantee that the
consensual principles will have any liberal
content. Secondly, even if they do turn out to
be liberal principles, the fact that they are
contingent upon agreement is disturbing,
especially for those who believe in compre-
hensive liberal ideals. It is hard to see how
purely procedural rules can guarantee that
principles have liberal content. Further, can
principles be considered truly normative if
they are justi®ed by whatever people happen
to agree to? After all, freedom and equality
have traditionally been revolutionary con-
cepts, justi®ed independently of, and prior to
any decision-making procedures. In Dwor-
kin's words, liberal principles should possess
categorical force in addition to consensual
promise. Proceduralists must ®nd some way
of preserving the content of liberal principles
without sacri®cing the procedural element so
important to their approach.

Political Liberalism

Rawls' position in the lower right-hand side of
the ®gure distinguishes him from the three
other liberal approaches to justi®cation.
Rawls' political liberalism is both anti-perfec-
tionist and neutral and is thus described as a
deontological theory; that is, one which `spe-
ci®es the right independently of the good.'
(Rawls, 1971, p30) The principles are anti-
perfectionist because they do not appeal for
their justi®cation to any particular pre-political
ideal of the good, and they endorse neutrality
in that they do not allow the state to act on

reasons deriving from a particular conception
of the good. While the proceduralist theories
mentioned above incorporate deontological
elements in the constraints that they place on
justi®cation, they do not result in a set of
principles of right whose content is de®ned
independently of the good. Only political lib-
eralism is a thorough-going deontological
theory in that the justi®cation, as well as the
content of the political principles, does not
re¯ect any ideas of the good.
Rawlsian political liberalism is often con-

fused with its non-neutralist, proceduralist
counterparts in its emphasis on gaining con-
sensus. Unlike proceduralist theories, how-
ever, the liberal content of Rawls' principles
has validity in a way which does not depend
solely on whether they are accepted. This is
achieved through a two-stage process of
theory construction. At the ®rst stage, princi-
ples are constructed which draw upon nor-
mative ideas latent in the public culture.
While the appeal to public culture exhibits a
concern with consensus, the content of the
principles is not determined by existing parti-
cular conceptions of the good. The normative
ideas with which Rawls constructs his princi-
ples are those of society as a scheme of
social co-operation, and of individuals as
rational and reasonable. At the second stage,
the principles are assessed for whether they
can be what Rawls calls the focus of an over-
lapping consensus; that is whether they can
®nd a deeper justi®cation in di�erent compre-
hensive conceptions of the good that people
hold in society. The fundamental idea here is
that people can draw upon comprehensive
ideals in justifying liberal beliefs while at the
same time observing the constraint of legiti-
macy where disagreement about comprehen-
sive conceptions of the good exists. This is
possible in an overlapping consensus, in
which parties a�rm the same fundamental
ideas and the same principles of justice, but
justify them on di�erent comprehensive con-
ceptions of the good.
It is the aim of reaching an overlapping

consensus which explains why political liber-
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alism is a thorough-going deontological
theory. As the political principles are neutral
between di�erent conceptions of the good,
individuals with di�erent conceptions of the
good can come to accept the same principles
of justice. Such allegiance can then prompt a
reconsideration of how people's ideas of the
good relate to their political convictions, and
can eventually lead people to adjust their
comprehensive ideals to be in line with, and
supportive of their political convictions. In
this way, Rawls hopes that a convergence on
the same principles of justice from di�erent
comprehensive ideals will develop.
It might be said, however, that political lib-

eralism does not provide any actual justi-
®cation for liberal principles. Some
commentators think that Rawls' deontological
approach appeals to reasonableness. However
it is not clear that reasonableness has su�-
cient weight to be a fundamental value on
which to justify liberal principles, if indeed, it
is possible to identify the independent appeal
of reasonableness in the ®rst place (Brouwer,
1994). Ultimately, the liberal content of his
principles derives from the public culture
from which Rawls draws his fundamental
ideas of society and the person. This implies
that the public culture is already liberal, and
that these ideas are already justi®ed in the
®rst place. Rawls himself suggests that if these
ideas were not independently justi®ed (that is,
if the public culture were not liberal), the
political liberalism he advocates would not be
valid. The ultimate justi®cation of liberal prac-
tices and beliefs lies in grounds which poli-
tical liberalism cannot provide. What political
liberalism can allow people to do is to draw
upon both pre-political comprehensive ideals,
and to reconcile them with more narrowly
political concerns in justifying liberal princi-
ples. It does not however, succeed in provid-
ing a ground-up, or fundamental justi®cation
of liberalism. Seen in this light, Rawls' project
is saved from redundancy only at the price of
limited applicability. It applies only to socie-
ties which already accept some liberal convic-
tions.

Conclusion

This paper has attempted to set out a typol-
ogy of the various ways in which liberal the-
ories approach the issues of justi®cation,
neutrality and pluralism. In distinguishing anti-
perfectionism from neutrality, two terms often
confused, we are able to obtain a four-fold
distinction between di�erent liberal theories,
and a sense of their strengths and weak-
nesses.
Those who see neutrality as justi®ed by the

promotion of individuals' interests in auton-
omy are categorised as perfectionist neutral-
ists whose arguments depend on the
assumption that the state cannot e�ectively
promote autonomy. Razian perfectionists
however, believe that this assumption is
faulty, and consequently, that neutrality is a
misguided way of promoting people's well-
being. This kind of perfectionism, however,
raises concerns about the state's legitimacy in
a society in which such ideals are con-
troversial and unlikely to command con-
sensus. Proceduralist theories therefore hold
that consensus on political principles must
be attained through a process of collective
debate and deliberation. This approach how-
ever, risks sacri®cing liberal content for
agreement. Rawlsian political liberalism
attempts to side-step this problem by posit-
ing a two-stage process of justi®cation which
can reconcile categorical force with con-
sensus. However, this solution can work only
in societies whose public culture are already
infused by certain liberal understandings. The
task of justifying liberalism to non-liberals,
from the ground up, ultimately appears to be
an eclectic one.

Notes

1. Examples of such theories are found in Acker-
man (1980), Gutmann and Dennis Thompson
(1990), Gutmann, (1993) and Larmore, (1987).
It should be noted that some of these the-
ories, such as Ackerman's and Larmore's are
often described as theories of neutrality.
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2. For example, Dworkin, (1989) and Kymlicka,
(1989).

3. Raz (1988) notes that it is `merely a more radi-
cal restriction of the employment of means
through which one may pursue conceptions of
the good.'
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